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Senior Responsible Owner (SRO) Event
Thursday 22nd February 2024
Northern Ireland Audit Office

10:50 Break- Tea/Coffee

11:10 Root Cause Analysis

Brett Hannam- SIB
 
11:30 Group Discussion

Cross cutting themes on project 
delays and cost overruns - where we are now and 
what is likely to prevent us from delivering ISNI
 
12:30 Agreement on the next steps

13:00 Meeting Close

09:30 Registration and Networking - 
Tea/Coffee

 
10:00 Update - NIAO Report/ NICS Board 
 Discussions/Infrastructure Sub-group

Neil Gibson- DoF Permanent Secretary
Patrick Magee- NICS Non-Exec Member

10:20 Investment Strategy Briefing

Scott Wilson- SIB
Caroline Maxwell- SIB

AGENDA
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 Discussions/Infrastructure Sub-group

Neil Gibson- DoF Permanent Secretary
Patrick Magee- NICS Non-Exec Member
 

Senior Responsible Owner (SRO) Event
Thursday 22nd February 2024
Northern Ireland Audit Office



Document Classification: KPMG Confidential 2© 2023 KPMG, an Irish partnership and a member firm of the KPMG global organisation of independent member firms affiliated with 
KPMG International Limited, a private English company limited by guarantee. All rights reserved.

2

10:20 Investment Strategy Briefing

Scott Wilson- SIB
Caroline Maxwell- SIB 

Senior Responsible Owner (SRO) Event
Thursday 22nd February 2024
Northern Ireland Audit Office



Investment Strategy 2050

SRO Event, 22nd February 2024 



Vision and Objectives

CROSS CUTTING PRINCIPLE: Resilient Public Services

PLANET:
Clean, Secure, and 

Sustainable Environment

PEOPLE:
Thriving Communities 

and Places

PROSPERITY:
Competitive and 

Connected Economy

• Stabilise and transform our 
health and justice systems

• Provide quality, affordable 
housing to those in need

• Support modal shift and place-
making

• Protect and enhance cultural 
assets 

• Decarbonise energy networks 
and surface transport

• Transition to sustainable 
homes and waste 
management and a more 
circular economy

• Adapt to a changing climate
• Enrich biodiversity

• Address maintenance issues in 
critical networks (water, roads, 
rail)

• Enhance transport and digital 
connectivity

• Optimise education and learning 
estates

• Grow our economy through 
R&D&I and collaboration

Objectives:

Priorities:

Our infrastructure supports healthy, productive and fulfilling lives, 
sustainable economic development and protects the environment.

Vision:



Vision and Objectives

1. Priorities prepared with input from all departments.

2. For all priorities under the three objectives the ISNI sets out:

• Where are we now?
• What do we need to do?
• Where do we aim to be by 2050?

3. Key findings from the process of developing the ISNI:

• Gaps in policies/ strategies to inform long-term direction for infrastructure
• TEO to add PfG indicators to align with each of the objectives



Enabling Plan

1. Alternative governance and 
financing models

2. Dedicated NI Bid Team to 
secure external funding

1. External, independent 
review of planning reform 
recommendations 

2. Prioritise improvement to 
strategically significant 
infrastructure project 
applications.

1. Infrastructure Needs Assessment.
2. Adopt and refine the Qualitative 

Assessment Framework.
3. Improve commissioning stage of 

projects.
4. Assess delivery capacity and 

capability.
5. Monitor investment readiness.
6. External review of the 

implementation of NIAO 
recommendations on public 
procurement.

7. Maintain records of maintenance 
and backlog liabilities.

Enabling 
Action Plan

Funding Capacity Planning System Infrastructure Planning and 
Delivery

Decarbonisation

1. Establish a legislative and 
regulatory environment to 
facilitate investment in 
energy infrastructure.

2. Implement screening and 
management process for 
climate and environment 
impacts.

3. Establish dedicated 
expertise to support 
departments with climate 
and environment 
assessment.

4. Building Regulations to keep 
pace with climate change 
obligations.



Governance and Monitoring

Objectives:

• Providing evidence-based information and 
advice to monitor and manage progress of 
delivery.

• Ensuring risks are identified, monitored and 
mitigated.

• Connecting strategic direction and decision-
making with departmental governance and 
delivery arrangements for infrastructure.

• Identifying and assessing new opportunities 
and their potential to support the Investment 
Strategy.

• Facilitating external scrutiny.
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11:10  Root Cause Analysis

Brett Hannam- SIB
 

Senior Responsible Owner (SRO) Event
Thursday 22nd February 2024
Northern Ireland Audit Office



The Root Causes 
of Delay and Cost 
Overruns in the 
Delivery of Major 
Capital Projects
Example Findings
February 2024





“The problem with a system that is developed 
in increments, over decades and by hundreds 
of people is that some of it evolves sensibly and 
some of it doesn’t make an awful lot of sense.”







Conclusions

The system is highly complex (and becoming more complex).

Its complexity makes performance slow, fragile and unpredictable.

There are opportunities for short-term mitigations.

Addressing the root causes of overruns will require fundamentally 
different approaches to policy, processes and people. 
These will not be delivered quickly.



Previous Reviews and Reports

NIAO & PAC
• Delivery of Major Capital Projects
• Planning System
• Procurement System
• Capacity and Capability in the NICS

RHI, SIB, OECD, IoD, Chamber of Commerce…

Performance is now worse.



Northern Ireland

Cost Overruns on 11 Major capital projects estimated to total £1.94bn.

Average Cost Overrun: 44%

Average Delay: 6 years.

Source: NIAO, 2024



Investment Strategy 2050 (ISNI)

Planned capital expenditure of £24bn over next 10 years.

90 Major Capital Projects with total value of £12bn.

If performance issues remain unaddressed, we should expect the 
cost of delivering the Major Capital Projects in the Investment 
Strategy to increase by c£5bn.



Analyse events and data.

Identify patterns of behavior over time.

Identify the underlying policies, processes and roles that 
drive those events and patterns.

What matters most?

Root Causes: Methodology



Collection and analysis of performance data*.

Discussions with officials, project managers, project teams, 
contractors and suppliers.

Benchmarking Northern Ireland against established best 
practice.

* Much of this is missing

Root Causes: Research



Terminology

Symptoms  Indications that the system isn’t 
   working properly.

Causes   The underlying source of the problem.

Treatments  Actions that mitigate the symptoms 
   but don’t fix the system.

Cures   Actions that (might) fix the system.



What matters most?

Sub-Systems with most impact on outcomes:

• Project Initiation

• Planning

• Procurement

• Assurance

+ People



Root Causes Report

Examples Today:

• Policy

• Process

• People



Policy and
Regulation
Rules under which the 
system operates.



“The planning system is a 
conspiracy against 
prosperity.”

Financial Times 
22 December 2023



Symptoms

Planning Authorities consistently missing their performance targets.

Long delays in obtaining reports from statutory consultees.

Big increases in the volume of paperwork submitted in planning applications.

Increases in the number of challenges to planning determinations.

Risk aversion in both applicants and planning authorities.

‘MOT’ Applications.

Inconsistency in determinations.



Complexity in Planning Applications

In 2012, a typical planning application for a major 
infrastructure project would contain 381 documents. By 
2020, the document count had risen to 1,143.

The environmental impact assessment and environmental 
scoping documents for a ‘non-contentious’ wind farm 
contained 13,275 pages.

The planning application for the Lower Thames Crossing 
project contains 359,000 pages and cost £800mn to produce.



Cause

Planning Policy and Regulations are far too complex.



Consequences of Complexity 
in Planning Regulations

Increase in 
volume of 
paperwork 

submitted In 
planning 

applications

More 
specialists 
needed to 

complete and 
assess 

applications

Increase in 
time taken to 
create and 

process 
applications

Increase in 
complexity of 

planning 
assessments

More 
opportunities to 

challenge 
decisions

Increase in 
numbers of 

Judicial 
Reviews



Consequences of Complexity 
in Planning Regulations

Increase in 
volume of 
paperwork 

submitted in 
planning 

applications

More 
specialists 
needed to 

complete and 
assess 

applications

Increase in 
time taken to 
create and 

process 
applications

Increase in 
complexity of 

planning 
assessments.

More 
opportunities to 

challenge 
decisions

Increase in 
numbers of 

Judicial 
Reviews =Higher costs

=Longer duration
=More Uncertain Outcomes



Treatments

Improve planning authority capability and 
capacity.

Improve the quality of planning applications by 
ensuring project teams contain planning expertise 
(including in the management of planning 
consultants). 

Enable the Courts to allow the rectification of 
minor errors made in planning determinations.



Cure

Simplify and rationalize Planning Policy and 
Regulations.



Processes
The actions taken to 
achieve the system’s 
purpose



A5

Casement Park

SRC Craigavon

Arc21 EfW Plant

N/S Electricity Interconnector

Increased costs arising from delay: c£3bn
+ Lives Lost, Savings Foregone, Young People Not Educated… 



Social Licence

Society's moral and political approval, 
sufficiently widespread and stable to allow legal 
approvals to proceed and to assure ongoing 
community support.



Cause

Government doesn’t recognise the 
importance of Social Licence.



Symptoms of a Missing Social Licence

Gone to court to check the law is being applied properly.

Organised, voiced displeasure and demonstrated.

Threatened politicians with loss of support. 

Attempted to intimidate politicians & institutions that make difficult 
decisions.

Tried to create a ‘Vetocracy’; where change must be approved by its 
opponents.

Discontented citizens have:



Symptoms of a Missing Social Licence

Conducted debates in purely technical and economic terms, ignoring 
citizens’ emotional responses.

Delayed stakeholder engagement and failed to allocate it sufficient time.

Undermined its own credibility by not giving reliable information and 
failing to deliver on promises.

Dismissed opposing views too early and too easily.

Wanted to complete consultation quickly to get on and make a deal.

Government has:



Treatments

Recognise the importance of Social Licence.

Conduct a Planning Risk Assessment at the outset of every project.

Create a Social Licence workstream, distinct from other project communications work. 

Allow sufficient time and funding for genuine engagement activities throughout the 
project’s duration.

Start those activities at a time when the public can still influence key decisions.

Build trust by giving reliable information and delivering on promises.

Avoid dismissing alternative views too early or too easily.

Project Teams should:



Cure

Provide a stable policy framework supported by predictable and 
unambiguous legal requirements.

Provide assurance to those playing by the rules that decisions made 
under these rules will be upheld.

Legislate to enable early public engagement in decision-making 
processes for major infrastructure projects.

Ministers should:



Commission Nationale du Débat Public (CNDP)



Commission Nationale du Débat Public (CNDP)

No Change:   15%

New Options Appraised 35% 

Projects Modified  42%

Projects Abandoned  8%

Impact on Project Proposals:



People
The staff who operate or 
play a role in the system



Symptoms

Project teams are incomplete and/or lack the necessary expertise.

HR policies and procedures actively dissipate expertise and discourage organisational 
learning.

Project teams focus on process not outcomes.

Decision-making is protracted.

The Civil Service Commission hinders the use of external expertise.

SIB staff are reluctant to work in some parts of the NICS.

There is an asymmetry of expertise between the private and public sectors.

There is evidence of inadequate workforce planning.

There is an Expertise problem if:



Cause

The public sector doesn’t sufficiently value expertise 
in project delivery.



“The civil service machine has every 
freedom to choose who it recruits and 
promotes; what kind of jobs exist; what 
kind of people get them; and who is 
removed from them.”

Sir John Kingman
Former Permanent Secretary to HM Treasury



Treatment

Construct a realistic workforce plan for the first years of the ISNI.

Be willing to bring in external expertise where it is needed.
Make the process for doing this easier.

Suspend application of HR policies that hinder the development 
and deployment of expertise.



Cure

Change culture, policies and processes.

 



Case Study:

SRC 
Craigavon 
Campus



What the Court of Appeal Said

“The task confronting the Senior Planning Officer was a frankly 
daunting one.” 

“The search for a central instrument collating in a sensible, 
coherent, logical and accessible manner all material local 
planning policies bearing on a given land use is sadly in vain.”



What the Court of Appeal Said 

“The planning policy context comprised a total of 13 
separate planning policies and 6 measures of 
‘supplementary planning guidance’, scattered both near 
and far. 

The SPO first had to work out how they interrelated with 
each other. 
 
He then needed to construe the relevant provisions of 
these policy instruments and apply them to the SRC 
planning application.”



What the Court of Appeal Said 

“That this veritable maze has generated protracted and 
expensive litigation is unsurprising.

The arguments advanced were nothing if not resourceful 
and elaborate. 

They demonstrated how difficult the exercise of 
interpreting planning policies can be.”



Observations
There was public consultation but no social licence workstream.

The Judicial Review did not consider the complainant’s actual complaint.

The applicable policies are so complex, a High Court Judge didn’t correctly 
interpret them.

The errors that led to planning permission being quashed could have been 
rectified in a few weeks.

The case took over two years to resolve.

ABC District Council incurred legal costs of over £650,000.

The young people of Craigavon and Lurgan are still learning in premises 
that are not fit-for-purpose.



Conclusions

The delivery system for major capital projects is becoming more and more complex.

Its complexity makes performance slow, fragile and unpredictable.

There are many opportunities for short-term mitigations. 

The most important of these is to improve the expertise of the people operating the 
system. This is a tractable problem.

Transformational improvement requires fundamentally different approaches to 
policy, processes and people. 

These will not be delivered quickly but are the only sustainable solutions.



Questions for You

From your own experience:

What are the main causes of delay and cost overruns 
in project delivery? (Policy, Process, People)

What would we do in future if we really wanted to 
fix these?
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11:30 Group Discussion

Cross cutting themes on project 
delays and cost overruns - where we are now and what is likely to 
prevent us from delivering ISNI
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12:30 Agreement on the next steps

13:00 Meeting Close
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