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AM: Grant Shapps, welcome. Let me start if I may with HS2. This 

is a project about which the prime minister has said the decision 

to go ahead is controversial and difficult. And he’s also said when 

you’re in a hole he’s going to keep digging. Which is an unusual 

philosophy. This is a project which started around £39 billion and 

is now running at £106 billion. It is, I put it to you, simply 

absolutely out of control and a grotesque waste of public money. 

GS: Well, look, I agree with you, I don’t think it’s been a well-run 

project up until this point. That’s absolutely true. I don’t think it’s 

been well-led. I don’t think the HS2 Ltd leadership has been good 

enough. Some of that increase is just quoting it in up to date 

figures – in other words just inflation, which you’d expect. But it’s 

also true to say that the project does look very different today to 

the way it looked more than ten years ago when it was invented. 

We have, as you say, taken the controversial decision, but 

nonetheless I think the right decision, to go ahead and build 

infrastructure for the next generation, just like the Victorians built 

if for us with the west coast and east coast. But we will absolutely 

be ripping this project now, day in and day out. 

 

AM: You really need to. I mean, let me read to you something 

somebody who’s been watching it very closely said. He said, ‘look 

at both parties’ – this was said less than a year ago – ‘look at both 

parties now, just letting the HS2 debacle grow and grow with the 

budget out of control, the schedule out of control, officials briefing 

ludicrously that the high speed rail will be slowed down to reduce 

costs and so on. All the while an army of privileged looters, 

lobbyists and lawyers hoover up taxpayer cash.’ Do you know who 

said that? 

GS: Who? 
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AM: It was Dominic Cummings. I was hoping you were going to 

say Boris Johnson. It was Dominic Cummings. And he’s absolutely 

right. 

GS: So look, first of all this was a huge decision and I came to it 

pretty neutrally. I had voted for the HS2 build because it was a 

whipped vote back in the day, but it doesn’t run through my 

constituency, I didn’t have any particular perspective on it. When I 

started to look at this and really dug into the detail, not just 

received that report from Douglas Oakervee, but then done 

further analysis, called for more facts and data, one thing was 

clear: that if we don’t do something, even if we carried out 

engineering works every single weekend for decades, we would 

still have a full railway on the west coast and the east coast and 

the midlands main line by the 2030s. So the question – 

 

AM: The 2030s. So this is going to take 40 years, therefore, the 

entire project from start to finish. It’s a ludicrous amount of time. 

31 years from the initial agreement to where it’s meant to end. 

GS: Well, we don’t want it to take that long. The point I was going 

to make is we don’t want it to take that long. One of the reasons 

why we’ve asked the National Infrastructure Commission to do 

work on how we integrate the later parts of it, which at the 

moment are scheduled to finish at 2040, is to try to bring some of 

that stuff, particularly thos – 

AM: Those routes are going to go head, definitely? 

GS: We’re going to build the whole thing. But since this was all 

invented all these years ago, the northern powerhouse rail – this 

whole northern powerhouse thing has been kind of constructed. 

The midlands connect the hub and all the rest of it. So there are 

now lots of other projects which we also want to happen. We 

want to integrate those two things, which is why we’re having the 

National Infrastructure Commission look at how best to do that. 

 

AM: The budget has appeared to be out of control, the timing is 

slipping and slipping and there’s been talk about it running slower 
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than it would have done. There is one obvious answer to all of 

this, which is the Chinese Rail Commission have said that they can 

build it in five years, faster and on cost, and at a lower cost. Why 

would you not do that? 

GS: Well, I’m keen to learn from anybody, and the Chinese build 

these things faster. I would say they don’t have our planning 

system, they don’t have our legal system. They don’t have to 

respect people’s property rights in the same way. And frankly, 

when Britain builds things as well – and I’m thinking of things, 

massive projects like the Olympic Games, for example, not a 

single life was lost building the UK Olympics – the first time in 

history for any Olympics. That’s the case. We also build to 

standards which – the point I’m making is we build to standards in 

which we do not expect to lose people whilst we’re doing it. 

 

AM: Even given that, you are talking to the Chinese about taking 

over HS2. 

GS: No, we’re not. That’s not the case, no. I think what’s 

happened – I saw a story in the paper – I think  what’s happened 

is they have clearly had a letter sent to HS2 Ltd. There’s been no 

conversation with me as a minister, as the Secretary of State. But 

I have to say, by the way, I kind of really want to get this thing 

built faster if it’s possible. So we’d be fools not to have a 

conversation – but I think, you know, five years, when you look at 

what’s required and the contracts that need to be made and so on 

and so forth, it is an enormous project. You’re not going to build it 

in five years. 

 

AM: If your civil servants really want to get this up and running 

faster they should be talking to China shouldn’t they? 

GS: We should be talking to anybody we can learn from. 

Absolutely. But I tell you what I want to do with HS2. I want to 

train up an entire new generation of youngsters with the skills that 

are required. We want something home grown. You know, I want 

British-built trains, I want the logistics, the organisation, the skills 
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to last for generations, not just to sort of build this thing and to 

move on.  

 

AM: To be very, very specific, have your officials talked to the 

Chinese government, or this Chinese company, about taking over 

HS2 at any stage? 

GS: No, no.  

AM: No one’s talked to them? 

GS: No, I think what’s happened is they’ve written to HS2 Ltd, 

probably during the period of this Oakervee review. I’ve seen that 

story in the paper today. I’ve certainly had no advice on the 

subject. Obviously I’ll be asking to see what the communication 

has been. But this has not been a discussion with the department, 

it’s been a discussion with HS2 as I understand it. But to be clear, 

I love the idea that we should be doing things faster, better, 

quicker. Our planning system takes too long. I’ll give you a simple 

example – let me give you an example that’s very real. In this 

country we have forever only passed one of the types of Bills 

that’s required to build projects – they’re called hybrid Bills in 

parliament – at a time. There’s no particularly good reason why 

parliament couldn’t be looking at two different projects for two 

different things at the same time. There are things we can do to 

speed this up, and I want to learn from everyone. But I also want 

to make sure that the British ingenuity, skills, apprentices and all 

the rest of it come through for this massive project. 

 

AM: When you look at HS2 as a project that the government’s 

been involved in – we’ve seen Crossrail running out of control as 

well – almost every big project that the government has run up to 

now has run out of control when it comes to costs and timescale 

as well. There is something fundamentally wrong with the way the 

government handles these big projects isn’t there? 

GS: I think we have an issue with mega-projects, as you 

described. The exception to that would probably have been the 

Olympics, which was delivered on time. It couldn’t be late of 
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course, because it was the Olympics. And there are other projects, 

and the really interesting one, which was a mega-project, it was a 

billion and a half, it was the A14, and it’s been delivered – hold 

on, I just want to say on that, we were delivering it a year ahead 

of schedule. Why? Why is that we’re able to deliver that mega-

project a year ahead of schedule? And that’s something that as 

you can imagine I’m going to be spending a lot of time studying 

projects which do go well in order to apply those lessons. 

 

AM: You were famously the member of the Cabinet who knew the 

answer when Boris Johnson asked how many bouncing buses he 

was going to build. Can I ask you quite seriously, of the 3,000 

rural and provincial bus services that were lost under the 

Conservatives, 3,000 routes, how many of those are coming back? 

GS: We want – if you look at the size of this bus investment, five 

billion pounds, we ought to be not just bringing back lost routes 

but also ensuring that the regularity is such that you see in 

London, and going further than that so modern technology means 

that you can have buses on demand. You could actually be literally 

calling one up on your app. 

 

AM: How many of those 3,000  routes – 

GS: Well, I hope we go beyond what we had before and have a 

better bus service. 

 

AM: All of those 3,000 routes will come back again and more? 

GS: Well, certainly in terms of the amount of money, five billion 

pounds is an enormous investment for buses, you’d expect to see 

a massive uplift. Now, I don’t know exactly where they’ll be and 

how it’ll work until people start bidding for those. But can I just 

say it’s not just the bus service itself, it’s also getting on a bus 

which is warm or air conditioned and maybe has a USB port for 

your phone, is 5G and all those things as well to make them really 

comfortable. 
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AM: And that is expensive. You’re going to have to wait till the 

budget. Is the budget going to be delayed? 

GS: I don’t think it’ll be – it is a matter for the new Chancellor, 

Rishi. I don’t we’ve sort of said it will definitely go ahead on the 

same date that was mentioned before, in March.  

AM: So it might be delayed? 

GS: That will be a matter for the Chancellor. But we know we 

clearly will need to have a budget. The guy’s only been in place a 

few days, let’s give him a few days to decide on the date. 

 

AM: Okay, let me ask you something that I think you can answer 

as a leading member of the Cabinet. Are you going to stick by 

your manifesto promises on borrowing and debt? 

GS: So again the budget will be the moment. However, I can tell 

you that we are absolutely kind of determined to deliver a big 

uplift in the infrastructure in this country. We’ve just been talking 

about HS2. The interesting thing about HS2, for example, is that it 

only takes per year about four per cent of the capital  budget that 

we have allocated to each year. So there is a lot more that you’ll 

still be expecting us to do – powerhouse rail and all these other 

things. The buses, the bike – the cycle lanes. 

 

AM: I’m asking a very, very specific, very clear question: will debt 

be lower at the end of this parliament than it is now? 

GS: Well, our manifesto commitments are our commitments. We 

absolutely intend to stick to those commitments. 

AM: So the answer is yes. 

GS: So manifesto commitments, yes. But the rest of it we need to 

wait till the budget of course. 

 

AM: What about borrowing to fund current spending? Are you 

going to rule that out as well, as the manifesto did? 

GS: Well, the manifesto is our, if you like – you can read that 

document then you can sort of take it to the bank. This is what we 

are going to do. It’s what’s in the manifesto. It’s why we’ve 
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already started to, in my case, reverse the Beeching line cuts to all 

our railways and you know in this day to put more money into 

buses and all the rest of it. But fiscally speaking, whilst the 

Chancellor will lay out the details in the budget, the new 

Chancellor, Rishi Sunak will do that, it is of course the case that 

our manifesto is the sort of guiding principle from which it floats. 

 

AM: So you are limiting yourself in terms of how much money 

you’re going  to borrow, you are spending a great deal of money – 

which we’ve heard about – the only conclusion therefore is that 

somebody is going to have to pay for it. Would it not be fair for 

the people to pay for it to be the better off people in the 

southeast? 

GS: I think you’re actually presenting a false dilemma. 

AM: No, no, they money’s got to come from somewhere. 

GS: Well, hold on. We’ve already described where the money’s 

going to come from, because we – our rules set out in that 

manifesto say that we have 100 billion pounds of headroom for 

infrastructure spending. I’ve already described how the biggest 

project of all, the biggest infrastructure project in Europe, actually 

only takes four per cent of that per year of the spending, leaving 

96 per cent for other things, including this new bus service. 

AM: It sounds as if money is growing on trees at the moment. 

GS: I don’t think so. I just think it’s – you know, we’ve had ten 

years of getting the deficit on day to day spending pretty much 

into balance. There comes a point where you invest in the 

infrastructure – 

AM: But you also – 

GS: - and level up the country. And that’s what we’re doing now. 

AM: You also, as a government, want to spend money on the, you 

know, the drivers and the bus conductors for your new buses, and 

lots – 

GS: Well, they’ll be commercial companies won’t they? 

AM: I know, but there’ll be a lot of money going into the health 

service and into education and all the rest of it. And in the end 
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somebody has to pay. A suggestion has been made that an 

obvious way to do that would be to tax very, very wealthy houses, 

expensive houses across the southeast, the so-called mansion tax. 

What is wrong with that? 

GS: Andrew, I feel that you are trying to draw on the budget 

outcome, which as you know I can’t provide for you, not least 

because I’m not the Chancellor, and the Chancellor’s only been 

there a few days. However, what I can say is that, as I’ve 

described, the amount of room that we have for capital 

investment to level up this country and united the country is 

already very substantial and is already there within the existing 

plans. 

 

AM: So you don’t need extra tax rises at the moment? 

GS: Well, I’m saying in the manifesto again it rules out specific tax 

rises, and the Chancellor will answer the rest. 

 

AM: Okay, now you’re also of course, the Minister for the Northern 

Powerhouse. Let me just show you the front page of the Yorkshire 

Post. ‘We’re drowning, Prime Minister.’ And this is of course about 

the floods that are going on at the moment. The Conservatives, 

you’ve been in power for a long time, the Conservatives offered a 

lot of those northern communities where you have now won seats 

and which are now seriously damaged by flooding, you offered 

them extra specific help with flood protection in 2015, in 2017, 

last year, and now again last week, and still the money is not 

coming through. You sent some soldiers, but you are not sending 

the kind of investment that you need to protect these 

communities. 

GS: Just give me a moment on this, because, first of all, for 

anyone whose home has been flooded, it is an absolute tragedy, 

and there are people waking up this morning – and last week in 

particular – 800 people in the last week – whose homes have 

been flooded. Tragedy. On the other hand, 23,000 homes that 

would have otherwise been flooded, given the scale of those 
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storms, have been protected. So we’ve actually made quite a lot 

of steps going forward from 2015 in protecting homes. We had a 

budget of 2.4 billion pounds up to next year for flood defences. 

This government, this Boris Johnson government, has raised that 

to four billion pounds for the period going forward. And a lot of 

these flood defences are complex engineering projects. So you’re 

right about 2015. I remember some of those, I think in Calderdale 

and places like that. We made these pledges. 2017, shovels were 

in the ground. They’d been designed, complex systems designed 

and due to be delivered in 2021. Not actually behind schedule, 

just a very complex project to deliver. 

 

AM: And yet even now again the same people in the same places 

and the same communities are facing flooding year after year 

after year. Something needs to change in the way the government 

deals with flooding, because it’s happening all the time now.  

GS: I think the viewers know about climate change, because it’s 

talked about all the time and the impact it has, particularly on 

some low-lying areas. And our hearts, my heart, goes out to 

anybody whose home and life has been destroyed by floods. It’s 

heart-breaking. We are putting the money in, as I’ve just 

described, four billion rather than the 2.3 billion from the previous 

period, and building those flood defences just as quickly as we can 

construct them.  

 

AM: Alright. Grant Shapps, thank you very much indeed for talking 

to us today. 

(ends) 

 


