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INTRODUCTION 

The work of the National Infrastructure Commission will have an enormous influence on the 
prospects for sustainable development in the UK. We are concerned, however, that the 
consultation document does not fully address this aspect of the Commission’s work and 
impact. 

This is a matter of concern for three main reasons – 

(1)  The emphasis on consensus building (e.g. in paras 1.3, 1.4, and 1.6) cannot be put into practice unless 
questions of environmental sustainability are fully taken into account in the Commission’s work and 
recommendations.  In fact, most of the fields listed as within the scope of the Commission (para 2.9) have been 
the subject of public debate in which environmental considerations, such as climate change, nature conservation 
and air pollution, have played a central role. 

(2)  The Commission’s remit, as currently set out, implies that it will give little attention to climate change, at a 
time when the need to reduce carbon emissions, and to plan for adaptation to climate change (e.g. in response to 
flooding) ought to be regarded as major and challenging considerations for long-term infrastructure planning.  
The Paris Accord on limiting the global average temperature increase has enormous implications for 
infrastructure, as does the Government’s commitment to enshrine net zero emissions in UK law [Andrea Leadsom 
MP, Commons Hansard 14.3.16 Col. 725]. 

(3)  Many of the topics which the Commission will be called upon to examine are subjects already considered in 
other ways through existing legislation (e.g. Climate Change Act, mentioned in 3.5), international targets and 
obligations (e.g. the Paris Accord and the Convention on Biological Diversity), existing advisory bodies (e.g. 
Natural Capital Committee), and scientific evidence (including the world-class work of the many British 
universities).  There will be a need to consider the interface between the Commission and each of these sources of 
advice and obligation.  We do not believe that the consultation document has fully addressed this. 

We note that none of the questions in the consultation directly concerns these issues.  Similarly, there is no 
question on the hugely controversial para 4.2, which we have addressed here through an additional question of 
our own. We set out below our responses to the questions which have been included.



1 Do you agree that the National Infrastructure Commission should be established as a non-departmental 
public body via primary legislation? 

Yes, provided that our concerns about sustainability are fully taken into account in the design of the Commission.  
The appointment of the entire Commission by the Chancellor of the Exchequer will, however, raise doubts in the 
public’s mind as to the independence of the Commission, and its ability to build consensus.   

Additional question:  Do you agree with what is set out in para 4.2? 

Paragraph 4.2, on National Infrastructure Assessments, is at the centre of our concerns about these proposals.  It 
operates with what appears to be a naive conception of “needs”.  In the absence of any indication as to how these 
are to be defined or calculated, the suspicion must be that what is envisaged is some sort of “predict and provide” 
approach, operating entirely on the demand side of the equation.  There have been many examples of this in the 
past, and it has in our view been thoroughly discredited.  It is, for example, possible to extrapolate road traffic 
figures without any regard for the potential impacts on air pollution, traffic accidents, green space, and land take 
– or to extrapolate air traffic passenger numbers with no regard for noise, air pollution, or carbon emissions.  This 
would be an entirely one-sided way of going about arriving at an assessment of “needs”. 

We are seeking reassurance that full regard will be had to what can be regarded as the “supply” side here – the 
availability of land, water and other resources, and the capacities of the air and atmosphere. 

This may best be achieved by listing in legislation a number of requirements for the Commission to take into 
account, specifying figures and mechanisms in each case.  For example, the Commission should have to work 
within EU requirements on air pollution, the biodiversity targets agreed under the Convention on Biological 
Diversity, and the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals.  Without such provisions, the Commission is in 
danger of pursuing an entirely one-sided approach, focused on economic demand without considering resource 
supply or quality of life effects. 

Para 4.2 makes no mention of changing climatic conditions, and the need for resilience planning, which it seems 
obvious should be a key consideration in any future infrastructure planning. 

We are also concerned by the proposed requirement in para 5.11, for the Commission to use the OBR central long-
term GDP projection as a means of assessing “infrastructure needs”.  This is for 2.5% growth each year for the next 
50 years (slightly less in the first 10 of those years) [OBR Fiscal Sustainability Report June 2015 p65].  The 
Commission should be required to consider other viewpoints on this subject, many of which envisage a much 
lower rate of GDP growth over this period, and others which draw attention to the problems of placing too great a 
reliance on GDP statistics. 

It will also be important for the Commission to examine methods of meeting “needs” other than the building of 
new infrastructure, such as demand management through the promotion of greater efficiency (e.g. in energy and 
water use), economic instruments (to discourage excessive pressure on infrastructure and resources) and 
alternative options (e.g. greater use of videoconferencing rather than air flights).   

The proposed name of the Commission already includes a hint of bias in the type of recommendations it is likely 
to make.  Building additional infrastructure should be regarded as simply one out of a range of options for 
responding to the “needs” which are found.  Without thorough examination of other options, the type of 
consensus envisaged in 4.4 will be impossible to achieve.  We welcome the apparent recognition of this in 4.6, but 
would like to see this reflected in other paragraphs.



2 Do you agree that the commission’s National Infrastructure Assessments should be laid before Parliament 
and that the government must respond within a specific timeframe? What would an appropriate timeframe 
be?  

Yes.  Parliamentary scrutiny will be crucial, not only in the form of a general debate but also through detailed 
scrutiny by the relevant select committees.  Local and regional input will also be important.  6 months seems a 
reasonable timeframe.  Parliament should also scrutinise the government responses as well as the Assessments 
themselves. 

3 Do you agree that it should not be mandatory for the government to lay the recommendations from specific 
studies before Parliament, but that the government should have discretion to do so where necessary?  

In view of the importance of its work, we believe that all the recommendations made by the Commission should 
be laid before Parliament. 

4 Do you agree that economic regulators should ‘have regard’ to Endorsed Recommendations?  

Yes, but this should not be interpreted so as to override regulators’ duties for promoting efficiency in the use of 
resources such as energy and water. 

5 Do you agree that government should legislate to oblige the commission to produce National Infrastructure 
Assessments once in every Parliament? 

Yes, provided resource supply and environmental considerations, and alternative (including smaller-scale and 
non-infrastructure-building) options are included. 

6 Do you agree that that the precise timing of reports and interim publications should be a matter for the 
commission in consultation with relevant departments? 

Such an arrangement is bound to raise questions about the independence of the Commission.  There should be a 
published timetable, publicly amended as and when necessary. 

7 Do you agree that a GDP envelope would provide the most effective fiscal remit for the commission? 

Percentage of GDP should be one of a set of envelopes the Commission works within.  It should also be required to 
operate within the framework of the Climate Change Act, and to show through its calculations how it is achieving 
that.  There might also be an envelope for maximum land take. 

8 Do you agree that a transparency requirement should be placed on the commission with regard to its 
economic remit?  

Yes. 

9 Do you think that any additional constraints are necessary to deliver the commission’s anticipated benefits 
to consumers? 

It is important to take account of the fact that people are “consumers” not only of what infrastructure provides 
but also of what it may pollute or deplete, e.g. green space and clean air. 

10 Do you agree that the remit should be set by a letter from the Chancellor, on behalf of the government? 

The remit should be set by a joint letter of the Chancellor with the Secretaries of State for Defra, DECC, CLG, Health 
and Transport.



11 Do you agree that the commission’s working assumption should be to only review those areas of 
infrastructure that are the responsibility of the UK government?  

Yes, but including in its considerations competing options which might in some cases lie outside this. 

12 Do you agree that the decision of whether to accept or reject the commission’s recommendations should 
rest with the responsible government?  

Yes. 

13 Should departments be obliged to accede to the commission’s requests for analysis?  

Yes. 

14 Do you agree that the legislation used to create the commission should place obligations on the relevant 
regulators and public bodies to share information with the commission?  

Yes but the relationship should not simply be one-way.   

15 Should legislation also place obligations on the relevant regulators and public bodies to provide analysis 
for the commission? 

Yes, but bearing in mind limitations on staff time and other resources. 

16 Do you agree that the government should specify a timetable to review or replace a National Policy 
Statement when endorsing recommendations? 

Yes, after sustainable development considerations have been taken into account. 

17 Do you agree that, while additional consultation may be necessary, consultation undertaken by the 
commission should not be repeated by the Secretary of State when preparing a National Policy Statement? 

Consultation explicitly on the NPS will still be needed, as the translation of NIC recommendations into the 
language and format of a NPS will not be an automatic or simple process. 

The Centre for the Understanding of Sustainable Prosperity (CUSP) is a 5-year programme of research funded 
by the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC), involving interdisciplinary collaboration between Surrey, 
Leeds, Keele, Middlesex, Goldsmiths London, and Anglia Ruskin universities, and linked to Canterbury University 
(New Zealand) and York University (Canada), and to a set of non-academic partners including the Aldersgate Group. 
The work of the Centre is focused on possibilities for sustaining prosperity over the long term, in the context of 
ecological limits.

http://www.cusp.ac.uk
http://www.cusp.ac.uk

