
Extracts from the Oral Evidence Session of the House of Commons Committee of 
Public Accounts (PAC) held on Monday 1st July 2013 (grouped by committee member) 

Margaret Hodge MP 

Where is the evidence for that [WCML congestion]? I have searched high and low for 
the evidence. It is not in the Report. Everybody says that it isn’t published. Where is the 
evidence of future passenger demand? Q53 

Let us be clear before we leave that, that the cost-benefit ratio on all those alternatives 
[considered in the Atkins and Network Rail reports] was better. Please answer that 
question. Was the cost-benefit on all those alternatives better? Q59 

I wish you guys [DfT and HS2 Ltd] were honest. Q70 

Yes – which is mad [the assumption that the hybrid bill will get Royal Assent in 2015]. I 
was around when the first channel tunnel rail link was planned; in fact, it went through 
my constituency and probably through Jackie’s as well. I think that the hybrid Bill was 
three years late, and this time around you are dealing with every aggrieved person in 
Hampstead and right through every constituency. You are absolutely joking that you will 
get Royal Assent by 2015. It is a complete madness. Don’t you understand that? It is just 
unrealistic. Q92 

When we last discussed this, we said to you that the basis on which you assess business 
travel – a business traveller’s worth, as opposed to a commuter’s worth – is totally out 
of date. That was one of our recommendations from our previous consideration of this 
Report. You appear to have gone away and done nothing about it, although I notice – let 
me see if I can find it – that you published an analysis in 2012 suggesting a downward 
revision of how you value business travel to 65% to 50% of current values. I also notice 
that in countries such as France and Germany business travel is valued at three or four 
times ordinary commuter time, whereas we value it much more. All those facts show 
that the more you value the business traveller, the more it looks as if your cost-benefit 
ratio is okay, but if you were to put a real value on business time that reflected more 
honestly the cost of the time spent on a train, your cost-benefit ratio would immediately 
look negative, wouldn’t it? Q133 

The evidence that I looked at on the Paris study shows that overnight stays in the 
satellite areas went down with high-speed rail, and we got the announcement today 
that the French have completely annihilated their high-speed-rail programme. According 
to the papers this morning, the French have slashed it from €245 billion to €30 billion, 
on the basis that they cannot justify the cost. One, they saw a decline in people staying 
overnight in the satellite towns, and two, they seem to have seen the light rather sooner 
than us and realised that it is a waste of money. Q162 

Richard Bacon MP 

It’s amazing. I would have thought that for £42 billion you would have got a few trains 
thrown in, but apparently not. Q74 

So we are pushing £50 billion already. Everybody thinks it is going to be £70 billion, £80 
billion or £100 billion by the time we have finished, don’t they? That would be par for 
the course, given your record. Q74 



On that point, Ms Munro, you mentioned your consultants, but which consultants 
helped you with the calculation referred to in paragraph 2.13? It turned out to be 
wrong, so two thirds of the £12 billion reduction was due to errors in the way passenger 
demand was modelled. Which consultants made that mistake? Q98 

[In response to Alison Munro answer about industry involvement in passenger 
forecasting] You "believe"? I would hope that these things were pinned down, so we 
knew where we were getting our passenger forecasts from, because it is not as if we 
have not been here before. The millennium dome, you may remember, revolved around 
certain forecasts of visitor numbers. It was visitor numbers that went horribly wrong for 
the Navan centre in Northern Ireland. Passenger numbers have a habit of being wrong, 
so I would like to know, if it is an industry-led process, who it is that is doing it. Q106 

The point that I was really trying to get to was this. The industry has an interest in this 
project going ahead, doesn’t it? If the project goes ahead, the industry gets to build 
rolling stock, it gets to build track, it gets to employ lots of people and the Government 
pays it lots of money. The industry has an interest in this project going ahead, doesn’t it? 
Q116 

Mr Rutnam, we did discuss this last time, when you were here to talk about HS1. Of 
course they would, because they are not broadband providers; they are train operators 
and they are constructors of railway track. They like trains, and they want more of them. 
Their interest is that this goes ahead, and you are handing to them the leadership of the 
process by which you establish passenger forecast. Q118 

The history of many of these projects is that the goalposts move repeatedly until the 
project gets to the point where it basically cannot be stopped. There is a lot of academic 
evidence to support that. If you want to look at the references, you can read the book I 
just wrote, which came out a week ago. Q122 

That you get things wrong by a factor of 100 does not surprise us. Q183 

Guto Bebb MP 

I would argue that the capacity issue is primarily commuter traffic, commuter 
passengers, and if you classify those passengers as commuters, the cost-benefit analysis 
would be affected. Is there some argument for saying that the argument for a high-
speed rail link is more to do with getting your cost-benefit analysis accurate, rather than 
the actual benefits that will accrue to other parts of the country? Q128 

Jackie Doyle-Price MP 

If you look at the map, the eastern region here is really the powerhouse of the British 
economy. That is the biggest net contributor. One reason why you have a capacity 
problem is the amount of freight that you want to transport by rail. All our ports are 
along that eastern coast. This is not your fault – this is very much a political decision, 
rather than one designed to deliver the outcome, which is getting the best out of our 
capacity – but really, aren’t we missing a trick by not putting the investment where the 
economic activity is? Q216 

Chris Heaton-Harris MP 



Was it a fair consultation? You were selling something with a price tag that has just gone 
up by a huge amount. That does not strike me as a fair consultation for the British public 
and the British taxpayer. Q36. 

The reason I’m asking is that for the West Coast Main Line franchising bid programme, 
you were quite happy to use the new version – version 5 [of the Passenger Demand 
Forecasting Handbook] – but you persist until this day in using the old and very 
advantageous, to you, version of 4.1 for HS2, and I wonder why. Q64 

Okay, so it is going to be one of the very few high-speed rail projects in the world that 
runs at profit in surplus. Q76 

The sums you have given us add up to a lot per constituency – £75 million, and maybe a 
lot more than that – so it is actually quite of interest to everyone around this table, 
whether they are affected by HS2 or not. It is a big leap of faith – it is almost like "Field 
of Dreams" and Kevin Costner, "If you build it, they will come". Q87 

Meg Hillier MP 

What you are proposing now [for Euston Station] seems like a simpler scheme, but it is 
going to cost £400 million more. Why is that? Q173 

All this money is being spent on HS2; why has it been judged better to bring people into 
London to fill our already overcrowded tube system, rather than giving more money to 
Transport for London to invest better in our major national city’s infrastructure to cope 
with the increasing number of people living and working here? Q176 

Stewart Jackson MP 

May I ask what a high-level, desktop review is? Going from 2011 to 2013, there is an 
uplift of 30% – it does not seem that high level to me. How can it be out by such a huge 
amount, in terms of the uplift this year? Are you satisfied with the robustness of the 
methodologies you used when you made those estimates in 2011, because they are very 
seriously out, in terms of today’s budget? Q38 

What you are doing is admitting there – perhaps it is a Freudian slip – that the 
experience of other countries, which is that economic activity is often sucked into the 
hub, will be repeated on HS2. Most of the work that Network Rail has been doing is 
remedial work to improve, for instance, local hubs on the East Coast Main Line. Surely 
the No. 1 priority is regional growth in the North and the Midlands. It is not about travel 
problems. Q57 

Then why have you not done a detailed comparative study to look at the top dozen or 
20 discrete local infrastructure projects, which would much more quickly and cost-
effectively, in value-for-money terms, assist regional economic growth, connectivity and 
connections to London, rather than this massive white elephant? Q58 

Why are the MPs in Coventry so opposed to High Speed 2? Is it not the case that they 
feel that they – their constituents’ businesses and their commuters – are going to be 
disproportionately affected by the fact that, even if your thesis is correct, the economic 
activity and regeneration will be in central Birmingham? Wolverhampton, Dudley, 
Walsall and Coventry will be left behind. Q165 

Fiona Mactaggart MP 



Are you confident that you are on track to get the Bill out by the end of the year? [And 
in response to Philip Rutnam’s reply] That did not sound like yes. Q96 

Austin Mitchell MP 

Isn’t a problem with the system the fact that all your estimates are so shaky and 
provisional that you have to allow a big contingency to cover it? Q48 

I have to say that nothing I have seen in the report or that you have said today has 
dissipated my impression that, here is a project that has been plucked out of the air so 
as not to be humiliated by the French in the way that President Mitterrand used to do, 
regarding our having nothing but slow trains in this country. The civil service and HS2 
are then sent out to find justifications for this policy. That explains all the changes in 
costings, all the new factors that have been brought in, and all the dredging round for 
regional development and 200,000 new jobs around every station on the line. It looks 
like you are trying to justify a policy that was plucked, in principle, from the air. Q52 

I am still not convinced that the reasons you give for saying it will encourage regional 
development, particularly in the North, which is what I am interested in, are not 
spurious. Why should we assume that a faster connection, such as half an hour less to 
get to London, will encourage development in Birmingham, and three quarters of an 
hour less will encourage development in Manchester or Leeds? Why should we assume 
that, when for the whole of the last century London, the great wen, has been sucking 
talent, has been sucking jobs, has been sucking people, has been sucking industries – it 
has even been sucking my kids-down to London? What is there in the high-speed train 
that will reverse that? Aren’t we just going to hear a big high-speed sucking sound 
amplified by HS2? Q158 

I am afraid that you have not dispelled my impression that the prospects of 
development you are holding out for the North from High Speed 2 are nothing but a con 
to make us poor northern peasants believe we shall get some crumbs off yet another 
project that will primarily benefit London. Q214 

Ian Swales MP 

The research from the continent shows that the cities on the high-speed rail line lose 
economic activity to the capital, but they gain it from the regions around them – that is 
what the research actually shows. So as you are predicting, more and more people will 
be coming to this city, which itself has a capacity problem. Is that something you want to 
encourage? Q143 

I think we are sceptical about that. Let me put it this way. Look at the four biggest 
countries in Europe – the UK, Spain, France and Germany. Just look at the rail map: what 
strikes you very clearly is that we have a hub and spoke system around London and they 
don’t; they join up their cities, all around the country, with good rail lines. Why do we 
not have a policy to do that? That would really rebalance economic growth. Q145 

One of the huge problems we have with the credibility of these proposals is that there 
are many ways of rebalancing our regional economies that do not involve making it 
easier to bring people to London, which is more and more crowded. Q153 

What the evidence shows is that companies in London find that they do not need to 
have branch offices. That is what actually happens: they shut down their Birmingham 



office, because they can get there and back in a day. That is the kind of thing that goes 
on in the real world- Q161 

Justin Tomlinson MP 

Did not speak. 

Did not attend: 

Nick Smith MP 

Sajid Javid MP 

Stephen Barclay MP 

Important Note: The document from which these extracts are taken is an uncorrected 
transcript of evidence, which is not yet an approved formal record of the proceedings of 
the PAC. Neither witnesses nor Members have had the opportunity to correct the 
record, and it may therefore be subject to changes being made in the light of any such 
corrections being requested. 

 


