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The framework for identifying, prioritising, financing and funding infrastructure in the UK has improved in recent years. 

Even over the last year alone, a National Infrastructure Strategy and an Infrastructure Bank has been put in place for the 

first time. 

The recent Spending Review and Autumn Budget made very few changes to long-term infrastructure investment priorities. 

This reinforces that the framework for making and taking decisions on infrastructure interventions is getting better at 

sustaining some stability in decision making. This is important, as there is a lot to do from building back from Covid-19, 

mitigating and adapting to climate change, and addressing long-standing regional inequalities – all at an affordable cost. 

But what do we need to do next? This was the subject of discussion at this Presidential Roundtable with Helen Whateley 

MP, the Exchequer Secretary to the Treasury. The meeting served as a stocktake; the overwhelming message was to 

remember what we learned during the pandemic, including the value of improved coordination, collaboration, consultation, 

and communication. 

The discussion focused on two areas. First, what we need to do to ensure the good work on planning and prioritisation 

doesn’t fall over in delivery. Second, what should we watch out for as we bed in the new institutional and governance 

structures that have been put in place. Key points from the discussion: 

Managing public expectations is essential: The public is savvy enough to know that major infrastructure programmes 

take time to deliver, but they want to see tangible things happening. How can we unlock early benefits in advance of final 

project completion? For example, do we need to design for, and make more of, direct benefits of investment such as 

creating decent jobs and a legacy of skilled employees as part of an overall just transition to net-zero? 

We also need to manage public expectations around resilience and adaptation and ensure that both conversations catch 

up to where we are on mitigation. Without this catch-up, we are storing up a significant problem that will directly impact the 

public and which they rightly expect us to be already thinking about. 

Innovation needs room: Balancing pipeline certainty against innovation will need to be closely monitored. How do we 

create space for innovation before and during projects? ICE’s previous work has shown that 42% of the public are willing 

to forgive projects going over budget if new technologies ‘come to light during construction, which will deliver a better 

public outcome’, so there is some leeway for change. 

There was also the recognition of the need to treat innovative new technologies differently to those that are more mature. 

Examples were given of areas such as heat networks and tidal power. Technically these are feasible; the real innovation 

needs to come in political and financial innovation to enable these to flourish. Suggestions included ring-fenced funding as 

part of the Contracts for Difference process for some renewables, treating these differently to mature technologies. 

Another area was innovating in risk ownership to enable local authorities to move fast on net-zero. For example, holding 

the risk in central government for innovations until they are used more widely, such as low carbon concrete. This would be 

a clear signal on the direction of travel by central government. 

We also need to change the definitions around infrastructure to enable innovation in low and no build solutions. The point 

was made that the natural environment and natural infrastructure are not included in the definition of infrastructure for the 

‘levelling-up’ fund. Meanwhile, the UK 

Infrastructure Bank doesn’t have either included in its remit. Simple switches like these can be game-changers. 

https://www.ice.org.uk/news-and-insight/policy/gap-between-estimates-and-outturns
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Coordination and coherence are needed in spades: Particularly on reaching net-zero. Examples in the discussion 

included coordination on heat with energy and transport, and on planning, regulation and policymaking to achieve rapid 

deployment on public electric vehicle charging points. 

Coherence between policy decisions is also needed. Examples of decisions that could have been better designed include 

the capital allowance super deduction, which could have been tailored to tip the balance in favour of technologies that 

would support reaching the net-zero target over others. 

What can be done: The role of the UK Infrastructure Bank was seen as crucial. It needs to pick up the European 

Investment Bank's strategic activity to identify and build supply around innovative schemes that would otherwise not see 

the light of day. The need for new financing models to allow consumers to retrofit homes in an affordable way was also 

highlighted. 

The Bank’s role in supporting local authorities develop ‘levelling-up’ plans will be crucial in providing finance and 

championing local authority plans with the private sector to translate their ambition effectively. But there was a warning; 

the Bank needs to ensure it reduces the risks of projects, not just providing finance to things local authorities have already 

derisked themselves. 


