ICE policy gains parliamentary traction as levelling up missions align with UN SDGs
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In early 2023, the Institution of Civil Engineers (ICE) found its policy position on the UK government's levelling up agenda gaining notable parliamentary traction. Labour MP Steve McCabe submitted a written question to the Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (DLUHC) enquiring about the government’s stance on aligning its levelling up missions with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), a recommendation contained in ICE’s policy position statement "Defining the outcomes from levelling up," published in June 2022. The DLUHC responded that the Levelling Up and Regeneration Bill was intended to set the framework for these missions rather than determine their detailed content, yet the framework allows for scrutiny of the missions against wider government policies, including the SDGs. This exchange underlined ICE’s function as an independent adviser, influencing infrastructure policy and ensuring its alignment with global sustainability standards.
The ICE’s policy position on levelling up, which outlines 12 distinct missions to be achieved by 2030, emphasises infrastructure’s critical role in creating clear local outcomes and avoiding ineffective investments. The missions interlink with the SDGs in areas such as job creation, economic growth, environmental protection, and social benefits, making them central to measuring the government’s progress. Opposition voices, such as Baroness Hayman, Labour’s Shadow Levelling Up Spokesperson in the House of Lords, have further invoked ICE’s policy to critique government metrics. During a committee debate on the Levelling Up and Regeneration Bill, she called for more detailed metrics that focus on localised outcomes like skills training, life expectancy improvements, and community pride, urging a shift from prioritising lowest capital cost projects to recognising whole-life benefits and enhanced infrastructure connectivity. These comments highlight growing calls within Parliament for a more nuanced and locally tailored approach to levelling up.
The broader political context reflects a sustained debate about the effectiveness and funding of levelling up initiatives. Earlier parliamentary discussions have pointed to concerns about the adequacy of government plans and funding, underscoring the critical need for investment to reduce regional disparities. Recent debates in the House of Lords have stressed the importance of capital spending and questioned departmental budget controls, suggesting the government must maintain robust financial commitments to realise levelling up goals fully.
Meanwhile, the ICE continues its engagement with policymakers and industry leaders to shape the infrastructure landscape beyond the UK. Through its Enabling Better Infrastructure (EBI) programme and international webinars such as the 'Country Talks' series, ICE showcases global best practices in strategic infrastructure planning and sustainability. For example, Hong Kong’s alignment of its infrastructure strategy with EBI principles, aiming for carbon neutrality by 2050 and substantial emissions reductions by 2035, illustrates the type of ambitious, integrated planning that the ICE advocates.
UK Chancellor Jeremy Hunt's recent remarks at an ICE-hosted parliamentary reception reaffirm infrastructure’s central role in the government’s economic recovery and growth strategy, highlighting pillars such as education, enterprise, employment, and regional inclusivity. Hunt characterised infrastructure professionals as essential contributors to national prosperity, echoing ICE’s calls for infrastructure investment as a foundation for levelling up and the transition to net zero.
Moreover, ICE’s work includes facilitating parliamentary visits to key infrastructure projects such as HS2’s Curzon Street Station, providing firsthand insight into the scale and importance of such developments. These visits reinforce the critical nature of infrastructure in achieving broader economic, social, and environmental objectives, further supporting the levelling up narrative.
Overall, the ICE’s policy influence within Parliament and industry, its alignment with sustainable development frameworks, and its international engagement emphasise its role in shaping a long-term infrastructure vision that supports the UK’s levelling up ambitions while promoting sustainability and social inclusion. Continued parliamentary scrutiny and constructive dialogue with government ministers suggest the principles set out by ICE could become embedded in future policy content as the levelling up missions develop from framework to actionable plans.
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