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Overview
Infrastructure, from roads to rail and new hospitals to new power stations, impacts us every
day. Infrastructure projects tend to be large scale, high value, have long timescales for delivery
and deliver outcomes that are intended to last decades. It also has huge impacts, both positive
and negative, on the everyday lives of individuals, communities, businesses, local and central
government. It can support or undermine the economy, education and learning, health and wellbeing and the environment.
Infrastructure is a derived demand and exists to fulfil a function. Changes in how we live and
work, to the needs of the country (or indeed the wider world) or to wide-ranging government
policy, shape what we need now and in the future. The long-term nature of infrastructure also
means that it is constantly forward looking but necessarily slow to change. Infrastructure planning
is intended to meet a forecast need that may, or may not, be impacted by current events.
The impacts of COVID-19 have not generally been seen in fundamental immediate changes
within major infrastructure, but many projects have been paused in thinking about how to move
forward amidst uncertainty and a future which is more difficult than ever to predict. Whilst at
a local level there have been more immediate changes, for example rapidly changing how we
use our roads and streets, these have often been seen as temporary measures which will need
further consideration. Alongside the ‘sudden shock’ of the pandemic, and its impacts on a local,
national and global scale, wider agendas have continued, not least increasing focus on the
need to address climate change and how the UK adapts post-Brexit.
On a societal level, the pandemic has made issues of inclusion and inequality more noticeable
and the impacts of those inequalities more pronounced. In turn, this has highlighted the role that
infrastructure can play in addressing or exacerbating those inequalities and impacts.
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What we’re seeing now
Much of what we’ve seen within the infrastructure sector has been very active thinking and speculating
on potential futures, set against the awareness that we must begin to plan now to enable the relevant
infrastructure to be in place when it’s needed. In the midst of uncertainty, the need to quickly develop
thinking and planning has meant that there was an increased urgency to gathering information and
evidence. At Traverse we’ve been supporting our clients to rapidly adapt their approaches and rethink
how they engage and gather the information and evidence that they need to inform their planning.
Primarily, we saw projects paused over the last year as the impacts of Covid-19 in the short and longer
term are determined and the proposals assessed. Whilst many of these are now beginning to be revived,
there remain some key questions about whether they are still relevant to the future that we are facing. The
context and landscape for infrastructure has changed, potentially fundamentally and forever, leaving a
lack of clear models on which to plan in a sector that is constantly looking at horizons which are years or
decades in the future.
The pandemic has opened up new ways of thinking and the imposed pause has given opportunities to
reconsider and the potential to reset the underlying assumptions and behaviours that we previously followed.
The need to decarbonise across all areas of the sector has been pushed even further to the fore and is driving
thinking. It seems inevitable that how we travel will change, as well as where and how we choose to live and
work, so we are now faced with both the opportunity and potentially the requirement to fundamentally rethink
how infrastructure can adapt. This has also provided impetus to think about tackling issues around inequality
and inclusion, shaped by concepts such as ‘Building Back Better’ and a ‘just transition’ – if you are facing radical
changes, why not aim to make things better. So many of the ‘old norms’ seem open to significant change, and as
such the need to gather, recognise and reflect on the needs of society has become more pronounced.
Government announcements, not least the National Infrastructure Strategy7 and ‘Build Back Better’8,
suggest that infrastructure will receive significant focus going forward around ‘rebalancing’ plans and
tackling regional inequality, generating economic recovery, and supporting a green recovery. However,
it is to be expected that these announcements will take some time to translate into activity on the ground.
It is unclear how the announcements will ultimately change the infrastructure landscape, but it could be
anticipated that there will be a greater focus on low-carbon approaches, the north of England and rapid
delivery to capitalise on opportunities for improvement. This is against a backdrop of the potential for
lower available funding at national and local levels, considerations about models of funding transport
based on passenger numbers, a focus on supporting the health and education sectors, and impacts
(positive and negative) from Brexit.
There are also indications of more fundamental changes in the infrastructure market, resulting from changes
in how we live and work, priorities around the economy and climate change, and new considerations
such as minimising the risk of another pandemic. We may see significant changes in how we use local,
regional, national and international transport and travel networks, ranging from how we travel locally
to international air travel. Our approaches to planning may change, as demand for housing, office and
industrial space changes. The growth of ‘smart’ infrastructure may introduce new or different demands from
our digital infrastructure. Our logistics networks and supply chains may see change as a result of changing
demands for goods and Brexit. Energy may change, reflecting new demands for electricity, moves to lowcarbon production methods and (potentially) local generation. Changes to planning system and approaches,
from changes implemented during the pandemic to proposals from Government (such as reforms set out in
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‘Planning for the Future’9), may also change how infrastructure projects are delivered. There is the potential
for greater expectation for engagement and consultation and greater online activities, but also a need for
faster and more targeted activities with wider populations. Whilst many of these were already part of
discussion pre-pandemic, the changes to the world resulting from this (and other changes) has the potential
to add new priorities and impetus and drive changes in new ways.
Over the last year, inclusion has become a more prominent topic in discussions around infrastructure. Whilst
infrastructure is intrinsically linked to considerations of the needs of individuals and communities, it has been
noticeable that there has been a greater emphasis on the need for engagement and concepts such as
social value within thinking about infrastructure. There is a greater sense of moving forward in a collective
way with stakeholders, to the benefit of both the infrastructure being planned and delivered and of the
people, communities and the wider stakeholder landscape.

What comes next?
The underlying theme for the infrastructure sector is one of rapid change and a myriad of competing
demands in a sector that requires planning and delivery to begin now against a future need, where those
future needs are far from clear.
Rapid adaptation: in the immediate future, we will be looking at establishing the role that infrastructure, in
all its forms, will play. Once the dust settles, what will we need and how do we make sure we’re ready for
that? The need to adapt to a world which has changed radically and where the old expectations are no
longer as dependable means that the infrastructure sector is facing some significant questions. What is the
‘future of transport’ or the ‘future of energy’? How do we implement solutions which are often disruptive
and expensive to construct which remain flexible to address changing circumstances? Will we be able to,
or even want to, return to our previous ways of living, working and developing as a society in both social
and economic terms? How does that change the context in which infrastructure sits? There is a real tension
between the need to act now and the risk that the world will change in unexpected or unforeseen ways,
meaning that plans made now may not meet our future needs or, potentially, even be detrimental.
‘Building back better’: ensuring that infrastructure supports economic recovery, addresses the pressing
need for decarbonisation and tackles inequality. Uncertainty offers an opportunity to break away from the
normal ways of thinking. There are a wide range of drivers for this, by no means least, strong and clear
ambitions from Government about the role that infrastructure should play in supporting recovery and a
better more sustainable future. It seems reasonable to expect an expansion of concepts of social value within
infrastructure, drawing in aspects around green recovery and addressing inclusion and inequality. However,
these competing demands for more, better, greener, quicker, and different may make it difficult to have a
clear and coherent approach going forward.
Monitoring and measurement: when facing uncertainty, it is even more important to understand how planned
interventions and activities are contributing to wider aims. We can foresee a clear need for evidence,
information, monitoring and evaluation to understanding the impacts of new approaches at every level. In
the coming months, and years, it seems likely that we will be facing a constant questioning and re-evaluation
to develop models of what the future of infrastructure will be. We should take this opportunity to enhance
and refine how we engage across the sector to inform these new models, exploring innovative techniques that
support deep and meaningful engagement with stakeholders and further establish the need to gather the views
of those affected as a cornerstone of strong and effective infrastructure.
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