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This is a pivotal moment for West Yorkshire. A devolution deal 
and the first directly elected Mayor present once-in-a-generation 
opportunities for transformational change. 
The challenges of widening inequality, poverty, climate change, 
economic instability, and an uncertain future for our town and 
city centres have been exacerbated by Covid-19. Meanwhile, 
the UK Govt has set one of the world’s most ambitious carbon 
emissions targets and the rapid pace of technological change 
continues to shift our expectations and notions about the way 
we will live, work, travel and plan in the future.
Despite the inevitable uncertainty that significant change brings, 
there are many grounds for optimism in West Yorkshire.  
The region is home to a young, diverse, rapidly growing 
population. It has cultivated a dynamic base of innovators, 
entrepreneurs and businesses, strong universities and 
colleges, enlightened civic and community leaders, artists and 
creatives who are finding their voice. These are ambitious and 
compassionate people with the talent to affect positive change. 
The region’s network of interconnected cities, towns and 
villages, stunning countryside and waterways are those that 
powered the first Industrial Revolution. This combination of 
superb built heritage and driven people are powerful assets.

West Yorkshire in 2021 is a modern, outward-looking region, 
but not everyone is fulfilling their potential and not all places 
are benefiting from this success. This can and must change as 
new opportunities emerge.
Arup was founded 75 years ago, a time when the nation needed 
rebuilding and reshaping for the future. Through the built 
environment, we helped realise the transformative effects of 
investment in culture, infrastructure and new technologies.  
Now a global business with internationally recognised 
expertise, we remain rooted in our local communities and 
committed to working collaboratively for their betterment. 
Today, we face different issues, but a similar aspiration to 
evolve, to create a better future for people and for the planet.
The Mayor’s first term will be an exciting period of  
change with sustainable development high on the agenda.  
Electric vehicles could be introduced on a large scale,  
including the first autonomous delivery vehicles in West 
Yorkshire. New and innovative housing models are starting 
to meet changing needs; walking and cycling are becoming 
mainstream forms of transport; public services and education 
could become digital by default. Throughout major transport 
hubs, city and town centre regeneration, we are likely to see a 
significant move towards renewable energy and greener places. 

Foreword

The new Mayor has the opportunity to take decisions that 
bring about lasting and sustainable change to support inclusive 
growth and sustainable development. Truly transformational 
change requires strength of leadership, clarity of vision, 
pragmatism and partnership in delivery. These are the principles 
that have underpinned Arup’s thinking about how to enhance 
West Yorkshire’s future and its competitive advantage in the 
world. We have set out eight ideas that are intended to be 
thought-provoking.
We hope you enjoy exploring these ideas and debating their 
merits. By working together we are optimistic about the future 
for West Yorkshire and the role we can all play in helping the 
region prosper. 

Leeds Office Leader
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We asked a diverse range of Arup’s experts for policy 
ideas for the new Mayor. Many of these ideas are 
accompanied by references to wider thinking, and we 
encourage you to follow the links to find out more. 
These ideas are designed to be deliverable within the 
first mayoral term in a way that is distinctively West 
Yorkshire.

What could the Mayor do to make West Yorkshire 
better for residents, business, and visitors?
The new Mayor will be uniquely placed to bring 
together people, local authorities and providers of 
other public services, business, and the community 
sector to address some of the major challenges and 
opportunities for West Yorkshire, linked to the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals. 
These challenges include:
 – economic recovery, creating jobs, 
and raising productivity;

 – responding to climate change by increasing 
resilience and getting to net zero carbon emissions;

 – improving health and well-being, tackling 
health inequalities, loneliness, and rising 
problems around mental health; 

 – using new digital technologies and data to 
benefit West Yorkshire, and helping people 
and places adapt to technological change.

8 Policy Ideas for the  
Mayor of West Yorkshire 

Putting Young People at 
the heart of our growth 

strategies

Building a Culture  
of Innovation

A Digital Office for 
West Yorkshire

From Grey to Green: 
Bring nature, and the 
Dales, into our Towns 

and Cities

Creative BeaconMagnetic Centres:
Reshaping town  
and city centres

15 Minute Towns & Cities  
30 Minute Region

Powered by West Yorkshire:  
An engine for a UK Green 

Industrial Revolution Yorkshire 
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Positioning West Yorkshire 
as the leader in forging a 
green economy in the UK; 
benefiting the planet and people 
through access to new jobs and 
improved quality of life.

Powered by West Yorkshire:  
Engine for the UK’s  
Green Industrial Revolution



A hydrogen economy 
Leeds is already leading the way on hydrogen, with the H21 
project showing it may be possible to repurpose natural gas 
infrastructure for hydrogen. This innovation should be used 
as a launchpad for a hydrogen economy1 in West Yorkshire – 
bringing hydrogen into our homes and businesses, and using it 
to power our transport systems. 

Web of green streets  
Develop a test-street in every borough to strive for net zero. 
Piloting in this way would take a bottom-up approach to 
decarbonisation, responding to the needs of the community. 
Working as a launch-pad for new ideas, knowledge could be 
shared across communities.
Measures could include: 
 – Attractive pocket parks and vertical gardens, with locally-
generated green energy and locally grown food.

 – Smart on-street charging for electric vehicles, integrated 
into the street in an unobtrusive way, for example 
through Arup’s Recharge Parklet2 concept.

 – Demonstrator projects to inspire change, such 
as the Hydrogen House3 initiative.

Recharge Parklet
© Arup

West Yorkshire’s Opportunity 
The region’s dramatic landscapes and proximity 
to the coast is a massive opportunity to produce 
clean, green power.
This power can be both fed directly to the electricity grid and be 
used to make hydrogen, enabling West Yorkshire to become a 
leader in green hydrogen production.
West Yorkshire is well placed to capitalise on the opportunity 
of the Green Industrial Revolution to create thousands of high 
skilled jobs.

Hydro-Power for Homes  
Inspired by the work at Hardcastle Craggs in Hebden Bridge 
and the design of flood alleviation schemes, harness West 
Yorkshire’s waterways to generate hydropower for homes. 
Small scale hydro-electric schemes could produce clean 
energy for the region, helping us to reach net-zero quicker – 
particularly suited to help decarbonise our more remote rural 
communities. 

Retrofitting Homes and Commercial property  
Initiate a mass retrofit scheme to bring houses, commercial 
buildings, and business parks up to the highest sustainability 
standards, and reduce everybody’s energy bills. This would 
tackle fuel poverty and trigger a boom in green job creation.



Give children and young people the 
chance to shape their future. 
Arup’s report Cities Alive: Designing for Urban 
Childhoods4 argues that children should be 
central to good urban planning and design.  
If places fail to address the needs of children, 
they risk economic and cultural impacts as 
families move away. 
Less pollution, more green spaces, and the 
freedom to move about easily and safely – these 
are aspirations shared by city leaders and young 
people alike.

Young People At the Heart 
of Our Growth Strategy
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West Yorkshire’s Opportunity 
West Yorkshire has a diverse, young population. 
Bradford has the highest proportion of under 18s 
of any major UK city and Leeds has the second 
highest proportion of people under 30.
Young people are creative, digitally native, and socially 
conscious.
But they have suffered in the pandemic with school closures, 
mental health, and rising youth unemployment, widening gaps 
in educational and economic opportunity.

Arup’s Engineering Awareness Week
© Arup

“ A concerted approach to harnessing the 
talent and creativity of our young people for 
the benefit of our economy, our decision-
making, and our future, giving children their 
Nightingale Moment”
As urged by the former Children’s Commissioner for England,  
Anne Longfield in the report Childhood in the time of Covid,  
September 20206.

Establishing a Children’s Mayor and  
Youth Combined Authority  
Provide a tangible route for young people to improve their 
lives and increase participation in public life. There are 195 
secondary schools in West Yorkshire from which to draw 
an assembly of great young minds. A new Youth Combined 
Authority could bring diversity and a depth of experience to 
find solutions to the issues faced by young people.

Designing for urban childhoods  
Implement masterplans to make towns and city centres greener, 
more attractive, and playful places for children. The amount of 
time children spend playing outdoors, their ability to get around 
independently, and their level of contact with nature are strong 
indicators of how places are performing for all generations.

Young people and well-being  
Integrate health and well-being benefits into all aspects of 
the built and digital environment, as part of developing local 
strategies for young people’s health and well-being.  
This can build on successes such as Leeds being the only UK 
city to reduce child obesity, or the ActEarly consortium led by 
Bradford Institute of Health Research. 

Connect young people with employers 
Nurture a more diverse future workforce, through internships 
and work experience. Arup’s Engineering Awareness Week 
(EAW)5 is a creative, engaging and inspiring work experience 

programme, in association with the ‘Ahead Partnership.’  
It offers students insight into the day-to-day life of engineers, 
designers and consultants.



Creating places and networks to 
develop new ideas, products, and 
process to build a more productive 
economy, and solve some of 
society’s grand challenges.

Building a Culture of Innovation
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West Yorkshire’s Opportunity
Building an innovation-driven economy in 
West Yorkshire will accelerate productivity and 
growth in a region where over 140,000 people 
are employed in manufacturing.
Arup has been part of the Leeds City Region team learning from 
global best practice and the success of Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology (MIT) and Greater Boston. This could inform a 
region wide policy to back innovators and entrepreneurs.
The region has a strong track record of innovation in health and 
well-being, such as the Centre for HealthTech Innovation at the 
University of Leeds and the Born in Bradford study.  
New technologies and use of data are transforming healthcare  
and allowing people to live more independent lives.

Virtual Tour of Temple Works - Leeds Digital Festival
© Arup

Innovative Manufacturing 
Learn from the success of initiatives elsewhere, such as the 
Advanced Manufacturing Research Centres in Sheffield or the 
Goole 36 site. Creating a network of modern manufacturing 
sites and initiatives will support increased innovation within the 
manufacturing sector.

Real-world testbeds  
Create a network of testbeds7 to enable innovators and businesses 
to test and develop new technologies and solutions safely in 
a real-world environment. For example, the West Midlands 
has developed a Future Mobility Test Bed to encourage the 
development of Connected Autonomous Vehicles.

Health Economy  
Support innovation in health and well-being in areas such as 
medical devices, remote healthcare, personalised medicine, 
drug discovery, use of wearable technology, reducing health 
inequalities and tackling loneliness.

Mission West Yorkshire  
Create a challenge fund and a set of West Yorkshire missions, 
linked to the UN Sustainable Development Goals, to incentivise 
innovators to address socially impactful issues as part of a 
mission-orientated approach to growth9. These missions would 
bring innovators, businesses, providers of public services and 
communities together to solve some of the challenges our society 
faces. They could focus on where there are significant needs, a 
global market and scope for positive disruption.

Flock of Drones for West Yorkshire  
Build on the Nesta ‘Flying High’ Drones Project8, including 
the work in Bradford, to enable innovators to trial new uses 
for drones in West Yorkshire. Example test scenarios could be: 
delivering, surveying and repairing infrastructure, supporting 
emergency services, and creating 3D city models.

Innovation Districts  
Support the development of innovation districts10 — which 
bring together universities and other knowledge-producing 
organisations such as hospitals, and business — to share and 
commercialise innovation in the centres of Leeds, Bradford, 
Huddersfield, Wakefield, and Halifax.



Harness the potential of new 
technology and data to drive 
economic growth for the 
benefit of our people.

A Digital Office  
for West Yorkshire
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West Yorkshire’s Opportunity 
The pace of digital change is accelerating, 
disrupting the economy and ways of delivering 
services. Data is an increasingly important 
resource. New robotics and drone technologies 
offer the potential to transform the way services 
are delivered.
West Yorkshire has emerged as a major digital economy, with 
many innovative start-up and scale-up firms, as well as larger 
businesses, using digital and data.
By supporting people to gain new digital skills, we can help 
the region keep pace with economic change and benefit from 
greater automation.

A digital and data office for West Yorkshire  
Create a dedicated department to embed digital and data in the 
operations of the West Yorkshire Combined Authority (WYCA), 
supporting the Authority and its partners to deliver even better 
public services. It could have five main functions:

Economy  
Support start-ups, improve digital infrastructure (including 
rolling out 5G) and tackle skills shortages.

Services 
Drive digital innovation within WYCA and public services, 
incentivising organisations to share their data as open data, 
building on the Data Mill North platform.

Responsibility  
Address the social and ethical issues brought about by digital 
technology and big data in West Yorkshire.

Digital bootcamps  
Sessions could be run to help people who have lost their jobs, 
are returning to work after a period of leave, or are looking to 
progress from low paid work to better jobs.

Inclusion  
Support access to digital skills, broadband and computers / 
tablets.



Revitalising town and city centres 
for the post-Covid-19 era: widening 
their functions and uses, attracting 
people back with new green spaces, 
and re-imagining retail.

Magnetic Centres: 
Reshaping town and city centres 
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West Yorkshire’s Opportunity 
Trends such as the shift from bricks to clicks in 
retail and the rise of remote working provide a 
reset moment for our urban centres.
The region can support the recovery of its city and town centres 
by introducing more green civic spaces that are attractive, 
sociable and accessible, to create welcoming places where 
people want to gather.
Building on city centres’ vitality as business workplaces and 
hubs for the knowledge economy, we should look to enhance 
the role played by other elements, such as cultural and sporting 
activity - which contribute to making vibrant, high quality 
places that attract a diverse range of people.

Workplace-making  
Support the development of new office space, and the 
recalibration of existing workspace and city centres as spaces 
for learning, collaboration, and innovation. Our city centres 
need to offer more than just a desk space; creating high quality 
environments for people to meet and collaborate within will be 
crucial to attracting people into cities11.

New parks and parklets  
Build on the success of recent projects such as Sovereign 
Square in Leeds, Bradford City Park and the Hepworth Garden 
in Wakefield to create new green spaces at the heart of our 
towns and cities, including small scale pop-up parklets and 
ambitious waterfront regeneration12 that has been successful 
elsewhere. A mix of temporary and permanent spaces can create 
vibrancy and become important cultural and social areas for the 
local community and visitors to come together.

Community and health hubs 
Create new health, sports, leisure and community hubs to 
support healthy living, bring together public and community 
services and create a shared space for small businesses 
and social enterprises. This, in turn, will support people to 
develop skills and networks. This could involve improved and 
reimagined village greens, town halls, libraries, town squares 
and community centres — for example, the proposed Squire 
Lane Scheme in Bradford.

Night Owls 
Create a new ‘night-time taskforce’ and a post similar to 
Greater Manchester’s Night Time Economy Advisor, to 
develop a safe, vibrant, inclusive night-time economy, 
supported by a new Youth Combined Authority. The night-
time advisor role could help to create quality jobs and attract a 
diversity of families, young people and older generations into 
towns and cities in the evening. 

Age-friendly centres  
Make town and city centres more age-friendly13 to support the 
autonomy and independence, social connectedness, well-being 
and safety of older people. By 2043, well over 20% of the 
population of West Yorkshire will be over 65.

Clicks and bricks  
Redesign town and city centres to support rapidly changing 
retail habits and the impact on high-street retailers. The huge 
growth in home deliveries and click-and-collect services is an 
opportunity to create imaginative, attractive parcel delivery 
‘hubs’, using smart digital technology to reduce delivery miles, 
and using cleaner transport such a e-bikes. 

FitzPark, London
© Arup



Building on the iconic cultural 
assets already in West Yorkshire 
to help the creative energy of our 
region shine on the global stage.

Creative Beacon
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West Yorkshire’s Opportunity 
West Yorkshire is already home to cultural 
institutions such as The Yorkshire Sculpture 
Park, the National Science and Media  
Museum, The British Library, and, more 
recently, Channel 4. 
This community of creatives can grow into a cultural 
powerhouse of the North.
The importance of the arts and creative industries to our lives 
became apparent during the pandemic. These industries need 
our support to recover and ensure they have the space to create 
and enrich our lives.

Putting culture centre stage 
Showcase cultural institutions to make buildings such as the 
Henry Moore Institute in Leeds, The Hepworth in Wakefield 
and the Piece Hall in Halifax places to visit beyond their 
opening hours. Inspiring and imaginative lighting displays 
could illuminate iconic Yorkshire buildings, and outdoor 
screenings of film and visual arts, such as at Somerset House, 
could draw the public together. Public realm improvements, 
such as those in Hull, at Bradford City Park, demonstrate the 
potential to bring about lasting change.

Strengthen cultural ties  
West Yorkshire is home to people with businesses, family and 
cultural traditions from every corner of the globe. Explore ways 
to celebrate this diversity and use it to attract people to live, 
work and visit the region.

Mills for makers  
Re-purpose former industrial buildings to make space for 
musicians, artists, and other creatives. Historic England 
estimates that there are 1,350 underused or derelict textile mills 
in West Yorkshire, which if brought back into use, could support 
150,000 new jobs – many in the creative industries. These mills 
could also support local communities to create meaningful uses 
for events and social activities.

The greenest place for screen industries  
West Yorkshire is a leader in all aspects of TV and film 
production, as well as being an emerging hub for digital game 
design. Acting as a centre for the film and television industry, 
West Yorkshire could provide a one-stop-shop for green 
production, minimising travel and developing new, green 
approaches to production.

Hepworth gallery, Wakefield
© hufton & crow

Filming Johnathen Strange in Wakefield
© Screen Yorkshire



Make walking and cycling to 
the centres of towns and cities a 
15 minute journey; and all trips 
across West Yorkshire possible 
within 30 minutes.

15 Minute Towns & Cities  
30 Minute Region  



The main challenges and opportunities
The proposed West Yorkshire mass transit 
network will be a game-changer, but it won’t 
reach everywhere: we need to make people’s 
journeys easier, quicker, and healthier from door 
to door, and we need to reduce emissions and 
pollution from transport.
Better transport can revitalise town and city centres by 
widening their catchment area.
Historic design approaches can make some places intimidating 
or hard to walk around, particularly for those less able to walk 
or cycle.

Travel on demand  
Use on-demand services that are summoned by app (similar 
to Uber) for more responsive, more flexible bus services to 
rural areas and urban communities that lack good bus and 
rail services.

E-mobility  
Create a network of e-bike charging stations and hire points 
to support inclusive cycling15 and enable longer bike trips 
between places and into the countryside. A roll-out of 
e-scooters could enable ‘first and last mile’ trips to be easier, 
greener, and healthier.

Living stations  
Stations have the potential to be much more than just the 
access points to the railway network. They can be bustling 
transport hubs16, connecting people to different modes of 
transport to make journeys easier and more accessible.  
When developing masterplans for stations and surrounding 
areas, such as Bradford Northern Powerhouse Rail Station, 
West Yorkshire17 could explore the potential for a proportion 
of the future development gains to be captured and 
reinvested, to further catalyse regeneration.

Aqua transport  
Reinvigorate use of the region’s canal and river network to 
transport goods and people into the heart of towns and cities. 
This innovative approach could help resolve congestion issues in 
our urban areas while also providing a unique and eye-catching 
component of the wider West Yorkshire transport system. 

Active Travel  
A network of low traffic neighbourhoods would enable people 
to leave the car at home for everyday trips and connect people 
to city centres and major employment hubs. Walking is more 
than a mode of transport14: it keeps us active and healthy, 
provides opportunities for contemplation, and connects us to our 
community and the natural environment.

Greener Grangetown Project, Cardiff
© Arup



Create greener, more liveable 
and biodiverse towns and cities, 
extending the Dales into urban 
areas through green corridors, 
bringing green space to people, 
and developing a health-led 
approach to infrastructure.

From Grey to Green: 
Bring nature, and the Dales, 
into our Towns and Cities

© Shanghai Urban drainage masterplan, undertaken by our team in Leeds



The main challenges and opportunities
Yorkshire is known as God’s Own Country  
for a reason – people want the benefits of our 
glorious countryside and attractive towns and 
cities. By making towns and cities greener and 
healthier, people will be attracted to live, work, 
play and stay in them.
Some West Yorkshire neighbourhoods have been classed as 
“grey deserts” with poor access to green space. This needs to 
change. 
We can plan, design and invest in green infrastructure to benefit 
the natural world and create better health and well-being 
outcomes.

Trees for West Yorkshire  
Extend the White Rose Forest Initiative’s aim to plant millions 
of new trees, including blossom trees to encourage pollinators, 
starting with neighbourhoods with limited trees and green 
space.

A Biodiversity Fund  
Create a pooled public-private sector fund (including planning 
obligations) to implement a strategic approach to biodiversity 
net gain. This could include restoring and improving access to 
our fantastic moors and uplands.

City boulevards  
Transform major urban roads into boulevards, with trees and 
greenery, wider pavements, and more crossings. West Yorkshire 
has inherited a road network which too often caters for cars and 
not people; city boulevards could allow people to move around 
in a green, open, and pleasant environment, encouraging more 
people to choose walking.

West Yorkshire blue grid  
Develop a proactive, multi-functional approach to water 
management to reduce flooding, enhance nature, and to 
maximise the health, social and economic benefits of 
waterways. This could include improving river and canalside 
paths and public spaces, and introducing leisure activity such as 
paddle-boarding, canoeing and rowing. Improvements to water 
quality such as installing fish passes, have already enabled 
salmon to return to the Aire. 

Splashing out 
Respond to the growing interest in outdoor swimming and to 
introduce new or refurbished lidos18. Drawing inspiration from 
Hull and the UK’s first geothermal pool in Penzance, these 
open-air pools could be heated by the region’s district heating 
networks, or even by using waste heat from data-centres.

River Park at Victoria Bridge, Leeds 
© Arup



We hope you found these ideas interesting, 
insightful, and thought provoking. This is not 
intended to be a fully costed programme of work 
– but neither is it a wishlist. All these ideas are 
achievable, and they provide real opportunities 
to improve quality of life in our region. 

Most of all, we hope these ideas provide a 
starting point for many fruitful discussions 
around the future of West Yorkshire.

Please contact our team or leeds@arup.com 
or reach out to us on Twitter or LinkedIn to 
continue the conversation.
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