Public Accounts Committee questions viability and timeline of Northern Powerhouse Rail
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The Public Accounts Committee has questioned whether Northern Powerhouse Rail can still be delivered on the timetable set out by ministers, with MPs describing the scheme as a long way from anything that could begin helping passengers in the near term. In an oral evidence session on 27 April, the committee pressed Department for Transport officials on whether the project's ambitions, scope and funding assumptions were credible, after the government confirmed a three-phase plan and said the first phase would not start delivering major benefits until the 2030s.
Deputy chair Clive Betts voiced scepticism that the programme had yet reached the point where visible construction work could begin, arguing that many of the ideas now folded into Northern Powerhouse Rail have been under discussion for years. He said some schemes, including improvements between Sheffield and Leeds and upgrades on routes across the Pennines, appeared to be recycled from earlier rail plans rather than evidence of a fresh national push for the North.
Jo Shanmugalingam, the department's permanent secretary, said the shifting history of large rail schemes had affected progress and argued that Northern Powerhouse Rail was being shaped with the lessons of HS2 in mind. She told MPs that the government was taking time to get the scope right before moving into delivery, and suggested the Transpennine Route Upgrade could be seen as an early stage of the wider programme. Nick Bisson, the DfT's director for NPR and network planning, also said the route map was still being refined and that the first wave of improvements would focus on Yorkshire connections, including Leeds to York, Leeds to Bradford and Leeds to Sheffield.
The committee also challenged the department over the scheme's £45bn funding envelope, with chair Geoffrey Clifton-Brown warning that HS2's original cost expectations had proved far too optimistic. Bisson stressed that the figure was a spending cap rather than a forecast and said it was intended to prevent the programme from being locked into detailed outputs before development work had been completed. He said local areas could choose to add their own funding if they wanted a higher level of service or capacity.
The scrutiny follows earlier criticism from the National Audit Office, which said in March that Northern Powerhouse Rail would need much closer alignment with national and local growth plans, as well as stronger collaboration between Whitehall and northern authorities, if it is to deliver the economic gains ministers have promised. The PAC inquiry is part of its wider role scrutinising whether major public projects offer value for money and whether the government can turn broad promises on regional rebalancing into schemes that are actually built.
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