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Summary
We have supported the Major Projects Authority’s efforts to improve project delivery
in government and recognise the steps it has taken to strengthen project assurance,
improve transparency, and introduce project leadership training. But it is disappointing
that after nearly 5 years we cannot see more tangible signs of what impact these initiatives
have had. Moreover, there are still big challenges ahead. The Major Projects Authority
rated 34% of the government’s major projects as either ‘red’ or ‘amber-red’ at June 2015,
meaning that successful delivery is unachievable or in doubt unless action is taken. For
the projects due to deliver in the next 5 years, 35% are rated as red or amber-red. In
this demanding environment, it is important that there is a body within government
which challenges departments about their plans and implementation of projects. We
are concerned that the merger of the Major Projects Authority and Infrastructure UK
risks the new body (the Infrastructure and Projects Authority) becoming too much
of a champion for government projects, at the expense of its vital role in challenging
government performance.
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Introduction
Government projects play a crucial role in delivering strategic objectives such as defence
capability, new infrastructure and improving the efficiency of public services. Central
government’s biggest and riskiest projects are grouped into the Government Major
Projects Portfolio (the Portfolio). In June 2015 the Portfolio comprised 149 projects with
an estimated whole-life value of £511 billion. The Major Projects Authority was established
in March 2011 with responsibility to provide independent assurance on the projects
within the Portfolio. It was also responsible for providing support to those projects and for
reporting on their performance. On 1 January 2016, the Major Projects Authority merged
with Infrastructure UK to form the Infrastructure and Projects Authority.
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Conclusions and recommendations
1.

The merged Infrastructure and Projects Authority’s interest in promoting
government projects risks compromising its ability to challenge government’s
performance. The Infrastructure and Projects Authority (the Authority) is the
result of the merger of two very different bodies; the Major Projects Authority,
which provided valuable independent assurance over government projects, and
Infrastructure UK (IUK), a body which promoted the development of infrastructure.
The Authority is still looking at the plans of the two merged bodies and identifying
ways the merger will improve performance. It argues that the merger of the two bodies
will bring new expertise, for example on costing for large infrastructure projects,
allow the Treasury and Cabinet Office to act together in decisions on financial
approvals for projects, and will increase the level of support and intervention that
it can provide to projects. But the Authority has not worked out how to evidence
whether the merger is in fact leading to better outcomes.
Recommendation: The Authority should maintain its focus on project assurance
and support and, in January 2017, it should report to us on the benefits the merger
with IUK has produced, with clear examples in relation to project approvals.

2.

The Authority does not collect the data to allow a transparent, open and honest
dialogue about project performance. The Authority’s most recent data on projects
in the Portfolio was not good enough for the NAO to conclude on whether project
delivery to time, cost and quality had improved. Nor does the Authority’s annual
publication of a limited set of project data six months in arrears give an up to date
picture of performance. The Authority says that matters are improving but accepts
that it still needs to collect data about project costs on a consistent basis, and improve
the quantification of project benefits, before it can establish a clear baseline from
which to measure performance. It is also working to improve its analysis of data to
arrive at appropriate metrics to measure project performance and benefits.
Recommendation: In its January 2017 report to us the Authority should set out
how it has improved data collection and analysis, and set out clear milestones
towards reporting publicly on how delivery to time, cost and quality has improved
across the Portfolio.

3.

Over-ambition, both in terms of project budgets and timescales and across the
whole Major Projects Portfolio, is among the main reasons projects are at risk.
The Authority identified a failure to plan and set up projects from the outset as a
major cause of projects ending up rated ‘red’ or ‘amber-red’. It accepts that project
timescales are sometimes too ambitious and that departments sometimes attempt
too much within the political cycle. It is working on developing processes which
would involve earlier interventions in a project’s lifecycle, and thinking more about
how to develop innovative or novel projects in manageable stages. It agrees that for
projects which aim to change public behaviour there is a need for a revised approach
to project initiation with a greater emphasis on public engagement from the earliest
stages, as for many projects user buy-in is critical to success. Recognising the risk
of trying to do too much, it is also working with departments to promote better
prioritisation of projects and it sees Single Departmental Plans as an opportunity to
help departments better match their resources and ambitions.
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Recommendation: The Authority should set out for us its plans for a revised
approach for early intervention. These should cover: how it will put in place
effective prioritisation across government; planning innovative projects in phases;
and planning for public engagement on projects which aim to change behaviour.
4.

The requirements of good project delivery are not understood well enough
by policy developers and decision makers outside the project management
profession. We were impressed by the Major Project Leadership Academy’s work to
promote the principles of good project and programme management delivery, but
this is only targeted at project management professionals. Ministers and Permanent
Secretaries are often responsible for developing the policies which lead to projects and
taking significant decisions on those projects. Yet very few Members of Parliament
enter politics with previous experience in running large organisations or delivering
major projects. Likewise, permanent secretaries’, or potential permanent secretaries’
careers will not necessarily include experience of delivering major projects. Without
a good understanding of the project delivery process there is a danger that they
could hinder the successful delivery of projects.
Recommendation: By the start of the next parliamentary session, the Authority
should offer seminars and workshops to extend awareness of the project delivery
process. The training should be tailored to the needs of Members of Parliament
and to fast track civil servants who are likely to be responsible for major projects.

5.

The Civil Service faces serious skills shortages in delivering major projects,
especially in the commercial and digital skills needed to deliver ‘transformation’
projects. The Major Projects Portfolio (the Portfolio) includes a large number of
transformation projects, such as the Courts Reform or Universal Credit projects.
These projects are intended to fundamentally change how a process operates, and
are often more difficult to deliver than traditional infrastructure projects. They also
require commercial and digital technology skills which are areas where the Civil
Service faces particular shortages. The Civil Service is acquiring these skills by hiring
externally but this presents challenges such as agreeing appropriate remuneration
levels. The Authority also told us it was struggling to retain project directors across
the Portfolio.
Recommendation: The Cabinet Office should set out specifically how the ongoing
Civil Service reform process will accommodate the need to hire and retain people
with the specialist skills, including commercial and digital technology skills, to
deliver projects.

6.

Improving the delivery of benefits is a priority, but there appears to be a gap in
responsibilities for ensuring their realisation. The Authority now requires that
departments report project benefits against a standard framework, but the quality
of data it receives on benefits is variable. Some projects leave the Portfolio without
having an exit review with the Authority to ensure that they are on track to deliver
their benefits. In any case, the Authority does not then follow up and monitor
whether benefits are in fact delivered. Once a project has left the Portfolio, it is the
individual department’s responsibility to realise benefits and to evaluate success;
but the assessment of whether projects have realised their benefits is a longstanding
weakness in government.
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Recommendation: The Authority needs to push departments to state project
benefits clearly and to establish appropriate data systems to measure them. It
should certify that benefits are on target to be achieved before a project leaves the
Portfolio. And it needs to make it clear to departments that once a project leaves
the Portfolio the department is responsible for realising the agreed benefits.
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1 Demonstrating improvements in
performance
1. On the basis of a report by the Comptroller and Auditor General, we took evidence
from the Cabinet Office and the Infrastructure and Projects Authority (the Authority,
formerly the Major Projects Authority).1
2. The Government implements many of its objectives through projects. The Authority
collects and publishes data, and commissions assurance, on many of central government’s
biggest and riskiest projects which are part of the Government Major Projects Portfolio
(the Portfolio). The Portfolio had an estimated whole-life value of £511 billion in June
2015. Historically, the Government’s track record in delivering projects successfully has
been poor.2
3. Successive governments have tried to improve project delivery. These initiatives
gathered pace during the last Parliament with the establishment of the Major Projects
Authority.3 It had a mandate to improve the delivery of projects by providing assurance
on major projects, reporting on the performance of the Portfolio, developing skills
and capability and providing support, advice and interventions to improve project
performance. On 1 January 2016, Infrastructure UK and the Major Projects Authority
merged to form the Infrastructure and Projects Authority.4

The merger of the Major Projects Authority and Infrastructure UK
4. We supported the creation of the Major Projects Authority and recognised the
progress it made in strengthening project assurance and improving the transparency
of information on the costs, risks and performance of government’s major projects. We
recognise the legacy that the new, merged Infrastructure and Projects Authority has
inherited of a number of projects that have been poorly planned and implemented.5 The
challenges that it faces to improve project delivery within government are illustrated by
the rating of delivery of 34% of the 149 projects in the Portfolio, as at June 2015, as ‘red’
or ‘amber-red,’ meaning that successful delivery is either unachievable or in doubt unless
action is taken. 35% of the 106 projects in the Portfolio which were scheduled to finish
between 2015–16 and 2019–20 were similarly rated as red or amber-red.6
5.
Against this background, it is still critical that the Infrastructure and Projects
Authority acts as an independent assurance agency, but this role may be at risk.
Infrastructure UK was a body which focused on promoting infrastructure projects, and
it is merging with the Major Project Authority whose role was to provide independent
assurance and challenge to such projects. We put it to the Authority that it would not
usually be considered wise to merge a delivery organisation with the body responsible for

1
2
3
4
5
6

C&AG’s Report, Delivering major projects in government: a briefing for the Committee of Public Accounts, Session
2015–16, HC 713, 6 January 2016
C&AG’s Report, paras 1, 4, 1.1
C&AG’s Report, para 5
C&AG’s Report, para 1.7
Q 1, Committee of Public Accounts, Tenth Report of 2014–15, Major Projects Authority, HC 147, 16 July 2014
C&AG’s Report, paras 2.12 to 2.16, Figures 8 & 9
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providing independent scrutiny of delivery. The Authority told us that it would continue
to organise project reviews using its independent reviewers, and said it did not believe that
its role as a body providing independent assurance over projects would be compromised.7
6. The Authority told us that, following the merger, it would be able to increase the
level of support and intervention that it provided to projects.8 It said that the merger
would improve its expertise, for example in the area of costs and cost estimating for large
infrastructure projects, and that this would improve the quality of the recommendations
which it made.9 It expected the merger to give the Authority more teeth in its assurance
role by working more effectively with the Treasury to set conditions for projects to get
financial approval, and said it would think about how to evidence that the merger had
produced better outcomes. It wanted to use the merger as an opportunity to strengthen a
number of other areas but had not identified them all.10

Data transparency and reporting
7. We asked the Authority how we should measure its performance. It replied that it was
responsible for driving better outcomes and that it would expect to see the performance
of projects, measured against time, quality and cost, improve over time. It told us it is
working to develop a clear methodology for measuring individual project performance
against such criteria.11
8. The National Audit Office analysed the latest project data the Authority received from
departments to see if it could identify whether project performance in the Portfolio was
improving. On using this data, which related to cost, deliverability and benefits, it found
that it could not draw clear conclusions. The main problems were that the data did not
allow costs to be compared with a consistent baseline, or outturn costs and delivery dates
to be compared with forecasts. There were also inconsistencies in how whole-life costs
were reported by departments, for example whether costs were reported in real terms or
nominal terms, or whether different index years were used.12
9. The Authority told us that it had taken steps to enhance the project data it collected
from departments.13 It said that it was doing a great deal of work to improve the quality of
that data, such as ‘harmonising’ it to make it consistent and coherent. It gave the example
of cost data and its work to make sure that cost data were stated on the same basis.14
10. The Authority also told us about its work to improve the analysis of the data it collected.
It explained that the first stage was to develop and agree with departments appropriate
baselines to measure project performance, and then to establish performance metrics
on schedule, cost and benefits.15 It viewed this as a process of continuous improvement
and believed that by January 2017 it would be in much better shape to understand
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15

Q4
Qq 5–7
Q 22
Q 22
Qq 80–89
Q 87, C&AG’s Report, para 2.6
Q 69
Qq 69, 70, 98
Qq 70, 84, 89–95, MJP0003 Written evidence submitted by the Infrastructure and Projects Authority, 29 January
2016
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performance, with further improvements in subsequent years.16 It cautioned that this
process of improvement would take time and that it would be several years before it was
able to establish clear trends in performance from the project data.17
11. The Authority publishes project information annually, including project ratings. The
information released into the public domain is determined by the Cabinet’s transparency
policy, which requires that data are published six months in arrears. There is more
transparency internally, with departments providing data on projects to the Authority
quarterly.18 It told us that it aimed to create an environment of openness and transparency,
but felt that publishing reports of assurance reviews would interfere with being able to
have an open and honest conversation internally about project performance. The Cabinet
Office pointed out that transparency would not on its own result in good projects—other
factors such as capabilities and clear accountability were also required.19
12. The Authority has agreed with the Cabinet Office to measure its own performance
through objectives relating to the training of project leaders, the deployment of project
delivery fast track apprentices and fast streamers, the percentage of projects subject to an
early intervention review by the Authority, and the ratings of projects on exit from the
Portfolio.20

Delivering benefits
13. The Authority told us that it has developed a more rigorous system of benefits
description and measurement. It said that it had now introduced a standard framework
against which departments were required to report.21 But problems remain. The Cabinet
Office pointed out that there were still underlying weaknesses in the way that departments
articulated benefits and the Authority also told us that there were weaknesses, which it was
working to solve, in the quality of the data on benefits which it receives from departments.22
But the Authority stated that it wanted to create more transparency about project benefits
and push harder for improvement.23
14. An exit review, to ensure that a project is on track to deliver its benefits, should be
conducted before the project is removed from the Portfolio. However between September
2012 and June 2015, the Authority removed 96 projects from the Portfolio but only
conducted 80 exit reviews.24 The Authority agreed with us that exit reviews should be
compulsory, while the Cabinet Office believed that such reviews were already compulsory
but that occasionally a project “slips through the net”.25

16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25

Q 88
Q 96, 97
C&AG’s Report para 2.2
Qq 2-3
MJP003, Written evidence submitted by the Infrastructure and Projects Authority, 29 January 2016
Q 23
Qq 25, 69, 70, 72
Q 26
C&AG’s Report para 2.19
Qq 24, 25, 79
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15. The Authority looks at project benefits when a project exits the Portfolio, but it is
not in a position to monitor whether the benefits of a project are realised once it was
completed and activities had become ‘business as usual’.26 Departments are responsible
for monitoring whether projects realise their intended benefits once they are completed,
although in the past they have often failed to do this.27 The Cabinet Office agreed with
us that there was a need to measure whether the projected benefits were delivered, and
the Authority agreed that at an exit review, benefits should be clearly documented and
accountability for realising them might then pass solely to the department.28

26 C&AG’s Report para 2.19
27 C&AG’s Report para 2.18
28 Qq 75–79
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2 Tackling barriers to improvement
16. We asked the Authority what trends or recurring themes it had identified amongst
the many projects which end up in trouble. It identified a failure to set up projects correctly
in the first place, insufficient resources and unrealistic project timetables.29 The three
programmes it was most concerned about were: High Speed 2, because of its scope and
scale; Courts Reform, because of its complexity; and Shared Services, because it was not
going well, having not been well set up.30 The latter two are transformation projects, which
are amongst the most difficult for government to deliver and can present the greatest risk
of failure.31 Often, as with Universal Credit, they rely on applying digital technologies
to big business processes.32 Transformation and service delivery projects (as opposed to
infrastructure, construction or defence equipment projects) accounted for 37% of the
Portfolio as at June 2015.33
17. The Authority’s Chief Executive contrasted his experience in government with
his previous experience in the private sector. He said that in the private sector he had
experienced more rigour on project processes right at the beginning of a project.34 Projects
in the private sector would be benchmarked against industry standards for cost and
timescales, which the government could also do for more traditional projects. He said
that such benchmarking was very difficult for the more transformational projects in
government, but nevertheless should be tried.35 He also said that government projects
had a greater political dimension and that this manifested itself most clearly in project
timescales. He said that timescales can be squeezed to fit the political cycle.36

Early planning and avoiding over-ambition
18. The Authority explained to us that it was introducing processes aimed at making
much earlier interventions in projects. It said that it was working on getting closer to policy
makers in order to review project conception as policy was developed. It mentioned a series
of products which were in place to intervene early and provide advice to projects.37 The
Cabinet Office spoke of the need to be flexible and to apply different project management
techniques and approaches to the early stages of projects. It said that this was especially
true for complicated projects involving digital technology where it was unclear what
the end state of project outputs would be.38 The Common Agricultural Policy Delivery
Programme, e-Borders and Universal Credit projects had all been over-ambitious in their
expectations of new technologies.39
19. The Authority recognised the danger of government trying to do too much and
emphasised the resulting importance of project prioritisation. It explained what it was
doing to encourage better prioritisation amongst departments, for example introducing
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39

Q8
Qq 60–65
C&AG’s Report para 12
Q 18
C&AG’s Report Figure 1
Q 30
Q 22
Q 30
Qq 11–13, 21
Qq 18, 19
Q 18
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guidance to departments, pushing departments towards prioritisation by better matching
up the resources they have with the projects that they have to do and encouraging
portfolio management across government.40 It expected the Single Departmental Plans,
which would bring together departmental commitments and resources, to provide an
opportunity to help departments prioritise as well as encouraging them to adopt more
realistic project timescales.41
20. Some government projects seek to influence or change public behaviour. The
Authority agreed with us that for such projects public engagement throughout the project
and especially at the early stages is vital for success. It told us that the effectiveness of
stakeholder engagement was part of its assurance framework and that it had provided
guidance on understanding user needs up-front in digital projects.42

Leadership capability
21. When Members first enter Parliament they may often do so without experience in
running large organisations or delivering major projects. When such Members become
ministers there is a danger that they will fail to understand project management processes
and may attempt to override good practice. They could push for rapid project progress
at points where a pause would be more sensible or make short-term political decisions
without understanding the impact they will have on projects. The Authority agreed with
us on the importance of senior decision makers understanding the difficulties and the key
criteria for making successful projects. We note that it said that it had already started a
process of workshops on projects for existing ministers and permanent secretaries.43
22. Civil servants on the path to becoming permanent secretaries, and even some existing
permanent secretaries may also lack experience in delivering major projects. The Cabinet
Office agreed with us that it would be desirable for permanent secretaries to have a better
blend of skill sets, which would differ for different departments because each department
was different.44 It was looking to promote people with deep experience, including delivery
experience.45

Skills gaps
23. The National Audit Office noted that there are shortages of the skills needed to deliver
the government’s transformational change projects.46 The Cabinet Office explained that
the increasing proportion of transformation projects in the Portfolio increases the need
for commercial and digital technology skills. It warned that these were two areas where
it had a critical skills shortage across the civil service. It said that it would have to recruit
hundreds of people in the commercial area, and “probably thousands” in the technical
area. It said that it was having to bring those people in from outside of the Civil Service
and noted that this caused a series of problems such as issues around remuneration policy.47
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47

Q 34
Qq 8, 19, 74
Qq 56–58, MJP0003 Written evidence submitted by the Infrastructure and Projects Authority, 29 January 2016
Qq 14–16
Qq 45–54
Qq 31
C&AG’s Report para 3.4
Q 28
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24. We note the importance the Authority places on the Major Projects Leadership
Academy (MPLA) and in creating awareness and understanding of the principles of
good project delivery.48 The MPLA programme included some coverage of commercial
and digital aspects but there was a particular need to develop more of these skills across
government.49 The MPLA is for senior project officials and the Cabinet Office agreed that
project delivery training should be a part of the training for civil servants at every level.50
25. We asked about the civil service’s ability to retain project directors and senior
responsible owners. The Cabinet Office was concerned about the civil service’s ability
to recruit and retain good project directors, and had mechanisms available to enhance
their pay.51 The Authority told us its latest return showed a decrease in turnover of senior
responsible owners from 14% to 7% a quarter, equating to an average time in post of three
and a half to four years.52 Many senior responsible owners still have other professional
roles–the Authority told us their project responsibilities could range from 5 to 100% of
their time, and 17 were responsible for more than one project.53

48
49
50
51
52
53

Qq 14, 59
Q 28
Q 55
Q 39
Qq 35, 39
MJP0003 Written evidence submitted by the Infrastructure and Projects Authority, 29 January 2016
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Formal Minutes
Wednesday 9 March 2016
Members present:
Meg Hillier, in the Chair
Deidre Brock

Stephen Phillips

Chris Evans

John Pugh

Nigel Mills

Karin Smyth

David Mowat
Draft Report (Delivering major projects in government), proposed by the Chair, brought
up and read.
Ordered, That the draft Report be read a second time, paragraph by paragraph.
Paragraphs 1 to 25 read and agreed to.
Introduction agreed to.
Conclusions and recommendations agreed to.
Summary agreed to.
Resolved, That the Report be the Thirty-first Report of the Committee to the House.
Ordered, That the Chair make the Report to the House.
Ordered, That embargoed copies of the Report be made available, in accordance with the
provisions of Standing Order No. 134.
[Adjourned till Thursday 17 March 2016 at 9.30am
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