Response to the Draft Greater Cambridge Local Plan and Greater Cambridge Cultural Infrastructure Strategy
January 2026
Create Cambridge is a cultural compact partnership working across Greater Cambridge to enable a more ambitious, equitable and sustainable cultural ecosystem. We welcome the publication of the Draft Greater Cambridge Local Plan (DLP) and the Greater Cambridge Cultural Infrastructure Strategy (GCCIS).
Summary position
Create Cambridge supports the broad direction of travel in the Draft Local Plan and the Cultural Infrastructure Strategy. However, we believe the Plan currently underplays culture as growth infrastructure. Cultural infrastructure must be treated as a core component of liveable, inclusive and resilient growth, alongside transport, housing, utilities, education and skills.
The recently published Create Cambridge Insights Report sets out a clear diagnosis: Greater Cambridge is asset-rich but system-poor. It has strong cultural assets and exceptionally high participation, but lacks the enabling infrastructure that sustains a liveable cultural ecology, including affordable production space, viable pathways for artists and independent producers, and connected digital systems. 

Theme 1: A liveable artist ecology (building the connective tissue)
Greater Cambridge has cultural assets, but lacks the connective tissue needed for a liveable creative ecology.
The Local Plan is a once-in-a-generation mechanism for embedding long-term cultural capacity into growth. Without explicit planning expectations for cultural production, making, rehearsal and workspace infrastructure, growth will deliver housing but not liveable, connected communities.
The Cultural Infrastructure Strategy provides an important evidence base but needs stronger translation into delivery mechanisms and Local Plan hooks.
The Create Cambridge Insights Report highlights:
· Cambridge participation is high, but sustainability of local creative practice is weak due to space and affordability constraints.
· Reliance on institutional assets masks fragility in the independent ecology. 
Create Cambridge recommends: 
Policy strengthening to ensure cultural infrastructure, including:
· affordable cultural production space (rehearsal, making, co-production, small-scale technical provision)
· workspace for independents and non-institutional creative enterprise
· a coherent approach to meanwhile use as a pathway to long-term provision, not a substitute
· section 106 funds redirected from one-off / short term ‘token’ commissions to sustaining artist communities in place, thus addressing well-known scarcity and enabling longer-term / embedding cultural value.

Theme 2: Rewiring the investment model (solving the “low cultural need” paradox)
Cambridge faces a structural funding paradox: high participation is being interpreted as “low cultural need”, constraining investment at the point growth is increasing demand and deepening inequity.
The Local Plan cannot solve the funding system alone, but it can:
· set stronger expectations for delivery through planning gain
· enable pooled approaches (s106 / CIL use)
· support creation of a coherent cultural infrastructure pipeline
· ensure investment logic reflects the true drivers of need
If the Plan treats culture mainly as wellbeing support, cultural infrastructure risks becoming discretionary, site-by-site and easily deprioritised.
The CC Insights Report highlights a core statistic which makes the paradox legible:
· 93.92% of Cambridge residents engage with the arts in person, yet the ecosystem suffers from constrained investment and weak enabling infrastructure. 
Create Cambridge recommends:
· explicit Plan recognition that high engagement does not equal low need
· stronger alignment between the Local Plan and an emerging Cultural Infrastructure Pipeline
· delivery mechanisms that support:
· pooled contributions across sites
· viability-protected cultural outcomes
· prioritisation and monitoring

Theme 3: Tech and innovation integration
Greater Cambridge positions itself globally as an innovation ecosystem, yet the cultural sector’s digital infrastructure remains fragmented and underpowered. Digital tech is enabling cultural infrastructure.
Culture’s sustainability increasingly depends on:
· connected systems (ticketing/CRM/booking interoperability)
· shared platforms
· aggregated data and measurement
· access through digital participation
Digital infrastructure is therefore not optional: it is enabling infrastructure that supports inclusion, resilience and efficient delivery at scale.
The Create Cambridge Insights Report highlights that:
· digital maturity is low
· only 9.2% of venues use connected online booking systems 
This is a measurable indicator of fragility and fragmentation in the city’s cultural operating system.
Create Cambridge recommends:
· recognition of digital cultural infrastructure within infrastructure expectations
· inclusion of shared digital systems within the cultural infrastructure pipeline
· commitment to common metrics, aggregated data and measurement tools

Theme 4: Planning and growth (culture must be embedded in civic decision-making)
Without clear benchmarks and assessment mechanisms, and without the right skills / expertise in planning teams, growth will produce tokenistic cultural outputs rather than sustained creative capacity.
Culture is at risk of being delivered in growth sites as:
· small-scale interventions
· one-off commissions
· temporary meanwhile activity without long-term and sustainable provision
This approach is not infrastructure. It is decorative and ultimately exclusionary.
The Local Plan is the mechanism to:
· embed cultural expectations across policy areas
· introduce benchmarks
· require assessment and delivery planning for major schemes
The Create Cambridge Insights Report highlights two striking gaps in provision for younger residents:
· only 6% of cultural events target children/babies
· only 5% of cultural events target teenagers 
This matters because planned growth will increase the youth population and diversity of new communities.
Create Cambridge recommends:
· embedding culture across multiple chapters (not siloed)
· adopting benchmarks for cultural infrastructure expectations
· introducing a mechanism such as: Cultural Contribution Statement or Cultural Contribution Assessment for major schemes
· alignment with GCCIS and cultural pipeline priorities
· youth-led spaces / family provision in new developments
· anti-tokenism safeguards

Comments
1.  A Liveable Artist Ecology
As highlighted in the GCCIS, Greater Cambridge benefits from many significant cultural assets. Yet, the Create Cambridge Insights Report highlights that Greater Cambridge is also ‘asset-rich but system-poor’ and notes several persistent gaps in the cultural ecosystem. These gaps include the need to strengthen connections between cultural assets and their communities, while further investment in the ‘connective tissue’ of cultural infrastructure is required to support a more cohesive and sustainable arts ecosystem.
This is particularly important in the context of Cambridge’s development trajectory and the risk that cultural activation may be viewed as an add on that is, at best, ‘nice to have’. The Local Plan should ensure that cultural infrastructure, including affordable creative production space including studios, accessible making space rehearsal spaces, and artist-led initiatives, are embedded into new developments as embedded assets.
Create Cambridge recommends that planning policies:
a) Prioritise the provision of affordable cultural production and rehearsal spaces in major development sites.
b) Support initiatives that enable cultural assets to share and open up their spaces to artists and communities, ensuring inclusivity and accessibility.
c) Encourage the strategic use of meanwhile use for cultural activities, alongside long-term investment to ensure permanence and sustainability.
Comment relevant to the following plan chapters/policies:
· GP/… Great places: add requirement for affordable cultural production space in major developments (with delivery mechanism)
· H/… Homes: strengthen community infrastructure requirements to include rehearsal/making/production space
· I/… Infrastructure: define cultural infrastructure to include production ecology (not only venues)
· S/… Strategic policies: explicitly frame cultural infrastructure as growth infrastructure]
2. Rewiring Investment Models
The Create Cambridge Insights Report highlights that while participation rates are high (93.92% of Cambridge residents engage with the arts in person), cultural investment remains constrained. This creates a structural paradox where high engagement is interpreted as low cultural need, limiting resources despite growing demand and widening inequalities.
To address this, the Local Plan should develop a more robust investment framework that supports the delivery of cultural infrastructure through mechanisms such as:
a) A Cultural Infrastructure Pipeline that identifies and prioritises cultural infrastructure projects across Greater Cambridge.
b) Pooled funding mechanisms, including developer contributions, to finance cultural infrastructure.
c) Exploration of innovative funding models such as visitor levies or cultural investment funds.
Additionally, it is important that creative industries data is disaggregated so that cultural needs and investment are not obscured by the wider technology sector’s dominance in Cambridge’s economy.
Comment relevant to the following plan chapters/policies:
· I/… Infrastructure: require the creation/maintenance of a Cultural Infrastructure Pipeline, plus pooled contribution mechanism
· S/… Monitoring and delivery: monitoring indicators for cultural infrastructure delivery
· J/… Jobs: disaggregation of cultural sector data from wider IT/tech creative industries metrics
· WS/… Wellbeing and social inclusion: link pipeline to inclusion outcomes (especially underserved communities)]

3. Tech and Innovation Integration
Cambridge positions itself as a hub for innovation and technology, yet the Create Cambridge Insights Report suggests that cultural organisations and venues lag behind in digital integration. For example, only 9.2% of venues use connected online booking systems, limiting the sector’s ability to engage audiences effectively and share data.
Digital infrastructure should be treated as a core component of cultural infrastructure. This includes the development of shared digital platforms, improved connectivity between cultural venues, and aggregated data systems to support evidence-based planning and investment.
Create Cambridge recommends that the Local Plan:
a) Include digital connectivity and shared platforms within the Cultural Infrastructure Pipeline.
b) Support investment in interoperable booking systems and digital tools for cultural venues.
c) Encourage the development of shared metrics and data-sharing mechanisms to strengthen cultural planning and evaluation.
Comment relevant to the following plan chapters/policies:
· I/… Infrastructure: explicitly include digital cultural infrastructure within cultural pipeline definition
· J/… Jobs: recognise culture’s digital infrastructure needs as part of innovation ecosystem
· GP/… Great places: require digital access planning for cultural facilities (ticketing access, inclusion, interoperability)]

4. Planning and Growth
The Draft Local Plan includes welcome recognition of culture’s role in place-making and wellbeing, but there remains a risk of tokenistic cultural provision in new developments. The Create Cambridge Insights Report highlights gaps in provision for young people (only 6% of events target children and babies, and only 5% target teenagers), suggesting the need for stronger planning mechanisms to ensure equitable and inclusive cultural provision.
Create Cambridge recommends that the Local Plan:
a) Embed cultural considerations across planning priorities, ensuring culture is integrated into policies relating to housing, wellbeing, public realm, and economic development.
b) Establish benchmarks or targets for cultural infrastructure provision, potentially based on per capita or per development scale.
c) Introduce assessment mechanisms to ensure major schemes deliver meaningful and sustainable cultural contributions, avoiding tokenism.
Additionally, Create Cambridge suggests exploring the introduction of cultural contribution assessments for significant development projects, ensuring that cultural infrastructure is planned and delivered with the same rigour as other forms of infrastructure.
Comment relevant to the following plan chapters/policies:
· GP/… Great places: cultural benchmarks and cultural contribution statements/assessments, anti-tokenism language
· WS/… Wellbeing and social inclusion: youth inclusion expectations; distribution across communities
· H/… Homes: youth-friendly cultural provision as part of social infrastructure requirements
· I/… Infrastructure: formal assessment mechanism aligning with pipeline and GCCIS]
