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My exclusive on a leaked government-commissioned review to determine whether the HS2 
rail project should go ahead had major implications across the built environment sector. 

The story was the splash of The Times on November 12 2019. It was clearly marked as an 
“exclusive” and was followed up with a credit in every major British news publication, 
including the BBC, Financial Times, Telegraph and Guardian. 

To obtain the story I developed contacts in the sector and government over several months 
and received a leak of the report written by Douglas Oakervee, former HS2 chairman, 
which recommended that the project should go ahead despite the ballooning taxpayer 
bill.  

The leak put pressure on Boris Johnson to reveal whether he was “for” or “against” the 
project during the general election campaign.  

The outcome of the review gave the government license to approve the biggest 
infrastructure project in Europe, unlocking billions of pounds worth of construction 
contracts and regeneration opportunities while changing the value of land and property 
owned by Times readers across the country.  

I wrote a comment piece to go alongside the exclusive (see below). I also produced a gut  
of the full report, with the support of our transport correspondent Graeme Paton, which 
included details of further recommendations on contracting, the route map, development 
opportunities and how the project would impact on connectivity. 

The review, which confirmed the spiralling costs of the project, was vindication for 
whistleblowers at HS2 Ltd who had long warned of cost underestimates. 

Follow-up stories included an exclusive interview with Doug Thornton, the former head of 
property at HS2, who called on the government to offer compensation to whistleblowers 
who lost their jobs after warning about inaccurate cost estimates. I also reported on 
reaction from politicians and construction companies.  
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The HS2 rail project should go ahead despite costs ballooning to £88 billion and a 
dramatic drop in the benefit to taxpayers, according to a review of the scheme seen 
by The Times. 

The leaked document recommends that the government commit to the full high-
speed rail network — the biggest infrastructure project in Europe — but admits 

that it is “not affordable” within the £56 billion budget set in the 2015 government 
spending review. The new estimate of £88 billion is likely to be revised upwards 

again, the report notes. 
It will increase pressure on Boris Johnson to confirm whether a Conservative 

government would go ahead with the network. The prime minister has sought to 
delay a decision until after the general election. 
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The report, written by Douglas Oakervee, the former HS2 chairman, has found that 
the procurement strategy for the first phase of HS2 has been a failure, with prices 

being significantly inflated. It also says that escalating costs mean that the benefit 
to taxpayers has fallen from £2.30 for every £1 spent in 2017 to between £1.30 and 

£1.50 for every £1 spent this year. 

However, in a boost for the project, the report says that without HS2 “large ticket 
price rises” would be needed to discourage travel at peak times. 

The review has found that HS2 could benefit cities in the north and midlands more 
than London because of improved connections on intercity lines. Mr Oakervee 

says the journey from Leeds to Birmingham would be more than halved, from 
about 2 hours to 45 minutes, and that an hour would be cut from the journey time 

from Newcastle to Birmingham, to 1 hour 57 minutes. 

It also says that there are no “shovel-ready” alternative investments that could be 
made in the existing network to provide for much-needed additional rail capacity. 

HS2 will be a 250mph railway line that links London, Birmingham and Leeds. An 
independent review into the scheme was announced in August to consider the 

direct cost of scaling back or abolishing the project in response to delays and rising 
costs. 

The review had been due to publish a report on its findings in the autumn. It is 
understood Mr Johnson and his team have sought to delay publishing the report 

until early next year amid fears it could hinder their election prospects. 
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The report was shown to members of the review panel on Thursday, the day after 
Whitehall began a six-week period of purdah that prevents the government from 

publishing report findings that could be politically sensitive. 

Mr Johnson told the Nottingham Post on Friday that he had not seen the report and 

that a decision on HS2 would not be taken until after the election. 
HS2 is due to run through Uxbridge & South Ruislip, the seat Mr Johnson held, 

where the StopHS2 campaign has 5,000 supporters. The scheme is strongly 
criticised by many prominent Conservatives, including Andrea Leadsom, the 

business secretary, and Sir William Cash, parliamentary candidate for Stone in 
Staffordshire. 

Opponents to HS2 have called the report a “whitewash” and Lord Berkeley, a 

Labour peer who was deputy chairman of the review panel, is preparing a 
dissenting report to civil servants for the attention of the prime minister, The 

Times has learnt. The Department for Transport refused to comment. 
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Financial Times follow-up with credit 

  



BBC follow-up with credit  

  



  



The Guardian follow-up with credit  

  



The Telegraph follow-up with credit  

  

  


