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What this report is about

1	 In our reports we make recommendations to government departments and 
other public bodies, which they can use to help improve public services. In this 
report we assess the Department for Transport (the Department) and High Speed 
Two Limited’s (HS2 Ltd) progress in implementing National Audit Office (NAO) 
recommendations on the High Speed Two programme (the programme). We have 
reported on the programme regularly, examining preparations and early progress, and 
future risks to value for money. In this report, we review progress in implementing the 
recommendations from our two most recent reports: Progress with preparations for 
High Speed 2 (2016); and High Speed Two: A progress update (2020).1

2	 The programme aims to build a new high-speed, high-capacity railway between 
London, the West Midlands and the north of England. It is the government’s largest 
infrastructure programme by value, with an estimated total cost of between £72 billion 
and £98 billion (2019 prices) for Phases One, 2a and 2b.2 The Department funds and 
sponsors the programme. At the same time, HS2 Ltd, an arm’s-length body of the 
Department, is responsible for developing, building and maintaining the railway.

3	 We assessed the progress made against our recommendations based on a 
review of evidence from the Department and HS2 Ltd, collected between April and 
May 2021, publicly available information, and our experience of auditing HS2 and 
other major programmes. Our assessment of the extent to which the Department 
and HS2 Ltd have implemented our recommendations should not be read as an 
indication of the NAO’s view of the current status of the overall programme or 
the Department and HS2 Ltd’s management of the programme. Definitions of 
the categories we use are shown in Figure 1.

4	 The Committee of Public Accounts (the Committee) has published its own 
set of recommendations for the Department and HS2 Ltd to take forward. The 
Committee requests regular information on implementing its recommendations and 
will recall accounting officers if it is not satisfied with the quality of the Department’s 
performance after Committee hearings. Government departments respond to these 
recommendations through a Treasury minute. We set out in Appendix Two the 
status of the Department’s response to recommendations made by the Committee, 
as documented through the Treasury minute process. We have not undertaken any 
further work to assess or validate progress, as this is managed by HM Treasury.

1	 We have reported four times on the programme. We have not reviewed recommendations from our 2013 report in 
this report as the programme has progressed considerably since then. Our investigation in 2018 did not include 
recommendations. The four reports are: Comptroller and Auditor General, High Speed 2: A review of early 
programme preparation, Session 2013-14, HC 124, National Audit Office, May 2013; Comptroller and Auditor 
General, Progress with preparations for High Speed 2, Session 2016-17, HC 235, National Audit Office, June 2016; 
Comptroller and Auditor General, Investigation into land and property acquisition for Phase One (London – West 
Midlands) of the High Speed 2 programme, Session 2017–2019, HC 1531, National Audit Office, September 2018; 
Comptroller and Auditor General, High Speed Two: A progress update, Session 2019-20, HC 40, National Audit 
Office, January 2020.

2	 The Department and HS2 Ltd state validation of the Phase 2b cost range is ongoing and will be updated to support 
the legislation for the HS2 route into Manchester.
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Figure 1
Defi nition of categories used in reporting progress against 
our recommendations
This table explains our definitions for acceptance and implementation status

Category Status Definition

Acceptance Accepted The department/body agrees with all parts of the 
recommendation and undertakes to implement it fully.

Partially accepted The department/body agrees with specified parts of 
the recommendation, but not all of it, and undertakes 
to implement the parts it agrees with.

Rejected The department/body does not agree with the 
recommendation and does not undertake to implement it.

Under consideration The department/body says it has not decided yet whether 
it accepts the recommendation or not.

OR

The department/body has provided no response to 
the National Audit Office (NAO).

Implementation Implemented The department/body has implemented the 
recommendation actions.

OR

The department/body has adopted the good 
practice recommended.

Work in progress The department/body has started work, including planning, 
to implement the recommendation actions it has accepted.

OR

The department/body is ready to implement the 
recommendation but has had no opportunity yet 
to demonstrate this.

No longer relevant The department/body has changed policy, and the 
recommendation no longer applies.

OR

The department/body has found another way 
to implement change which renders the original 
recommendation obsolete.

OR

The NAO has published a subsequent report with 
different recommendations.

Source: National Audit Offi ce
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Summary

5	 The Department for Transport (the Department) and High Speed Two Limited 
(HS2 Ltd) have accepted and taken steps to implement all our recommendations on 
the High Speed Two programme (the programme). We made 14 recommendations 
across our reports in 2016 and 2020. The Department and HS2 Ltd have 
implemented seven of the 14 recommendations and seven are work in progress. 
In Figure 2 we summarise the implementation status of these recommendations 
across four broad themes: assurance and oversight; managing cost and schedule; 
reporting and communications; and programme management (these last three 
recommendations were also for government as a whole).

6	 Many of our recommendations will remain relevant throughout the life of the 
programme, and require ongoing work by the Department and HS2 Ltd. HS2 Ltd 
will be managing concurrently, over decades, parts of the programme that will be at 
different stages of development: design, approval, construction, systems integration 
and readying for operations. In some cases, therefore, while we have judged a 
recommendation to have been implemented, we have highlighted points for future 
consideration and the need for continued focus from the Department and HS2 Ltd 
on the issues we raise. For example, the Department will want to periodically assure 
itself about the feasibility of completing the programme as planned and should 
consider what events and information would trigger these reviews. This assurance 
activity will be required across all phases and throughout the life of the programme.

7	 The Department and HS2 Ltd will not be able to implement some of our 
recommendations until later in the programme and after key decisions about 
scope have been made. For example, we would not expect at this stage in the 
programme for HS2 Ltd to have narrowed the published ranges it uses for cost 
and schedule, as it is too soon to do so with confidence. Implementing other 
recommendations will require greater certainty from government around plans for 
Phase Two. The rail industry and other stakeholders will require detail of transport 
plans to prepare for the future, but key decisions need to be made before this is 
communicated. We understand that the Department’s future integrated rail plan 
intends to consider how best to integrate Phase 2b with transport plans in the 
Midlands and the north of England.
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8	 In the remainder of this report we:

•	 highlight recent and future developments that are relevant to understanding 
progress against our recommendations (Part One); and

•	 set out our assessment of the Department and HS2 Ltd’s progress against 
our recommendations (Part Two).

Figure 2
Department for Transport and High Speed Two Limited’s progress against 
our recommendations on the High Speed Two programme
The Department for Transport and High Speed Two Limited have accepted all 14 recommendations1

Recommendations Acceptance status Implementation status

Total recommendations: 14 Accepted: 14 Implemented: 7

Rejected: 0 Work in progress: 7

Of which, recommendations were focused on:

Assurance and oversight: 6 Accepted: 6 Implemented: 3

Rejected: 0 Work in progress: 3

Managing cost and schedule: 2 Accepted: 2 Implemented: 0

Rejected: 0 Work in progress: 2

Reporting and communications: 3 Accepted: 3 Implemented: 1

Rejected: 0 Work in progress: 2

Programme management across government2: 3 Accepted: 3 Implemented: 3

Rejected: 0 Work in progress: 0

Notes
1 We have assessed progress against recommendations from our reports: Comptroller and Auditor General, 

Progress with preparations for High Speed 2, Session 2016-17, HC 235, National Audit Offi ce, June 2016; 
and Comptroller and Auditor General, High Speed Two: A progress update, Session 2019-20, HC 40, 
National Audit Offi ce, January 2020.

2 We have assessed the Department for Transport and High Speed Two Limited’s implementation of these 
recommendations and not implementation across government as a whole. The acceptance and implementation 
status does not represent progress made by the government in implementing these recommendations for other 
major programmes.

Source: National Audit Offi ce analysis of our own published reports and government responses
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Part One

Recent developments and future milestones

1.1	 This part of the report sets out recent developments and future milestones 
for the High Speed Two programme (the programme), which are relevant to 
understanding progress against our recommendations.

1.2	 The programme is at an important stage of its development:

•	 Phase One (London to the West Midlands): has entered a stage of 
substantial construction.

•	 Phase 2a (West Midlands to Crewe): Parliament has approved the construction 
of Phase 2a, and the plans for delivery are being finalised by High Speed Two 
Limited (HS2 Ltd) and the Department for Transport (the Department).

•	 Phase 2b (Crewe to Manchester and West Midlands to Leeds): plans are yet 
to be submitted to Parliament, and the Department is assessing how to best 
integrate Phase 2b with wider transport plans in the Midlands and the north 
of England.

Recent developments on the High Speed Two programme

1.3	 Since we last reported in January 2020, developments have included:

•	 the independent Oakervee Review, which concluded that government should 
proceed with the programme. The review had been established to inform 
government decisions about whether and how to proceed with HS2. The review 
was published in February 2020 alongside the Prime Minister’s announcement 
of the decision to continue with the programme;

•	 the Department giving HS2 Ltd approval to issue ‘notice to proceed’ for main 
civil construction in April 2020. It published the full business case, with revised 
benefit-cost assessments identifying the full network to have low‑to‑medium 
value for money. HS2 Ltd announced the formal start of Phase One 
construction in September 2020, having mobilised main civil construction 
contractors after ‘notice to proceed’ in April 2020;
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•	 the Department and HS2 Ltd chairman appointing four non-executive directors 
to the HS2 Ltd board to strengthen accountability and oversight; and

•	 the government appointing a dedicated minister with oversight and 
accountability for HS2. The HS2 Minister provides six-monthly progress 
reports to Parliament, reporting on affordability, schedule, community and 
environmental impact. The HS2 Minister has also published a review of land 
and property acquisition, recommending changes to the way people and 
businesses are impacted by the programme.

Future milestones for the High Speed Two programme

1.4	 Developments that are expected over the next 12 months include:

•	 publication of the integrated rail plan. This will set out the Department’s plans 
for integrating Phase 2b with wider rail improvements in the Midlands and the 
north of England;

•	 the first report of the HS2 Ltd Environmental Sustainability Committee. 
The committee is intended to strengthen oversight and reporting of efforts to 
limit and mitigate the environmental impacts from constructing the railway;

•	 the deposit in Parliament of the hybrid bill for the western leg of Phase 2b 
(Crewe to Manchester) and outline business case;

•	 the Department’s response to its consultation with residents and relevant 
stakeholders impacted by Phase 2a; and

•	 the appointment of a new chair of HS2 Ltd.
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Part Two

Our assessment of progress 
against our recommendations

2.1	 We have assessed progress made by the Department for Transport 
(the Department) and High Speed Two Limited (HS2 Ltd) in implementing 
recommendations from our 2016 and 2020 reports on the High Speed Two 
programme (the programme).

2.2	  Our 2016 report examined preparations for High Speed Two. We found that 
HS2 Ltd had struggled to meet the overly ambitious timetable set for it by the 
Department, requiring it to prepare for delivering Phase One while also developing 
Phases 2a and 2b. The programme faced cost and schedule pressures. This 
required HS2 Ltd and the Department to make decisions with greater realism on 
the timetable and a fuller understanding of the trade-offs between costs, schedule 
and benefits.

2.3	 Our 2020 report provided an update on the progress of the programme. HS2 
Ltd and the Department had underestimated the programme’s complexity and 
HS2 Ltd had not accounted for the level of uncertainty and risk in the programme 
when previously estimating the costs of Phase One. We found that the Department 
and HS2 Ltd had undertaken significant activity to understand and contain cost 
pressures. Although the increased realism on costs and schedule for the programme 
was a positive step, we pointed to the challenges of monitoring and managing the 
programme as it progresses.
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2.4	 In this report, we have identified whether our recommendations have been 
accepted, and where they have been accepted, we have examined HS2 Ltd 
and the Department’s progress in implementing them. In Figure 3 on page 12 to 
page 21 we assess the progress made by the Department and HS2 Ltd against 
the recommendations we made to them. HS2 Ltd will be managing concurrently, 
over decades, parts of the programme that will be at different stages of 
development: design, approval, construction, systems integration and readying 
for operations. In some cases, therefore, while we have judged a recommendation 
to have been implemented or a work in progress, we have highlighted points for 
future consideration.

2.5	 Our 2020 report also contained recommendations for programme 
management across government as a whole, based on learnings from the High 
Speed Two programme. These recommendations apply equally to the High Speed 
Two programme, given it is a long‑term programme of work with discrete phases 
in which learning can and should be applied. In Figure 4 on pages 22 and 23 we 
assess how these learning points are being taken forward on the High Speed Two 
programme. Our wider programme of work will continue to look at progress in the 
delivery of major projects cross-government.3

3	  See further our Major Project Delivery pages, available at: www.nao.org.uk/knowledge/major-project-delivery/. 

http://www.nao.org.uk/knowledge/major-project-delivery/
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Appendix One

Our scope and evidence base

Scope

1	 This report has been prepared to update the progress the Department for 
Transport (the Department) and High Speed Two Limited (HS2 Ltd) have made 
in implementing recommendations from our value for money reports. Tracking 
progress against our recommendations is an important element of understanding 
our impact and forms part of our ongoing monitoring of the High Speed Two 
programme (the programme). The report does not make any judgements on value 
for money. It does not assess overall progress on the programme, nor is it an 
exhaustive account of the risks that the programme faces.

2	 We have reported on the programme regularly, examining preparations and 
early progress, and future risks to value for money. These reports are: 

•	 High Speed 2: A review of early programme preparation (2013).

•	 Progress with preparations for High Speed 2 (2016).

•	 Investigation into land and property acquisition for Phase One (London – 
West Midlands) of the High Speed 2 programme (2018).

•	 High Speed Two: A progress update (2020).

3	 This report does not include recommendations from our 2013 report 
as the programme has progressed considerably since then. However, our 
recommendations around developing business cases, programme management 
and cost estimates continue to be important considerations for major programmes. 
Our investigation in 2018 did not include recommendations.
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4	 After taking evidence on our reports, the Committee of Public Accounts 
(the Committee) has published its own set of recommendations for the Department 
and HS2 Ltd to take forward. The Committee requests regular information on 
implementing its recommendations and will recall accounting officers if it is not 
satisfied with the quality of the Department’s performance after Committee hearings. 
Government departments respond to these recommendations through a Treasury 
minute. In addition, HM Treasury requests departments to report on their progress 
through a special edition Treasury minute. In Appendix Two, we provide the status 
of the Department’s response to recommendations made by the Committee. 
We have not undertaken any further work to assess or validate progress, as this 
is managed by HM Treasury.

Evidence base

5	 We reached our conclusions on the progress the Department and HS2 Ltd have 
made against our 2016 and 2020 recommendations following our review of evidence 
collected between April and May 2021. We have reached our audit judgements on 
the progress made by the Department and HS2 Ltd based on our current knowledge 
of the programme, assessing our previous work on the programme and other major 
programmes and verifying any additional evidence received.

6	 Our audit approach included:

•	 reviewing the Department and HS2 Ltd’s view of progress against our 2020 
recommendations and verifying supporting evidence. This included document 
review of evidence, such as management information and assurance 
reports, as well as identifying and reviewing public information, such as the 
programme’s six-monthly reports to Parliament, to provide evidence for 
progress against our recommendations; and

•	 assessing progress on our recommendations made in 2016, focusing on the 
status of progress at the time of our 2020 report, and providing relevant 
additional progress since.
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7	 We used a range of publicly available information such as:

•	 information published by government, for example, the six-monthly 
progress reports to Parliament, the Phase One business case and other 
programme announcements;

•	 public reports of the Committee of Public Accounts related to the programme, 
including Progress with preparations for High Speed 2 (September 2016) and 
High Speed 2: Spring 2020 update (May 2020);

•	 evidence provided to Parliament, for example, written ministerial statements 
and correspondence, or oral or written evidence provided to select committees; 

•	 Treasury minutes and Treasury minute progress reports related to the 
programme; and

•	 relevant news stories and press releases published by the Department and HS2 
Ltd regarding milestones for the programme.

8	 This report also draws on our experience of auditing High Speed Two and other 
programmes across different parts of government and at different stages over many 
years. We used past National Audit Office (NAO) reports to help identify relevant 
learnings to help inform our judgements and any future considerations for the 
programme. Other NAO reports on major programmes can be found on our website 
at: www.nao.org.uk/search/pi_area/managing-major-projects/. NAO reports and 
guidance we reviewed for this output included:

•	 High Speed 2: A review of early programme preparation (May 2013).

•	 Progress with preparations for High Speed 2 (June 2016).

•	 High Speed Two: A progress update (January 2020).

•	 Lessons learned from Major Programmes (November 2020).

•	 Framework to review programmes, Update April 2021 (April 2021).
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Appendix Two

Progress reported in implementing recommendations 
made by the Committee of Public Accounts

1	  The Committee of Public Accounts (the Committee) has regularly scrutinised 
the High Speed Two programme (the programme). The Committee published 
reports on the programme in 2016 and 2020 and made 13 recommendations to the 
Department for Transport (the Department) and High Speed Two Limited (HS2 Ltd).

2	 Government departments set out their response to the recommendations 
made in Committee reports in a Treasury minute. Departments also report on 
their progress in implementing the recommendations they have accepted through 
Treasury minute progress reports.

3	 In Figure 5, on page 28 to page 30 we set out the recommendations made by 
the Committee from its 2016 and 2020 inquiries and the most recent progress as 
reported in Treasury minutes and Treasury minute progress reports.

4	 The government has agreed with all the recommendations from the 
Committee’s 2016 and 2020 reports and states that all of the 2016 and 2020 
recommendations have been implemented.
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