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Abstract

This research explores the changing dynamics of major infrastructure planning and appraisal in
the United Kingdom (UK). It follows the establishment of the UK’s first National Infrastructure
Commission (NIC), an independent body with a mandate to provide impartial advice to
government on long term infrastructure policy and strategy. This advice must support
sustainable economic growth, improve national competitiveness and improve quality of life. To
ascertain the performance of the NIC to date, | undertook an audit of the commission. The audit
assessed progress against core objectives by examining their work across transport and energy.
Specifically, the report: Transport for a World City was analysed along with a suite of relevant
literature. Ten semi-structured interviews were conducted with key informants who have links
to the commission. [ show how Thatcherism and the proliferation of neoliberalism in the UK
during the 1980s has reduced the role of the state to facilitator. This shift has created a new asset
class in infrastructure and enabled global market forces to be embedded at the core of multiple
infrastructure sectors. | demonstrate how this shift has paved the way for new forms of
governance, manifest as quangos, collectively responsible for the planning, appraisal and delivery
of major infrastructure projects (MIPs). | identify several barriers to forming a reliable
assessment of the NIC's performance against its core objectives and show how many of the

problems it was designed to resolve remain.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Context

Major infrastructure is central to the UK’s national identity. As the first industrialized nation in
the world, major infrastructure has long been a staple of the UK economy. The UK can lay claim
to the first passenger rail network opened in 1863, some of the world’s earliest power grids,
passenger airports and deep-sea ports. Its inter-city road network is traceable to the routes
established by the Romans more than two millennia ago (Stuart, 2018). Since its origins, the
nature, meaning and role of infrastructure have changed considerably across the UK and globally.
Today, infrastructure has a range of definitions, but broadly speaking Bowker et al (2009: 98)
define it as the ‘pervasive enabling of resources in network form’ produced through the delivery
of physical transmission and organisational systems. In 2015, spending related to infrastructure
totalled US$9.5 Trillion worldwide, or 14% of global GDP (McKinsey Global Institute, 2016).
Across the UK projects like HS2, Crossrail 2, the Heathrow Expansion Project and the Thames
Tideway Tunnel, highlight a ubiquitous perception that major infrastructure is central to
economic development. This perception is echoed in the World Economic Forum's (WEF) Global

Competitiveness Report.

As the second pillar of global competitiveness, infrastructure is a key lever for WEF rankings. The
UK slipped one spot to 8% in the 2018 Global Competitiveness Report. It is ranked 11 for
infrastructure overall, however, it slips to 27 for infrastructure quality and both indexes display
a downward trend as spending declines (WEF, 2017: 301). Infrastructure affects all citizens and
is a key prerequisite for economic development. When developed sustainably, it can protect the
environment and promote efficient use of financial resources (Prof. Klaus Schwab in Weber,
Staub-Bisang and Alfen, 2016). This sentiment extends to global investment markets. Only a
decade ago, there were less than 15 major global infrastructure investors. Today there are over
200 with total assets under management for unlisted infrastructure funds exceeding £240 Billion
(Stuart, 2018). The Infrastructure and Projects Authority national infrastructure pipeline
assessment identified a portfolio of over 700 infrastructure projects with a combined value of
over £600 Billion (Infrastructure and Projects Authority, 2018). The expansion of infrastructure

has contributed to wider societal, political and economic change.

This dissertation will discuss how the proliferation of neoliberalism has fundamentally changed
the role of the state and reshaped major infrastructure governance in the UK. Though it is only

one of many cogs involved in the new governance system, the NIC has an important role to play




in guiding it. A lack of long-term infrastructure strategy, siloed decision-making, fragile political
consensus, and a culture of short-termism have resulted in a new model for major infrastructure
policy and strategy across the UK. The NIC plan to resolve these problems by providing clear
strategic vision, a structured methodology to consider interdependencies and priorities across
sectors, engaging and consulting widely, being ambitious and holding the government to account
(NIC, 2018a). This avant-garde approach is welcome. However, it is evident that several
challenges need to be addressed to enable the NIC to mitigate the above constraints and deliver
on its core objectives to support sustainable economic growth, improve competitiveness and
improve quality of life. The decision to renege on the commitment to make the NIC an
independent statutory body in light of Brexit, may have been correct at the time, but in order to
equip the commission with the tools to do its job and create a sense of permanence, this decision

needs to be revisited.




1.2 Research aim & objectives

1.2.1 Research aim

The Armitt Review (2013) suggested that a lack of long-term infrastructure strategy, integrating
key sectors and insulated from political volatility was hindering the UK's growth and contributing
to a funding shortfall. My aim is to review recent changes to infrastructure policy and strategy in
the UK to ascertain the extent to which the NIC can assist in reversing this trend by delivering on
its core objectives and fulfilling its obligations as an Executive Agency (EA) of HM Treasury
(HMT).

1.2.2 Research objectives

This research will evaluate the performance of the NIC since its establishment against its core
objectives. This will be facilitated through an examination of the governance mechanisms and
institutional frameworks associated with major infrastructure in the UK. Itis anticipated that this
will unearth key blocking mechanisms for robust, non-partisan, long-term and cross-sectoral
strategies to secure the nation’s infrastructure. If successful, this will allow for the prediction of

performance moving forward.

1.2.3 Research question

To what extent has the NIC delivered on the following core objectives since its establishment in
October 2015:

a. Support sustainable economic growth across all regions of the UK;

b. Improve competitiveness; and

c¢. Improve quality oflife.
In delivering on the above objectives, has the NIC improved major infrastructure policy and
strategy in the UK?

a. Ifso, in what way?

b. Are there specific strategies, policies or tools contributing to this shift?




1.3 Structure overview

To examine this new direction in major infrastructure policy and strategy, three questions were

developed:

1. How has major infrastructure policy and strategy changed over the past ten years?
2. Why have these changes come about, and what are the social, economic and political
implications?

3. How can they be evaluated?

To answer these questions, [ conducted a comprehensive review of literature encapsulating the
emergence of the neoliberal state, governance and normative elements of policy evaluation. To
contextualise the research, the pathway to the establishment of an independent infrastructure
body in the UK is analysed. Publicly accessible grey literature covering policy documents,
contractual documents, private and NIC reports were reviewed to trace the origins of the
organisation and locate this in the wider political landscape. These topics provide both
explanation for the changes and frame the remainder of the paper. A review ofthe NIC, it's origins,
role, and remit - as they relate to these changes - is included. I interviewed key senior staff from
both public and private sector organisations involved in the shifting landscape of major

infrastructure policy and strategy in the UK.

A case study was used to test the resonance of findings in practice. These are standalone reports
produced by the NIC at the request of the government: Transport for a World City and, Smart
Power. The analysis suggests that the steps taken to improve infrastructure policy and strategy
have only been partially successful and several barriers remain. Due to the emerging nature of
the NIC all findings are preliminary and require further review on the back of the National

Infrastructure Strategy (NIS) and as the body matures.
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2. Literature review

In this section | examine two sets of literature key to understanding the social, economic and
political implications of major infrastructure development in the UK. [ begin with a discussion on
neoliberalism and governance, to build the foundations for the research. This facilitates an
understanding of the changing role of the state in governance of society and the bearing this has
onmajor infrastructure. The second section considers normative aspects of policy evaluation, and
a framework for assessing it. The final section aims to synthesise the literature and locate the NIC

within a theoretical framework.

2.1 Neoliberalism, governance and major infrastructure in the United Kingdom
2.1.1 Neoliberalism and major infrastructure in the UK

To understand neoliberalism in the context of major infrastructure, neoliberal ideology, policy
and governmentality can be compared. [nitially developed by Friedman and Hayek in response
to deteriorating policies of Keynes’ welfare state, neoliberal ideology pushes individual
freedoms and free market capitalism in lieu of government intervention (Larner, 2000). This
theory was first embraced in the UK by Margaret Thatcher during her Conservative leadership
in the 1980s. Neoliberal ideology contrasts with neoliberal policy, which endorses state
restructure and expansion. Competitive market global forces and deregulation are perceived as
mechanisms to influence government, focus priorities, and facilitate neoliberal policy (Isin,
2016). Such policies can be understood by using the concept of ‘actually existing neoliberalism’
(Brenner and Theodore, 2002). This allows neoliberal policies to be located within the markets
that they operate and highlights the impact of market ideologies, regulatory bodies,
macroeconomic trends and markets. The changing landscape of major infrastructure
development in the UK and bodies like the NIC can be used to understand the divergence
between neoliberal ideology and policy in praxis. [n contrast, neoliberal governmentality
adopts particular forms of knowledge and rationality to simplify governing populations
(Burchell, Gordon and Miller, 1991; Rose-Redwood, 2006). This combats the notion of

neoliberalism, often perceived as monolithic in policy, by reducing its scale (Buitenhuis, 2013).
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2.1.2 Governance and major infrastructure in the UK

Governance can be applied as an umbrella term for a shift in the nature or meaning of government
(March and Olsen, 1989; Jorgensen, 1993). Bevir and Rhodes (2003) assert that such shifts reflect
the extents and forms of public intervention in the delivery of public services through markets
and quasi markets. In this way, governance covers more terrain than government. It captures the
systems and associated stakeholder interactions when any permutation of government, private,
and voluntary sectors provide services (Bevir and Rhodes, 2003). Though there is a range of
governance definitions, in the context of this research two are relevant: (1) governance as the

new political economy and (2) governance as networks and networks as governance.
2.1.3 Governance and the political economy

The first definition explores the government of the economy and the increasingly indistinct
boundaries between the market economy, the state and civil society. To unpack this broad
classification, positivist and neo-Marxist accounts can be used. The positivist interpretation
proposes that ‘political and economic processes that coordinate activity among economicactors’
drive governance (Campbell et al, 1991: 3). Institutions that govern economic activity are
transformed through the emergence and rearrangement of institutional forms of governance.
Positivists identify six main mechanisms of governance (ibid.: 29): markets, obligational
networks, hierarchy, monitoring, promotional networks, and associations. Discussion on these
mechanisms extend beyond the promotion of economic efficiency under certain conditions and
considers social control, understood here as the tension between strategic control and power
during economic exchange. The state adopts the role of gatekeeper to ‘sectoral governance’ by
promoting or inhibiting, production and exchange (Bevir et al., 2003: 48). Neo-Marxist, Jessop,

offers a contrasting view.

Jessop (1999) sees governance as a complex process, which attemtps to steer agencies,
institutions and systems. Though these may be operationally autonomous, they are often
structurally linked due to arange of reciprocal interdependencies (ibid.). An increasingly global
society and rising funtional diversity of institutional and social order, is thought to have catalysed
societal complexity and undermined conventional hierachies and top-down coordination (Jessop,
1997). This approach can be differentiated from alternatives through its attempt to put
governance in a systematic, broader theoretical framework (Bevir and Rhodes, 2003). It also
highlights some critical limitations of governance in addressing problems of coordination, which
may be managed more effectively by markets and identifies strategic problems that increase the
risk of failure (Jessop, 1997). More recent discussions on governance introduces the idea of

networks (Bevir and Rhodes, 2003).

12




2.1.4 Governance as networks, or networks as governance?

Network analysis emphasizes the importance of maintaining alliances between interest groups
and government departments. This process is also referred to as interest intermediation (Bevir
and Rhodes, 2003). Under this model, policy networks are sets of resource-constrained bodies
that manage relationships through power-dependence. Like Jessop’s (1999) interpretation of
governance, these bodies are constrained by their reciprocal interdependence as they rely on the
exchange of resources to meet objectives. These may be financial, political or informational
resources that are deployed to achieve desired outcomes, while reducing dependence on other
organisations (Marsh and Rhodes, 1992). Theorists of networks as interest intermediation
criticise them as they favour individually preferred policy outcomes and prioritise public
accountability over private government. This is due to institutional structures that reduce
participation, include only narrow actor roles, control actor behaviour through rigid rules and
privilege particular interests (Marsh and Rhodes, 1992; Rhodes, 1997). Contemporary research

on policy networks locate them at the heart of governance (Bevir and Rhodes, 2003).

There are two key schools of thought in the literature on policy networks. (1) Power dependence;
and (2) rational choice. Under power dependence, networks provide the means for the
coordination and allocation of resources between agencies. This is achieved through the same
structures as markets and bureaucracies. In this model, governance consist of self-organising,
interorganisational networks characterised principally by the interdependence between
organisations (Bevir and Rhodes, 2003). The state’s reduced role blends public and private
boundaries. There are frequent interactions between network members to exchange resources
and negotiate shared purpose. These interactions resemble actor games’ behaviour rooted in
trust and regulated by rules that are negotiated and agreed by network participants (ibid). Such
networks often experience a significant degree of autonomy from the state. They are not
accountable to the state; they are self-organising. The state is only able to indirectly and
imperfectly steer networks, and this is a central issue confronting government. Both schools of
thought agree that governance as networks is both common and critical to advanced industrial
societies - of which the UK is one of the largest - which have experienced a significant shift in

state and civil society dynamics (Bevir and Rhodes, 2003).
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Neoliberalism and governance help to understand the changes to major infrastructure policy and
strategy in the UK. These shifts can be tracked against wider societal changes to the nature and
meaning of government, and contemporary structures of governance, as is discussed under
research methods. To ascertain the performance of the NIC in improving major infrastructure
policy and strategy, normative aspects of policy evaluation and a corresponding framework are

introduced below and will be operationalised in the analysis section.

2.2 Normative elements of policy evaluation

Evaluation is central to safeguarding holistic policy success. The United Nations Development
Program (UNDP) Handbook on Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation (2009: 8) defines evaluation
as ‘arigorous and independent assessment of either completed or ongoing activities to determine
the extent to which they are achieving stated objectives and contributing to decision making’.
They highlight the importance of evaluation by identifying the following interdependencies

between planning, monitoring and evaluation:

e ‘Without effective planning (clear results frameworks), the basis for evaluation is weak;
hence evaluation cannot be done well;

¢ Without careful monitoring, the necessary data is not collected; hence evaluation cannot
be done well;

e Monitoring is necessary, but not enough, for evaluation;

e Monitoring facilitates evaluation, but evaluation uses additional new data collection and
different frameworks for analysis; and

s Monitoring and evaluation of a programme will often lead to changes in programme plans.
This may mean further changing or modifying data collection for monitoring purposes’

(UNDP, 2009: 8).

Though evaluation is a key component to policy success, it is dependent on planning and
monitoring and so should not be implemented in isolation. HMT's guidance document for
evidence-based appraisal and evaluation of proposals, The Green Book, recommends the
collection of ex ante data before implementation to ‘act as a baseline’ for ex-post evaluation (HMT,
2018: 7). HMT’s guidance document on evaluation, The Magenta Book (2011), sets out best
practice strategies for comprehensive evaluation of policies, programmes and projects. In it, they
introduce a broad policy cycle that, if followed, should mitigate project inefficiencies through

monitoring, evaluation and feedback as shown by Figure 1.
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Rationale

Feedback

Evaluation

IMPLEMENTATION

Monitoring

Figure 1: The ROAMEF policy cycle

(Source: Roamef, 2019)

Objectives

Appraisal

In the ROAMEF scenario, evaluation is considered the mechanism by which policy effectiveness

and efficiency is measured and should be completed before and after policy implementation

(ibid.). The UNDP have developed their own results-based model (RBM) life cycyle approach as

distinct from the ROAMEF process. This is depicted in Figure 2 and though there are several

similarities, a key distinction is the explicit inclusion of stakeholder participation at the core of

the process.
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Figure 2: The RBM approach

(Source: United Nations Development Programme, 2009)

Sabatier and Mazmanian (1980) introduce a broad framework for the evaluation of policy
implementation. Their model attempts to analyse the success of policy implementation process
by analysing the following three factors: (1) the tractability of the problem/s being addressed by
the policy; (2) the ability of the policy to favourably structure the process; and (3) the net effect
of political variables on the balance of support for policy objectives (Sabatier and Mazmanian,
1980: 541). The tractability of the problem is assessed through the availability of valid technical
theory. The ability of the policy to structure implementation can be measured by the ambiguity
of policy directives. The net effect of political variables on the balance of support can be derived
from media rhetoric surrounding the problem and public support (ibid.). These tests will be
applied to the case study, Transport for a world City, commissioned by HM Treausry and
completed by the NIC. The tension will be in assessing whether they are likely to fall victim to the

gradual erosion scenario or experience the successful scenario, depicted in Figure 3Figure 4
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respectively. In applying these stress tests, the likely performance of NIC policies can be

extrapolated and possible risks identified.

Conformity of
policy outputs
with
objectives

Gradual erosion of
1.0, Initial constituency support
start-up and consequent "nibbling
problems away" at policy
A exacerbated by loss of

cormitted staff
.5 r\—'\

&« Death of "fixer"

5 10 15 20
Years after implementation

Figure 3: The gradual erosion of policy scenario

(Source: Sabatier and Mazmanian, 1980)
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Conformity of a) policy outputs and b) target

group compliance objectives
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Years after implementation

Figure 4: The successful delivery of policy scenario

(Source: ibid.)
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2.3 Weaving it all together

Though the substantive academic account on the success of the NIC remains to be seen, older
similar bodies such as the Greater London Authority (GLA) have been subject to much criticism
academically. Rydin et al. (2002), Thornley et al. (2002) and West et al. (2002) have criticised
the body as an inefficient overlapping of institutions, which prioritises business interests over
the public and is incapable of coordinating strategy. It is anticipated these same limitations may
be experienced in the case of the NIC following the rise of the neoliberal state and the
emergence of new forms of governance. The dismissal of links between major infrastructure
and actually existing neoliberalism as the product of privatisation, allow the state to avoid
fundamental questions and risks. Of interest is the role of the private sector in shaping major
infrastructure policy and strategy and the commission’s ability to execute its strategies. This
will be tested, in part, by examining the presence of HMT and UNDP recommendations for best
practice evaluation and assessing the resonance of key themes from Sabatier and Mazmanian's
(1980) policy evaluation framework. This illuminates the extent to which NIC policy
interventions have assisted in meeting their core objectives to support sustainable economic

growth, improve competitiveness and improve quality of life.
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3 Research methods

3.1 A three-stage, inductive investigation

This section will outline the methods used and barriers encountered in responding to the primary

research questions of this dissertation:

1. How has major infrastructure policy and strategy changed over the past ten years?
2. To what extent has the NIC delivered on its core objectives to support sustainable
economic growth, improve quality of life and competitiveness?

3. Has the NIC improved major infrastructure policy and strategy in the UK?

[ will also outline the steps taken to gather qualitative data on major infrastructure policy and

strategy in the UK, and the perceived role and performance of the NIC.

The research phase ran from May 2019 to September 2019. An inductive research method was
adopted to identify generic and emergent themes and lessons from the literature in praxis
through a series of interviews. Secondary materials including academic literature, government
documentation/reports, private sector insights and online media were used as additional data
sources as is necessary for robust qualitative analysis (Boyne, 2003). Content analysis was
facilitated using NVivo. The substantive research methodology can be broken down into five
stages and was adapted from the research of Carmona et al. (2017) on the effectiveness and

legitimacy of the former Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment.

3.1.1 Stage 1: Constructing the analytical foundations

The first step was to establish a baseline understanding of international neoliberalism and
governance literature particularly as this relates to major infrastructure policy and strategy, and

the NIC. This was achieved by:

e [Establishing the context by identifying how major infrastructure policy and strategy is
approached by public policy and politics more broadly; and
e Uncovering the original NIC narrative in professional/academic literature and news

media.

This was facilitated through an extensive review of grey literature. Specifically, government
policy documents, private sector reports and Financial Times coverage since 2015. The

discussion on neoliberalism and governance allowed for the NIC to be explained in broad
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theoretical terms, however, to facilitate an evaluation of its performance against core objectives,
normative aspects of policy evaluation and a corresponding framework for testing these were
introduced. This constituted the analytical framework or set of lenses through which the

performance of the NIC was evaluated.
3.1.2 Stage 2: Interrogating the organisation

The second step was to review key documentation produced by the NIC. This included but is not
limited to: remit letters, their charter, terms of reference, the framework document, consultation
documents, consultation responses, blogs, conference proceedings, blogs and their reports:
Transport for a World City, Smart Power, and the National Infrastructure Assessment. Document
analysis was completed using NVivo software to juxtapose the NIC against the wider political and

urban policy context. The outputs of this stage included:

e Organisational maps illustrating the NICs development and how this linked with broader
external political priorities and pressures.;

s An account of NIC tools, programmes, projects, and relationships;

* Areview of key outputs from NIC programmes; and

e A snapshot of how the organisation itself operated, established priorities, allocated

resources and measured success.
3.1.3 Stage 3: The interviews

Following the completion of stage 2, the third step was to conduct semi-structured interviews
with two main groups: public and private sector bodies involved in the development of major

infrastructure policy and strategy. The purpose of this stage was to:

e Address primary research questions;

e Testthe resonance (and in so doing accuracy) of stage 2 findings;

* Identify any political, organisational, resourcing, professional and practical drivers and
barriers for the NIC;

e Understand the support given to and critique of the commission and its work, and the
basis for such opinions; and

e Identify key successes and failures to allow for an assessment of likely future

performance.

20




With assistance from the snowballing technique (Atkinson and Flint, 2001), representatives from

the below stakeholder groups were initially contacted:

Table 1: Planned interview groups

NIC Westminster & Croydon City Council
HMT University College London (UCL)
IPA European Investment Bank (EIB)
Transport for London (TfL) Global Asset Managers & Investors
Crossrail2 InfraRed Capital Partners

Each of these groups have links to the NIC and contribute to major infrastructure policy and
strategy in different ways. From this list, the following groups and associated affiliations were

able to be brought into the research:

Table 2: Actual interview groups

NIC: Executive, Board, Secretariat, Young UCL: Visiting Professorin Planning
Professionals Panel (YPP)
HMT: Head of Economics Branch EIB: Former Urban Specialist

Crossrail2: Transport Planning Manager Global Asset Manager: Asset Director

The questions were developed following an extensive review of literature and designed to tap
into common misgivings and frustrations associated with major infrastructure policy and
strategy in the UK. A pilot study was conducted with an NIC commissioner to assess relevance,
depth, breadth and clarity of the questions. Upon reflection, minor modifications were made to
increase clarity, reduce potential leading and eliminate bias. The final questionnaire can be

viewed in appendix A.

I considered myself at (different) times both insider and outsider, which provided access to
sensitive information as well as that which would not typically be shared with insiders at different
levels of the organisation. | endeavoured to occupy ‘positional space’ to create fluid, transitory
interviews that enabled new unfamiliar landscapes to be understood (Mullings, 1999: 340; Kvale,
2007). On the basis that knowledge is socially constructed, informants’ roles and identities
emerged from relating responses to their lived experience rather than gathering objective data.
This qualitative approach allowed for the construction of individual narratives, which formed a
broad account of major infrastructure policy and strategy across the UK, the performance of the

NIC to date, and potential challenges and opportunities into the future.
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3.1.5 Stage 4: The cases - Transport for a World City & Smart Power

[ initially planned to include one report by the NIC as a case study, Transport for a World City,
but was advised by a current executive there that Smart Power should be incorporated “to get
the full picture”. As such, I included this secondary case study in interviews; however, due to the

constraints of this research project, [ only touch on it briefly in section 5.

3.1.6 Stage 4: Analysis

In synthesising steps 1 to 4, findings were triangulated to identify common themes and patterns
inductively. By employing the techniques listed above a robust, rounded assessment of the NIC
was completed. Section 4 and 5 will discuss substantive finding and the sources underpinning

each point.
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4. The road to an independent infrastructure body

4.1 The decentralization of major infrastructure planning in the UK

The decentralization of major infrastructure planning in the UK is synonymous with the 2008
Planning Act. It was introduced following the Eddington Transport Study (2006), which identified
a number of constraints hindering Nationally Significant Infrastructure Projects (NSIPs). Most
pertinent were a lack of public policy integration, clear contribution to the national economy, cost
uncertainty, planning delays, public consultation and engagement, and compatibility with EU law.
There were multiple recommendations, however, the solution discussed here is the standalone
consenting process for infrastructure projects of national importance. Under this model, the
Labour government introduced an Infrastructure Planning Commission (IPC) to examine and
make final decisions on schemes over certain thresholds (Marshall, 2011; GOV.UK, 2012b). Unlike
the 1990 Town and Country Planning Act, examinations became inquisitorial rather than
adversarial. Instead of asking if the project should be implemented, reviewers began to ask how
it should be implemented (DCLG, 2008). Consistent with Table 3, the last decade has seen the
establishment and dissolution of several government bodies. The most recent changes key to this
discussion occurred around the passing of the 2011 Localism Act and shortly after a change in
government that saw economic benefits and concerns placed at the forefront of the conservative

manifesto and the planning system (Imrie and Lees, 2014; Barber, 2017).

Under new Conservative leadership, the IPC was abolished and absorbed by the PI, transferring
final decisions back to ministers (Marshall, 2011); the National Infrastructure Commission was
established on the back of the Armitt Review (2013); and [nfrastructure UK (IUK) and the Major
Projects Authority (MPA) merged to become the Infrastructure and Projects Authority (IPA).
Together, these bodies are responsible for the planning, appraisal, and delivery of the UK's major
infrastructure (public facing). This discussion is limited to infrastructure policy and strategy, the
primary architect of which is the NIC. Ensuing discussions are limited to the front-end strategy
and policy associated with major infrastructure, which in recent years has been encountering the

same stumbling blocks despite several changes.
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Table 3: A comparison of recent bodies responsible for the planning, appraisal and delivery of major
infrastructure in the UK

Body

Infrastructure
Planning
Commission
(GOV.UK,
2012b)
Infrastructure
UK
(Infrastructure
UK & HMT,
2010)

Major Projects
Authority
(Cabinet Office,
2011)

Planning
Inspectorate
(GOV.UK, 2019)

National
Infrastructure
Commission
(HMT, 2016)

Infrastructure
and Projects
Authority
(Infrastructure
and Projects
Authority,
2017a)

Start End

2008 2012
Abolished

2010 2016
Merged
with MPA

2011 2016
Merged
with IUK

2012 NA

2015 NA

2016 NA

Scope

Examine and under certain
circumstances decide on
proposed nationally significant
infrastructure projects.

Enable private sector investment
in infrastructure and improve
the long-term planning,
prioritisation and delivery of
infrastructure.

Assurance for each major project
or programme;

Intervene in projects that are
failing through commercial
and/or operational support;
Develop skills and expertise in
projects and programme
management across
departments;

Publish an annual report
covering all major projects.
Planning appeals, NSIP planning
applications, examination of local
plans.

Assess long-term national
infrastructure needs. Undertake
evidence-based research. Offer
recommendations on the most
pressing infrastructure
challenges nationally.

Oversee the whole project
lifecycle of major projects. Key
responsibilities incl. project
support and de-risking, skills and
capability development and ex-
post evaluation.

Status / Footing

Non-
departmental
public body.

Division of HMT.

Mandate from
the PM.

Executive
Agency of
Ministry of
Housing,
Communities
and Local
Government.
Executive
Agency of HMT.

Alliance
between the
Cabinet Office
and HMT.
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4.2 A history of over politicisation, siloed decision-making and short-termism

To succeed in executing major infrastructure policy and strategy, it is critical to develop an acute
understanding of the anatomy of decision-making at the outset. This is most aptly described as
the turbulent environment in which the project is taking place, namely the societal and city
context (Allport, 2011). An awareness of such context is central to successful decision-making
and subsequently successful projects (Dimtriou, Wright and Ward, 2011). Both Allport (2011)
and Marshall (2012) consider major infrastructure to be pervaded by implicit stakeholders,
namely, politicians. Though this is context dependent and varies considerably by location, scale
and sector, politics and personalities permeate nearly all major projects by guiding governmental
and political processes. DLA Piper (2018: p.3) found through a survey of 50 infrastructure
investors at portfolio manager level that 84% feel infrastructure in the UK is too politicised.
Interestingly, the most unanimous response was the need to place the UK's new independent
infrastructure body, the National Infrastructure Commission (NIC) on a statutory footing, which
was supported by 91% of respondents (ibid: 9). The work by DLA Piper on overpoliticisation
noted above is evidence of this. Politicians are key to the early success of major projects due to
their role in gathering sufficient momentum to get the necessary support and approvals to begin
(Snowy Mountain Engineering Company, 2001). The government believes these contextual issues
are threatening major infrastructure policy and strategy, and urgent sweeping changes are
required to address them. The first step is the establishment of an independent infrastructure

body.
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5. The National Infrastructure Commission

The NIC first came into the public discourse when The Rt Hon George Osborne announced the
Conservative Parties’ four-point plan to get Britain building. Housing, British wealth funds, asset
sales, investment and the NIC will improve the way major infrastructure projects are planned,

determined and funded. Of the NIC, he said (GOV.UK, 2015a);

“a new independent NIC is being created today. It will be charged with offering
unbiased analysis of the UK's long-term infrastructure needs. The NIC will begin work

immediately. Lord Andrew Adonis will lead the Commission as its first chairman”.
Lord Adonis, followed by stating (GOV.UK, 2015a);

“A long-term strategy for investment in infrastructure is vital to maintaining the UK's
competitiveness amongst the G20 nations and to provide greater certainty in support
of a long-term approach to the major investment decisions facing the country'. 'l will
ensure that the Commission places the needs and views of the UK public at the heart

of along-term strategy”.

Established as an Executive Agency of HMT in October 2015, the case for the NIC is summarised

below:

Table 4: The case for an independent infrastructure body

Problems

Lack of long-term strategy leading to a
piecemeal approach

Siloed decision-making with no common
approach between sectors

Fragile political consensus and short-term
considerations  cause  uncertainty for
investors

Lack of transparency, inadequate consultation
and engagement which hinder consensus

Innovative solutions and risky ideas are
politically difficult decisions to take

There needs to be better consideration across
sectors of the UK's carbon targets

Government not held to account for delivering
infrastructure

(National Infrastructure Commission, 2018a: 28)

Solutions

A clear strategic vision, encompassing all
infrastructure sectors

A structured methodology to consider
interdependencies and priorities across
sectors

Propose recommendations consistent with a
long-term objective

Wide engagement and consultation

Consider all potential solutions, including
challenging ones

Assessment will be compatible with all legally
binding and long-term obligations including
carbon targets

Objectively scrutinise Government action
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Following a comprehensive review of grey literature relating to the development of the NIC, a
timeline began to emerge. This, along with upcoming (and missed) milestones and key work
completed to date, is included in Appendix B. Upon review, it quickly becomes apparent that the
first 4 to 5 years were perforated by turbulence, however, this also demonstrates the impressive

resilience of the commission to date.

5.1 A shaky start

A fragile post-Brexit political landscape generated an unsteady beginning for the NIC. Its
formation was largely consistent with Figure 5, except that it was not granted statutory
independence and instead created as an EA of HMT. This was in direct conflict with the
consultation on NIC governance, and subsequent government correspondence - including the
Queens address - which came out in clear support of placing the body on a statutory footing

(GOV.UK, 2016: 7; GOV.UK, 2016¢; GOV.UK, 2016e€). Notwithstanding, according to participant A:

“The plan was, before the resignation of David Cameron and when George Osborne
was Chancellor, that it would be statutory. After the [Brexit] referendum, when it
became clear there would be a huge amount of stuff that had to go through parliament,

and we had a change in prime minister and chancellor, they took a different line on

our footing.”
Prime Minister Chancellor
o Appoints Head Appoints. e
of Commission Commission
I members
I ﬁl_\lat'onal Act of Parliament grants statutory
nirastructure independence and sets remit Parliament
Comn i
| Legislation amended so
l Legislation amended so Sector Regulators further
Infrastructure Plans are produced o Commission’s
in line with Commission’s Assessmentand
Government Assessment Departmental Sector Plans
Departments .
Regulators

Figure 5: Proposed NIC establishment process per Armitt Review recommendation

(Source: Labour’s Policy Review, 2013).
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Despite the decision to make the body an EA, 50% of informants believe the NIC is still

independent. According to participant C:

“We signal our independence in other ways...the Charter wording ‘the NIC will have
complete discretion to determine independently its work programme, methodologies
and recommendations, as well as the content of its reports and public statements’ is
stronger in some cases than what would have been in the bill...I think it's very
important to be clear that statutory status is not in any sense a fallacy of political

interference. There are plenty of ways the government can make our life difficult.”

In contrast, informants who felt the NIC had lost its sense of independence following the renege

raised this more frequently.

Executive Agencies have been a key cog in UK politics since the report, Improving Management in
Government: The Next Steps, in 1988 (Cabinet Office, 2018). They were developed to deliver the
executive functions of government in a policy and resources framework set by - but distinct from
- a policy-focused department. Figure 6 depicts the decision-making process followed by
government to determine the appropriate classification of public bodies. Interestingly, multiple
informants with direct affiliation to the NIC described the body as “operationally autonomous”.
Though this aligns with Jessop’s (1999) theory of governance, it conflicts with the Cabinet Office
classification as illustrated below. The decision tree suggests that operational control is reserved

for non-departmental public bodies.
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Is it necessary for the government
o provide the service or function?

Should the service be delivered
or administered internally within
a ministerial department?

What degree of freedom from the
Department is required to fulfil the
body's function?

Administrative
Categories available:

Options, dependent on function:

Yes

No: Requires External
Technical Expertise,
& Political Impartiality

I

Accepts Direct
Funding. Close Dept.
Policy Alignment

Accepts Grant In Aid,
Can Levy Fund. Some
Operational Control
Over Policy

Funded from Own
Estimate. Greater
Operational and
Policy Control.

Executive Agency:
Arm Of Department,
No Separate Legal
Personality

Non Departmental Public
Body: Operationally
Independent Of Dept, Usually
Separate Legal Personality

MNon Ministerial
Department: Distinct
From Dept., Usually

Separate Legal Personality

[

NDPB With
Advisory Function

Independent
Monitoring Board

Figure 6: A decision tree for the administrative classification of public bodies

(Source: Cabinet Office, 2018)

Interestingly, those who felt the NIC retained its independence as an EA also felt the decision had

positively impacted their work to date. It allowed them to start work immediately rather than

being delayed by parliamentary proceedings at a time when uncertainty and change were at peak

levels. As participant D noted:

“I think it had a positive impact on our work, because it meant that we could get on

with it. We didn’t have to wait around for the government to pass a bill. We didn’t

have uncertainty. It also made it easier to find staff, because we all remain civil

servants. If we were placed on a statutory footing our status would have changed.”
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The NIC Charter states that the commission is a ‘permanent body which will provide the
government with impartial, expert advice on major long-term infrastructure challenges’ core
objectives are to (HM Government, 2016: 1):

e Support sustainable economic growth across all regions of the UK;

e Improve competitiveness; and

¢ Improve quality of life.

These objectives are expected to be captured through an assessment of national infrastructure
needs which will be completed once every parliament. This involves the completion of in-depth
studies on the most urgent infrastructure challenges in the UK, making recommendations to
government, and monitoring the progress of infrastructure projects and programmes
recommended by the NIC (Infrastructure Commission, 2018). There is tension between clarity of
purpose and objectives; informant responses surrounding the role of the commission are

summarised in Table 5.

Table 5: A summary of informant responses to the role of the commission

NIC role as described by informants Frequency
Developing future infrastructure strategy 31%
Influencing and advising government 19%
Holding the government to account 17%
De-politicise major infrastructure 14%
Improve infrastructure decision-making 8%
Taking a holistic view on infrastructure 6%
Value for money prioritisation and strategy 6%

The commission’s work is supported by the UK government. Consistent with the framework
document, this is achieved through formal responses to all NIC recommendations with a clear
statement of acceptance or rejection. In cases where the government disagrees, supporting
evidence must be provided and where appropriate alternative proposals for meeting the
identified need raised (HMT, 2017). This culminates in the form of a National Infrastructure
Strategy (NIS) issued in response to the commissions National Infrastructure Assessment (NIA).
This is should be issued in six months but in any case, not later than a year (HM Government,
2016a). It is anticipated that the above framework will allow the NIC and subsequently central
government to systematically reduce risk and uncertainty and provide commercial investors with
the confidence required to invest sufficiently (NIC, 2018). Concurrently, it should facilitate the

delivery of the above three core objectives.
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Following a surprise snap election in 2017, the first NIA was published two years faster than
normal on 10 July 2018 (BBC News, 2017; NIC, 2018). Despite the governments purported
support and alleged firm commitments formalized in the NIC Charter, the government missed six-
and twelve-month milestones. The third Chancellor since its conception, Sajid Javid, announced:
“it will be published alongside the autumn statement later this year” (Institute of Civil Engineers,
2019). With respect to NIC recommendations and how these will be taken forward as part of the

NIS, there is still considerable uncertainty. As noted by participant D:

“We're not worried about whether they're going to respond, we are worried about the
quality of their response... [will it] engage with the arguments, logic, rationale and
evidence that the NIA contains, which challenges quite a lot of what government policy

is built on”.

All research participants expressed concern over the uncertainties, delays and flow on effects.
Links can be drawn between these concerns and the reciprocal interdependencies identified by
Jessop (1999). Here, these are manifest in the commission’s structural links to other government
bodies that may at times constrain progress, in this case the NIS. A process that is largely out of

the NIC's control but with considerable impacts on their future.

5.2 Governing the UK's first independent infrastructure body

Consistent with Figure 7, the NIC adopts the Cabinet Office’s second model of governance. This
implies independence from HMT with assurance provided by a board. However, the sponsoring

minister:

s ‘isresponsible for the policy framework within which the agency operates;

e Determinesits strategic objectives and ensure that itachieves them and delivers value for
money;

e Approves the agency's corporate plan and (where proportionate) business plan; and

e Appoints the agency’s Chief Executive and Chair and approves the appointment of non-

executives' (Cabinet Office, 2018: 6).
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Parliament

Secretary of State

Permanent Secretary/
Principal Accounting
Officer

T

A

Sponsor Minister

Provides assurance to

Chief Executive/ PAO for public maney
Accounting Officer

Also directly heid
to account to
Parliament for overall *
agency ,Bg? ol mrc Provides assurance
o Management function for Executive
Board (with non- Agency

executives)

4

Figure 7: The high-level governance structure of the NIC

(Source: Cabinet Office, 2018: 7)

Sponsor Department

Executive Agency

Consistent with other executive agencies, the NIC can be subject to merging, transferring or

closure, following a review by their parent department. Any decision must be rooted in a

thorough review and evidence (Cabinet Office, 2018). The government has a history of abolishing

other QUANGOS like the NIC following political change. Examples include the Commission for

Architecture and the Built Environment, and the Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution,

which were both closed in 2011 following coalition budgetary cuts (Owens, 2015; Carmona, De
Magalhdes and Natarajan, 2017). Notwithstanding, should HMT decide to abolish the NIC, it
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