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A Streamlined Armitt Commission 

 

Summary 

 

1. The Armitt review has achieved wide support among key infrastructure players and 

among business organisations. It is to be implemented by Labour in the event of a 

change of Government.  

 

2. There is, however, concern that the details of the proposals are too complex, 

cumbersome and protracted to maintain the current momentum of advance in major 

infrastructure projects.  

 

3. One Minister, otherwise sympathetic to the plans, has described them as “clunky” 

and in need of streamlining.  

 

4. This note examines the proposals and suggests a streamlined version which would 

be more closely linked to the existing National Infrastructure Plan and have a shorter 

timescale with less uncertainty about parliamentary timetables.  

 

5. The cost of under £2 million annually would be modest and the policy dividend would 

be significant in: 

 

(a) Maintaining and building up on the achievements of infrastructure policy so 

far; 

(b) Locking-in a sustainable system which could secure cross-party and 

business support; and 

(c) Adding independence and greater Parliamentary involvement without 

slowing the pace of advance.  

 

Background 
 

6. Infrastructure policy, Infrastructure UK and the National Infrastructure Plan are an 

important part of the Government’s economic policy which have attracted wide 

support. 
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7. The Labour Party has decided to implement the main recommendations of Sir John 

Armitt’s Report proposing an independent Infrastructure Commission.  
 

 

8. This could open up a distinction between the political parties which may not be 

desirable. Private sector infrastructure players, as reflected in opinion within the 

Infrastructure Forum, are overwhelmingly in support of an approach along Armitt 

lines and this has been reflected in comments by the CBI, BCC, etc. 

 

9. Business leaders have for some time, while remaining supportive of the National 

Infrastructure Plan, been uncertain about the depth of its pipeline and the speed of 

progress of projects within it.  

 

Potential Response 

 

10. This note is concerned in particular with a suggested way of capturing the essence of 

an Infrastructure Commission and aligning it more closely with the existing National 

Infrastructure Plan. 

 

11. This would at one and the same time:  

 

(a) link further moves to entrench the priority of infrastructure investment to the 

National Infrastructure Plan; 

(b) reduce any perception of a significant divide on infrastructure policy 

between the political parties; and  

(c) meet the wish of private sector infrastructure market participants to achieve 

a sustainable policy approach. 

 

12. The aim is to achieve a system which is evidence-based, independently assessed, 

harnesses external expertise, and is designed to inform Governmental and 

parliamentary decision-making without affecting their primacy in setting public policy.  

 

13. The present Government has adopted this approach in a number of areas. In its 

design of the Competition and Markets Authority, for example, it has been careful 

to preserve independence and expertise. It has appointed an especially talented 

Board and given the CMA wide powers. These have been well received across the 

political and business spectrum.  

 

14. In a more specific example, the Airports Commission chaired by Sir Howard Davies 

is providing an evidence-based and non-partisan approach to addressing an 

extraordinarily difficult policy challenge in UK airport runway capacity.  

 

The Armitt Plan 

 

15. The Armitt proposals are presented in diagrammatic form in Chart A. They tend to 

ignore the role of the National Infrastructure Plan, which is dismissed as largely a 
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project list. The initial Armitt proposals were, of course, designed before the most 

recent iteration of the Plan which is more thematic.  

 

16. The Armitt proposals are based on a ten- yearly National Infrastructure 

Assessment, looking at the UK’s needs over a 25 to 30 year time horizon, focused 

predominantly on nationally significant infrastructure as defined by the 2008 Planning 

Act. 

 

17. The Assessment would be subject to a formal consultation process before it could be 

finalised. Once completed it would be submitted to the Chancellor. The Chancellor 

would have a statutory obligation to lay it before Parliament within a six month period 

together with any amendments that the Government might propose. The National 

Infrastructure Assessment would then be debated in Parliament and subject to a vote 

in both Houses. Following Parliamentary approval, individual Government 

departments would then have an obligation to produce sector infrastructure plans 

within a two year time scale. 

 

18. The sector plans would (as with the existing system of National Policy Statements) 

provide the next level of detail and be required to set out sources of funding, time 

scales and preferred vehicles for delivering new infrastructure.  

 

19. Sector infrastructure plans, too, would be laid before Parliament for debate and 

approval and the Commission would provide an assessment commenting on the 

consistency of the proposals with the infrastructure needs it had identified. 
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20. Once the sector infrastructure plans had been approved by Parliament they would, in 

the Armitt model, in aggregate, form a new evidence-based National Infrastructure 

Plan for the UK. 

 

21. The Commission would monitor how effectively they were being implemented with 

the results of this independent scrutiny being published each year. 

 

22. The first National Infrastructure Assessment covering the ‘key sectors’ would in the 

Armitt plan be submitted to Parliament around three years from the establishment of 

the Commission. Subject to approval, it would then be passed to the relevant 

Government departments to allow them to develop an initial set of sector plans. 

 

23. This is quite a complex and arguably unwieldy process. Nonetheless, it has a number 

of perceived advantages over existing arrangements: 

 

(a) It creates a solid foundation for the UK’s infrastructure planning by 

establishing an evidence-based assessment of need and priority. Hence it 

avoids the problem that the National Infrastructure Plan can be seen 

merely as a descriptive list of existing projects without a coherent strategic 

plan; 

(b) It requires a much wider level of expert, research and stakeholder input 

before the NIP is promulgated; 

(c) Sector plans are specifically linked to funding sources and benefit from 

being built up sector by sector; 

(d) The process has demonstrable external validation through the work of the 

Infrastructure Commission. 

 

24. By contrast there are problematic issues: 

 

(a) The approach tends to downplay and marginalise the achievements of the 

National Infrastructure Plan; 

(b) If operated as described, it is a very lengthy and time-consuming process; 

(c) It leaves uncertain the role of Infrastructure UK, “which would be revisited 

once the National Infrastructure Commission is established”. 

 

25. The Armitt Report is silent on the budgetary implications of the Infrastructure 

Commission and its support systems, although the Commission would have statutory 

independence, powers to require information from Government departments and the 

relevant bodies and funding agreed in ten-year tranches by means of an affirmative 

resolution order “which would allow Parliament to ensure funding is at adequate 

levels”. 

 

An approach more compatible with the National Infrastructure Plan 

 

26. There is an opportunity to introduce a streamlined body with some of the elements 

proposed by Armitt, but linked much more closely to the existing approach and 
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institutions. Instead of asking the NIC to develop infrastructure planning afresh, a 

new body would be given the responsibility to develop the statement of need and 

priority and then advise upon the adequacy of successive iterations of the National 

Infrastructure Plan to meet those needs.  A model is suggested at Chart B. 

27. It would build upon, rather than challenge or replace, the work of Infrastructure UK 

and the National Infrastructure Plan. 

 

28. Measures would fall within governmental spending policy and the Budget envelope. 

 

29. It would utilise the existing National Policy Statements to a greater extent. 

 

30. It would be independent, i.e. established as a non-departmental public body, but 

work closely with HM Treasury and Infrastructure UK rather in the way that the Office 

for Budget Responsibility has proved successful. 

 

31. This body might be called the Infrastructure Authority.  

 

32. The Infrastructure Authority would play a key role in the annual updates of the 

National Infrastructure Plan.   

 

33. In a streamlined approach the Infrastructure Authority would focus on a holistic and 

evidence-based assessment of the UK’s infrastructure need, taking into account 

scenarios around the macro-economic environment, population growth, climate 

change etc, and draw from that a strategic assessment, sector by sector, of the 

necessary scope, capacity, location, interdependence and resilience of UK 

infrastructure development over a medium to long-term horizon.  

 

34. This assessment, which could be updated periodically, might be called the UK 

Infrastructure Statement of Need. Similar to the vision of Armitt, it would draw on a 

wide community of expertise, and hence be seen as independent and provide a more 

robust foundation for the public acceptability of infrastructure developments.  
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35. It would be submitted to and voted on by Parliament, to help create at the heart of the 

UK politic cross-party support for the long-term infrastructure vision.  

36. The Government of the day would be obliged to develop a National Infrastructure 

Plan designed over time to meet that Statement of Need. IUK would produce a Draft 

National Infrastructure Plan. This would be submitted to the Infrastructure Authority to 

assess and propose revisions to the Plan and to the statements once a year. 

On publication of the National Infrastructure Plan, alongside the Autumn Statement, 

the Infrastructure Authority would report to Parliament on the National Infrastructure 

Plan overall, the response of HM Treasury to its recommendations, and with its own 

assessment of the Plan. Parliament would then consider the Government’s response.  

 

37. In assessing the Draft National Infrastructure Plan, the Infrastructure Authority should 

be obliged to take account of the National Policy Statements as they develop and it 

should be able to require Departments to review any National Policy Statement which 

it considers to be out of line with the National Infrastructure Plan.  

 

38. The IA would also work closely with the Planning Inspectorate and the DCLG to 

ensure that projects included in the National Infrastructure Plan would be accorded 

appropriate priority within the Nationally Significant Infrastructure Projects regime. 

 

39. In subsequent years the Authority would monitor the UK’s national infrastructure 

needs, in advance of its assessment of the Draft National Infrastructure Plan. 

 

40. As well as consulting stakeholders and private sector market participants, the 

Authority would work closely with the sector economic regulators. They could be 

made statutory consultees. This would help focus and join up regulators’ work on 

national infrastructure. Devolved Governments and City-regions with combined 

authorities such as London and Greater Manchester, should also be statutory 

consultees between the NIP and City-region developments or extensions of it. 

 

41. In other respects, the Authority would broadly follow the lines of the Armitt approach, 

especially being established by statute; having an independent status as a non-

departmental public body; and being equipped with a Secretariat of modest size. 

 

42. A model which appeals in organisational terms for the design of a lean and efficient 

Infrastructure Authority is that of the Office for Budget Responsibility.  OBR was 

created in May 2010 as an advisory non-departmental public body and placed on a 

statutory footing in the Budget Responsibility and National Audit Act 2011.  

 

43. It has established powerful credibility and authority in its short life to date. This is in 

part due to the calibre of its leaders, including Sir Alan Budd and Robert Chote. Its 

initial team comprised three Committee members and 8 staff seconded from HM 

Treasury. 
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44. As with the OBR, the IA would publish briefing material, conduct research, answer 

Parliamentary questions and give evidence to Parliamentary Committees during the 

year.  

 

45. A body along the lines of the OBR could have a modest cost. OBR has an annual 

budget agreed with HM Treasury of £1.775 million which pays for a current staff of 18 

civil servants, plus the Committee. OBR has complete freedom over its staffing 

decisions. The Infrastructure Authority could broadly follow this model and be of 

similar scale. 

 

 

 

Graham Mather 
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