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New motorway improvement 
scheme could cost £1.5billion
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IAN MACKELLAR
report from

hen the current upgrade of the A14 in 
Cambridgeshire was first announced on All 
Fools’ Day 2003, the estimated cost was less 
than £500million – and the road was due to 
have opened to traffic in 2010.

By October 2010, not a sod had been 
turned and the cost had risen to £1.2billion, so it was an 
easy target for then Chancellor George Osborne’s axe in his 
‘comprehensive spending review’ aimed at balancing the 
national current account in the wake of the global economic 
collapse of 2007 that has bequeathed us near-zero interest 
rates for a decade.

Even Mr Osborne came to recognise the error of shooting at 
easy targets, when it was pointed out to him that an economic 
recovery relying on the ‘golden triangle’ of London, Cambridge 
and Oxford was not well served when the engine of growth was 
idling in a traffic jam at Bar Hill.

So eventually the 21-mile improvement scheme, most of 
which is a brand-new six-lane southern bypass of Huntingdon 
and Godmanchester, was kick-started at a Treasury-limited cost 
of £1.5billion (at 2014 prices) – three times the 2003 estimate 
(give or take a GDP deflator or two).

What will it actually cost when it opens, as planned, in 2020? 
Well, it should cost £1.5bn plus an allowance for inflation since 
2014 – at a punt, less than £1.6bn.

It is worth looking at these cost estimates briefly. In the early 
1990s, a Transport Select Committee report calculated that the 
average trunk road investment scheme was actually costing 
104 per cent more than the cost estimate on which approval 
was given, often turning the benefit-to-cost ratio on its head.

By the time then Chancellor Gordon Brown asked Mike 
Nichols, head of the eponymous civil engineering group, to 
look in 2006 at what was going wrong, the average outturn 
cost for a major UK road scheme was three times the original 
estimate.

Given the Nichols recommendation that cost estimates 
should henceforth cease to be based on a best-case scenario 
combined with a win on the Spanish lottery and a collapse in 
civil engineering costs, and set alongside what happened to the 
global economy in and after 2007, it was hardly surprising that 
infrastructure investment all but dried up for several years.

So much for the cost. What will we get for our £1.6bn or 
whatever it turns out to be? An awful lot more than that, if 
the A14’s greatest supporter, your very own Chamber Chief 
Executive John Bridge, is to be believed. And he clearly is now 
believed by the Government – much to his constant surprise 
after so many knock-backs.

It is an astonishing thing to say about a comparatively 
straightforward road improvement scheme, but it will un-
stopper the huge potential for economic growth – nationally  
as well as locally – that lies in that golden triangle at the top  
of the ‘trickle-down’ pyramid of prosperity.

But what of the scheme itself, now a year into its four years of 
construction? Those who travel all or part of the route between 
Ellington and Fen Ditton will have seen the landscape of the 
corridor transformed almost daily. First there was barrenness 
where previously there had been trees, mud where there had 

been crops. Now there are hills in terrain that had been flat 
for millions of years, surrounding instant villages of portable 
buildings housing the 2,200-strong construction team.

It may in theory be a trunk road widening scheme that 
incorporates a greenfield urban bypass, but be in no doubt that 
this looks like a monumental feat of civil engineering that could 
cut journey times by up to 20 minutes across Cambridgeshire. 
But it does carry more heavy traffic than any other non-
motorway trunk road in the UK.

In the 1980s, when the original M1-A1 link road, which was 
what the now-A14 was then called, the typical cost of a new 
six-lane motorway built on greenfield land was £5million a 
mile. This project will cost more than 15 times that – and it is 
not even to be built to motorway standard, even if far superior 
to anything built then. But it does give a feel for the way the 
world has moved on.

That said, the average new motorway 30 years ago did 
not include a 750-metre-long six-lane viaduct over the 
Great Ouse or 33 other bridges over roads, railways and 
watercourses, as this one does. The numbers are impressive, 
but I shall not list them here, save to mention that they already 
include recruitment of 22 apprentices and 44 graduates, not 
to mention 30 school visits by the project team to promote 
science, technology, engineering and mathematics. Great credit 
to the Highways Agency for that.

The weather can play havoc with such predictions, of course, 
but it seems to me that we shall be using this brand-new road 
long before the official opening date of ‘by December 2020’. 
When I put that thought to Mike Evans, the Highways Agency’s 
Strategic Stakeholder Manager for the scheme, he laughed – 
confirming that he, too, was confident of an early completion. 
But he added: “The new A1 [bypassing Brampton to the west of 
the existing road] will be open long before then, so that we can 
convert the current road to A14. It will reopen with concrete 
barriers and better noise attenuation.”

Apart from the noise, that should deal with the air quality 
problem. Brampton is one of four places on the current A14 
where NOx emissions wildly exceed international standards. 
The other three, Huntingdon, Godmanchester and Fenstanton, 
will be bypassed.

In the next year, the second of the four-year project, you 
should see work starting in earnest on the Bar Hill junction – 
before the road is widened to four lanes in each direction to 
the new full Girton interchange – widening of the Cambridge 
northern bypass, opening of the Grafham Road bridge 
across the A1, and opening to traffic of the new A1 between 
Alconbury and Brampton before the current alignment is 
completely rebuilt later as A14.

When the whole thing is finished, the current viaduct over the 
railway line in Huntingdon will be demolished, with the existing 
road de-trunked and joining the urban network at Huntingdon 
railway station. By then, of course, you will be able to get a 
train from there to Brighton!

Next question: how long will all this new capacity take to 
fill up with ‘generated traffic’? Or will technology make that 
question irrelevant?


