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Lord McFall of Alcluith 

Judith Cummins MP 

Chairs, R&R Client Board 

 

5th December 2025 

 

Dear John and Judith 

  

Re: Restoration and Renewal Costed Proposals Report 

  

I am writing to express concerns about the current state of affairs with the Restoration and 

Renewal (“R&R”) Client Board and the Costed Proposals Report. 

 

As you will know well, extensive work has been done on R&R over more than a decade by 

successive teams across both Houses, including Strategic Estates, the Delivery Authority, and the 

Programme and Client Boards. The volume of technical, architectural, engineering and financial 

material developed to date, culminating in this latest set of proposals, runs to thousands of pages. 

  

I do not doubt that this work has been conducted with the best of intentions, and nothing here 

should be construed as criticism of any individual(s). I am also keenly aware that, having joined 

the House of Commons Commission little more than a year ago, I am a lot less knowledgeable 

about this project than many members of the Client Board. 

  

But, viewing matters as a whole, I feel obliged to set out for the record several serious concerns 

that I have, about both the procedure that has been followed and the conclusions reached in the 

Report. 

 

Public Awareness 

 

Overall, I should say that specific awareness of R&R, both among the general public and among 

members of both Houses, is rather low. The internal bodies concerned, including the Programme 

Board, the Client Board, the two Commissions and the Commons Finance Committee, meet in 

private; and their decisions, including spending decisions, are subject to relatively low levels of 

public scrutiny before they are implemented.  

  

Process 

  

Hundreds of millions of pounds are authorised and expended on this basis every year. In relation 

to R&R, however, the Houses are now to be asked to authorise up to £3 billion (the costs cited 

here do not include VAT or inflation) in spending over the next seven years. This authorisation 

will come through a simple vote in each House on a motion shortly after publication of the Costed 

Proposals Report, with publication of the Report expected before Christmas and the votes likely to 

be early in the New Year.  
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The Report itself, one should note, is a long, complex and in places technical document. It will not 

only be hard for anyone not already familiar with these issues to understand, but is also likely to be 

resistant to easy summary. 

  

I do not regard this speed and lack of scrutiny as in any way acceptable. If in the parallel case this 

was ordinary public expenditure undertaken by government, there would be a detailed and 

sequenced process of scrutiny and justification, including ministers being held to account at the 

dispatch box, and perhaps ministers and officials being required to appear before committees 

before any decision was taken. Moreover, those ministers would be acting under executive 

authority democratically conferred in the usual way. None of these things is true in relation to the 

present process.  

  

Control 

  

But this issue raises another one. Who is in charge of this process? You are both the Chairs, and 

before Judith took her place, the previous Chair was the Speaker of the Commons; and these 

actions have been presented in your names. But I can see no real evidence of the active guiding 

hand or hands of any Parliamentarian behind the process. That too is a serious concern. 

  

Cost and Impact 

  

All this would be problematic enough if the levels of planned expenditure were small, and limited 

in scope and duration. But in fact the opposite is true. The expenditure forecasts are enormous, 

with a currently projected minimum cost of £11 billion to £19 billion. They will affect not just the 

whole of the Palace of Westminster, a globally iconic building, but the whole of the functioning of 

Parliament. And even on the shortest possible projected timetable, they will last up to 24 years, 

with the House of Commons vacated for up to 10 years and the Lords for up to 15 years. 

  

Means of Delivery 

  

Much of the recent experience of procuring major and even minor works – including on the 

Victoria Tower and on the front entrance to the House of Lords – has been one of botched 

procedure, delay, cost increases and faulty specification. 

  

The longer historical record is also not encouraging. Portcullis House, completed in 2001, was 

seen as very expensive at its completion, running more than 40% over budget; many people 

would, I think, say that the building was greatly over-specified at the outset. Yet even so it is now 

experiencing serious problems less than twenty-five years later. These include its insufficient 

office capacity, its leaky atrium roof, and its faulty heating and sanitation systems. A large number 

of its doors were clearly disability-unfriendly even at the time they were installed.  

 

In the case of R&R, the Costed Proposals Report itself acknowledges inflationary drift, design 

immaturity and significant uncertainty as likely to affect phasing and delivery of the project. The 

costings of the two preferred options, “full decant” and “EMI+”, have been worked out by 

different teams, the Delivery Authority and Strategic Estates respectively. Delivery of R&R will 
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also have to take place alongside implementation of the existing Strategic Estates programme, 

creating further complexity.  

  

As regards governance, the Report recommends, remarkably, that “work be undertaken… on the 

roles and responsibilities of the different teams [sic] working on R&R and governance structures” 

– but only after phase one has been voted through. No less remarkably, it also scouts the idea of 

expanding the current Client and Programme Boards to a three-board structure with the addition of 

a new “R&R Board”, the whole thing reporting to the Commissions of the two Houses. It is not 

hard to see how this could increase bureaucracy, delay, dispersion of responsibility and confusion. 

  

None of this inspires confidence, either in the current projections or in the two Houses' ability to 

ensure effective project or cost management.  

  

Option Comparability  

 

The Costed Proposals Report presents the Houses with a vote on phase one preparatory works, and 

frames an underlying choice between two preferred options, full decant and EMI+. It also rejects 

two other options, “Continued Presence” and “EMI”. To support all this, it offers an array of 

arguments using cost-benefit analysis to compare the options, and to reject some of them, on the 

grounds of projected cost and for technical reasons. 

  

This emphasis on comparability is entirely understandable; but I believe it is also misleading. Just 

to focus on the two options preferred: the EMI+ option would treat the Palace of Westminster as 

akin to the Forth Bridge, which is supposedly always being repainted. That is, there would always 

be some maintenance and re-fit going on in the Palace, perhaps a lot of it at times, but the location 

and the essential continuity of the institution would be maintained. 

  

In contrast to EMI+, the full decant option would entail the complete removal of Parliament from 

the Palace of Westminster for more than a decade. That would mark a breach in its continuous 

occupation of that location over many centuries. It would also sharply curtail public access to 

the Palace for a prolonged period. There is an obvious but unquantifiable risk, not fully 

addressable by legislation, that having moved out, the Houses might for some reason never move 

back in. The size of the galleries would be more than halved. There would be little or no scope for 

current ceremonial events such as the state opening of Parliament, periods of lying-in-state and 

joint addresses to both Houses. 

  

These considerations fly in the face of the history and traditions of the Palace, and they may well 

adversely affect the basic authority and legitimacy of Parliament. They are markedly different in 

kind from the operational and scheduling implications discussed in the Report, and they cannot be 

assessed using cost-benefit analysis. This means that the two preferred options are not readily 

comparable, and cannot be reviewed against one another simply on a financial or technical basis. It 

is a case of apples and oranges. 

 

There may be evidence that presenting four options neutrally is unhelpful and confusing. But I 

have not seen any; and I do not accept the suggestion that Members of either House are incapable 
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of making reasoned decisions on the merits of three options, or even four. Effectively ruling out 

some options in advance in order to avoid unnecessary future costs is not unwise, but it is a 

decision that should be made not by the Client Board on the basis of technical advice, but by 

Parliamentarians on an all-things-considered basis. 

  

Public Reaction 

  

The effect of all this is not hard to summarise. The Costed Proposals Report is scheduled to be 

published before Christmas or early in the New Year. It will present phase one preparatory works, 

themselves costing up to £3 billion over seven years, to Parliamentarians, and by extension to the 

general public. And it will present an underlying choice between two preferred options now 

estimated to cost a minimum of £11 billion to £19 billion.  

  

These numbers are, I would suggest, an order of magnitude higher than any current public 

expectation. The preferred options will inevitably be viewed in political as well as other terms, and 

perhaps in the light of the recent tax-raising Budget. The process that has been followed, and the 

press relating to recent procurements by the Houses, are unlikely to increase public confidence. 

The Client Board’s intention to have votes early in the New Year may also create the impression 

that the Houses are being rushed into a decision. All in all, the result could be a disastrously 

adverse public and political reaction, not merely against the R&R project, but against the 

institution of Parliament itself. 

  

For these reasons, I am afraid I cannot support the Report, and I would be grateful if these 

concerns could be added as an appendix to the Minutes, or preferably – for the sake of balance, 

clarity and transparency – as an annex to the Report itself.  

  

Yours sincerely, 

 

 
 

Rt Hon Jesse Norman 

Shadow Leader of the House of Commons 

 

Member of Parliament 

Hereford and South Herefordshire 


