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ACTUALITY OF LORRIES 

 

URRY: England’s busy trunk roads and motorways are the 

vital links to get people and goods to where they need to go. It’s a network managed by the 

Highways Agency, so how well has it performed?  Tonight, File on 4 examines the track 

record of the Agency as ministers prepare to decide on its future.  Almost a decade after 

Government tasked it with improving one of the major commercial routes from the east coast 

ports to the M1, why hasn’t it been done?    

 

BRIDGE: The fact we do not have a road now fully operational 

and fit for purpose is totally and utterly down to the inability of the Highways Agency to 

deliver this scheme in a timely fashion and in the way that they were directed by the 

Secretary of State.  It is a complete and utter mess, very poorly and badly handled, and 

ultimately is of real detriment to many businesses and to the generation of wealth for the UK 

at a time when it so desperately needs it. 
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URRY: Even if all you want are some minor safety measures 

for your village, you may be surprised at the cost. A community is told a small sign stuck on 

a pole could be £30,000.  Ministers had to intervene, and the National Audit Office is being 

asked to investigate.  Are the Highways Agency’s costs too high, and how well does it 

balance the responsibility of managing England’s strategic road network with the need to 

respond to wider concerns about the economy, congestion and road safety?  

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY IN CAR 

 

URRY: I’m driving on a road that I’ve never been on before.  

It’s the A47 and it goes through a section of north east Cambridgeshire.  We’re on the edge of 

the Fens now and it’s a long, straight, fast stretch of road.  There’s a lot of lorries, both going 

in the same direction as me and coming in the opposite direction, so clearly it’s an important 

commercial route.  Visibility is good.  It’s all set up for drivers to go fast and perhaps 

sometimes too fast as well.  I’m heading for a village where accidents have become a real 

problem and where a campaign is still going on to try and get something done about that. 

The parish of Thorney Toll is more road than village.  There’s a small housing estate, Linden 

Close just off the A47, then a garage and a pub on the same side a few hundred metres away, 

and between those two points, a village hall. Local councillor, John Fish, has long been 

concerned about safety, as vehicles drive through at legal speeds of up to 60 miles an hour. 

 

FISH: There’s not many weeks go by there isn’t a shunt 

somewhere along this particular half a mile.  You’ll get them all the while where people turn 

right into the garage.  We’ve had multiples there with four or five vehicles at times. 

 

URRY: When was the last time something happened? 

 

FISH: Lindens Close, there was a pile-up outside there two 

months ago, a fairly major one, there was a lady hurt.  From the roundabout to Thorney Toll 

there’s been about eight people killed there.  We had three people get killed one night outside 

what used to be the pub.  Lives are at risk all the while.  We’re twenty-two houses on the 

main road itself in Lindens Close. 
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URRY: And these are the ones just over here? 

 

FISH: And these are the ones just ahead of us, and you only 

have to look at the traffic going by and see the sheer volume of it.  The big lorries, etc.  

There’s no markings for the Lindens Close whatsoever. 

 

URRY: That’s the road there, is it, the estate? 

 

FISH: That’s the road that leads into the estate with no 

signage or markings or anything.  We’ve had a police meeting here, where the inspector came 

from Wisbech area and he wouldn’t even turn right across the traffic because it was sheer 

volume of traffic and it was so fast he went up the road and turned round further up the road 

to come back again so he could turn left into the village hall. 

 

URRY: It’s a Highways Agency road, so John Fish asked to 

have the speed limit lowered from 60 miles an hour to 50. But that was refused. So he asked 

for a speed camera in the village, which had been switched off, to be re-activated and for 

some simple road signs to let drivers know there were turnings coming up, and that was 

refused.  Mr Fish got his local MP, Steve Barclay, involved.  Mr Barclay, the Conservative 

member for North East Cambridgeshire, agreed the need for signs and other safety measures 

was compelling.  But he was alarmed at what the Agency said it would cost. 

 

BARCLAY: They said it would cost £30,000 for two village signs, 

and I thought that was quite baffling.  Why should it cost so much money for such a modest 

request on behalf of my constituents?  They were saying because the costs were so high, it 

didn’t warrant that sort of level of expenditure.  So it’s a brush-off really, saying to the 

community, ‘We hear your concerns on safety, but we’re going to disregard them.’ 

 

URRY: And do you think the pricing was set at that level in 

order to make it unachievable? 

 

BARCLAY: Well, I think they’re damned either way.  I think it’s 

certainly credible that they set such a high price in order to brush the community off and say 

it couldn’t be done, but if the price really is that high, then that’s a national scandal. 
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URRY: Were these special, bespoke signs that were being 

asked for? 

 

BARCLAY: No, you’ve seen the signs this morning.  These aren’t 

signs which are electronic, that have flashing lights.  The two signs they put up are old 

fashioned, plain metal signs, and indeed when I raised this, I had a number of people come 

forward, running local businesses, who said they could produce these signs at a fraction of 

the cost. 

 

URRY: The quotes were for hundreds of pounds, not 

thousands.  So he tabled Parliamentary questions, asking for a breakdown of costs from the 

Agency.  He was told £12,000 was to be for ‘design work’. 

 

BARCLAY: It’s very hard to understand how £12,000 of design 

costs could be incurred, but I was told it was to send consultants out to measure various 

things, to scan various things, but it seemed very disproportionate. 

 

URRY: Consultants? 

 

BARCLAY: Apparently there are road consultants to look at 

different aspects of the sign, but at the end of the day really what we’re talking about is 

digging a hole and sticking two metal signs adjacent to the road. 

 

URRY: So what happened after that? 

 

BARCLAY: Well, after I got a breakdown of the costs, I raised it 

with the minister.  I’m not sure whether it was because of our persistence or whether because 

he could see this was just plain bonkers, but the Roads Minister gave a ministerial instruction 

to the Highways Agency to deliver our signs. 

 

URRY: Minister had to order the Agency to do something? 

 

BARCLAY: He instructed the regional director and said frankly he 

didn’t care what was involved, just get these signs installed. 
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URRY: All this had taken eighteen months, but finally in late 

September, Thorney Toll got a sign.  It’s just opposite the turning.  Two metal poles with a 

four feet long reflective rectangle bolted to them which reads Village Hall.  Oh, and there’s a 

pointy bit on the end to show motorists it’s over there. 

Steve Barclay was finally told that the actual costs of the signs were £10,000, which he says 

is still unacceptable.  He’s on the Public Accounts Committee and he’s not going to let the 

matter rest. 

 

BARCLAY: As you can see, the signs they’ve installed are pretty 

unsophisticated, and so either the estimate given us was grossly wrong or the amount of 

money spent on these signs is not value for money.  And that raises questions for 

communities up and down the country, because there will be many other village halls, many 

other developments where people are concerned about road safety, they want to improve 

signage and the question therefore is are we overpaying for signage up and down the 

country?   

 

URRY: When was the last time the Highways Agency came 

under the scrutiny of the National Audit Office and then onto the Public Accounts 

Committee? 

 

BARCLAY: Well, I think it’s overdue and I think we need to look at 

that.  And ministers are aware of this, I have discussed this with ministers and they clearly are 

concerned about the Highways Agency’s cost.  It’s very opaque as to how funding is 

allocated, and so whilst there is a methodology in terms of the number of accidents within a 

certain distance and that being a trigger then for a scheme being more likely to be funded, it 

is still open to a committee to ignore that, should they wish.  So really it just places total 

discretion in the hands of officials without a clear methodology which I, as a Member of 

Parliament, can explain to my constituents. 

 

URRY: Will the National Audit Office now then look at the 

Highways Agency or not? 
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BARCLAY: As a member of the Public Accounts Committee, I can 

request for areas to be looked at.  I will be making such a request for the Highways Agency, 

but it is at the discretion of the Controller and the Auditor General as to what they actually do 

audit. 

 

URRY: So how does the Highways Agency justify its position 

on costs for signs and whether they are value for money?  It doesn’t.  The Agency refused to 

be interviewed for this programme. We asked for a statement, but what we were sent didn’t 

address our questions about the Thorney Toll affair.   What is clear is that the Agency has a 

big job to do.  It’s responsible for managing nearly six thousand miles of motorway and trunk 

road in England.  Other parts of the UK have separate organisations.  In its latest annual 

report, it states: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: The Agency has performed well during the year, 

working to make customers’ journeys more predictable while implementing the significant 

measures necessary to deliver maintenance, renewals and improvement projects within a 

challenging funding limit.   

 

URRY: Steve Rowsell used to be a senior manager in charge of 

procurement at the Agency, but he now speaks for the Chartered Institution of Highways and 

Transportation. He recognises the importance of what his former employer does. 

 

ROWSELL: Roads are absolutely critical to the national economy, 

particularly the strategic road network for which the Highways Agency has management 

responsibility.  It is critical that they are managed effectively and efficiently.  The strategic 

road network only represents 2% of the total road network in the country, but it carries a third 

of all traffic and two-thirds of heavy traffic.  Generally speaking, it does perform pretty well, 

particularly when you compare it with standards across Europe.  It’s one of the safest road 

networks in Europe, it’s well-maintained, you know, by other standards.  So the Highways 

Agency has had a lot of success.  Now when it comes to management, one also has to look at 

the cost and efficiency of how the network is managed.  And over the last decade, some 

significant savings have been made, although I think the feeling is that there is still scope for 

further improvement and for greater efficiencies in the cost of road works and greater savings 

to be had in the delivery of new major projects. 
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URRY: Last year the Agency was criticised by the Public 

Accounts Committee about its project to widen two stretches of the M25, the UK’s busiest 

motorway.  MPs said it could have wasted as much as £1 billion. The Committee found poor 

cost estimates and a failure to consider cheaper alternatives. But it hasn’t been the only 

criticism. The Agency hires private companies to maintain much of its network, and in 2009 

it came under fire from the National Audit Office over the way it managed those contracts. 

Auditors found costs of routine maintenance rose by 11% above inflation. They said the 

Agency didn’t oversee the contracts effectively when it came to quality of work. But that’s 

vital, according to Steve Rowsell, the Agency’s former procurement director. 

 

ROWSELL: Over 90% of what the Highways Agency spends, it 

spends with the supply chain, so it gives money to private sector contractors and consultants 

to deliver services and works.  So it’s got to be that focus on its relationship with the supply 

chain and working with the supply chain to find ways of incentivising them to deliver more 

efficiently.   

 

URRY: Because the last time that was looked at by the 

National Audit Office in 2009, the Agency didn’t come out of it very favourably, did it?  

There was a lot of waste and extra cost that shouldn’t have been there. 

 

ROWSELL: It found that the Highways Agency didn’t have as good 

an understanding of its own costs as it could have done but, you know, over the last two to 

three years the Agency has put in place a lot of people and processes to make sure that it 

understands its costs, but undoubtedly there is still some way to go before it is delivering as 

efficiently as possible. 

 

URRY: Since then the Highways Agency has seen its budget 

fall from £3.2 billion last year to £2.1 billion by 2014-15, and that’s a 41% cut in real terms.  

Government has set targets to reduce spending on the network by 20%. Those cuts are being 

passed on through cheaper contracts with the private firms the Agency uses. These are the 

people who keep the motorways running - clearing accidents, gritting, carrying out repairs 

and other maintenance.  

 

ACTUALITY IN CAR 
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URRY: I’m driving through what the Agency calls Area 10 – 

500 kilometres of motorway and trunk route which crosses Greater Manchester, Cheshire, 

Merseyside and south Lancashire.  And here, one of those new contracts came into force 

earlier this month. Trade Unions say they are already concerned about the scale of 

redundancies being implemented by the contractors on the back of these new arrangements. 

Officials have told File on 4 there won’t be enough workers to ensure safety standards and 

that the cuts are falling on those right at the sharp end - people who respond to crashes and 

other incidents. 

 

FISHER: For the general public, the main danger is the fact that 

incidents will take a lot longer to remove, because there’s physically less people to do that. 

 

URRY: Andy Fisher, the regional organiser of the construction 

workers union, UCATT, says those who staff Incident Support Units are being laid off. He 

claims it’s a reduction of 60%. The ISU’s role is to help with crashes and clearing away 

debris to ensure the safe and effective movement of traffic.  

 

FISHER: Before the introduction of the ISU service, we could all 

give you stories and give you statistics about serious accidents, serious injuries and fatalities 

on the network which weren’t repeated when the ISU service was available.  To reduce it by 

60% would suggest to me we have the potential of returning back to that, and there’s plenty 

of examples where somebody has stopped because of an incident and then been seriously 

injured or killed themselves.  The reality is, they want less people to effectively do the same 

work, and I think that is ultimately dangerous. 

 

URRY: When you’ve raised these safety concerns with the 

Highways Agency, what’s their response been? 

 

FISHER: Unfortunately the Highways Agency simply hide 

behind, ‘The contractor has promised us that they can deliver the service, and only if they fail 

in their duty will we then in any way get involved.’ 
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URRY: Mr Fisher says further cuts to winter maintenance 

crews in Area 10 will also leave gritting and other bad weather operations compromised. He 

claims there won’t be enough people to cover all the work. If the union is right, and England 

gets a bad winter, that could multiply any problems caused by staff reductions in incident 

support.  The new contractors for Area 10 wouldn’t be interviewed for this programme, nor 

did they offer any statement. But ultimately it’s the Highways Agencies which is the network 

manager, so shouldn’t it be taking a more active approach to ensure safety isn’t affected?  No 

one from the Agency would be interviewed. We asked for a response to the concerns raised 

by the union, and were told: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: ... support contracts require suppliers to deliver an 

affordable service with appropriate quality to ensure a safe and well-maintained road 

network.  It is for our contractors to make business decisions about how they fulfil their 

contractual obligations, and some of them are choosing to do so with less staff. 

 

URRY: But if savings have to be made, has the Agency 

ensured that they are delivered in a way which gives the contractor every chance to do a good 

job without compromising the essentials? According to UCATT’s Andy Fisher, that’s not the 

case. He says most of the burden is borne by those who actually have to deliver a service, 

rather than those who manage it. 

 

FISHER: The level of cuts that the Highways Agency has 

imposed on the contractors is, in my view, disproportionate to the level of cuts that they’re 

proposing for themselves.  It was approximately a 30% cut and on themselves 10%. 

 

URRY: So they’re only taking a 10% hit? 

 

FISHER: They have identified cost savings of around 10% on 

the Highways Agency provision.  Where my safety, where your safety and where the 

workforce’s safety is, is on the network.  It isn’t wherever they might have their offices. 

 

URRY: So what reassurance can the Agency give that money is 

being spent where it matters most? The Agency wouldn’t comment.  We also wanted to 

interview someone from the Department for Transport about whether the spending cuts 
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URRY cont: Government had set for the Agency were putting lives 

at risk. But we were told Roads Minister Stephen Hammond was unavailable.  It’s not just 

maintenance which has become a concern. The Highways Agency is also responsible for 

tackling congestion and improving journey time reliability on its roads.  But that process 

hasn’t been keeping pace with the demands of business. Last year a report by a parliamentary 

committee stated congestion costs the economy billions of pounds a year, although how many 

billions was hard to pin down. And that’s set to get worse as the population rises.  The issue 

has now come to a head, because of the need to build infrastructure to ensure economic 

growth.  But some parts of the country are complaining they’re still being overlooked, despite 

years of campaigning.  

 

ACTUALITY OF TRAFFIC NOISE 

 

URRY: The A417 in the West Country joins the M4 with the 

M5. But in Gloucestershire it’s known as the missing link.  That’s because there’s a stretch 

about four miles long which narrows from a dual carriageway to single lanes, and it’s where 

the climb up over the Cotswolds is at its steepest.  Right in the middle of the narrows is 

something called the Air Balloon Roundabout, a notorious problem area. 

 

ACTUALITY ON ROAD 

 

URRY: For the most part it’s a pretty effective stretch of road, 

all dual carriageway.  But I’ve just hit the problem here, and that is that it goes into a 

bottleneck – a two-lane highway, there’s a bit of an overtaking lane going up this hill.  

Slowing down, having to overtake these lorries that are now crawling up this hill past me.  

And at the top you come to the infamous Air Balloon Roundabout, so-called because there’s 

a pub with the same name just adjacent to it.  It’s a very small piece of road.  There’s a 

breakdown in front of me, it’s a car on this occasion, but it’s broken down within twenty 

metres of the roundabout, and that, I’m told, is sort of typical of what goes on here.  It only 

takes one small incident and things start to back up. 

The A417 is one of the most important gateways between the South West and the West 

Midlands, and between London and South Wales. But local firms who rely on this road to 

deliver goods and services far and wide struggle to get anywhere on time. 
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ACTUALITY AT WAREHOUSE 

 

MAN: This is our ambient warehouse.  We stock around two 

thousand different products here, our caterers.  We have a total of sixty vehicles in our fleet.  

We are running around thirty-six vehicles from this site. 

 

URRY: It’s the end of a long day’s work for the lorry drivers of 

Creed Foods in Cheltenham. The firm’s been in the area for forty years.  It delivers food to 

schools, hospitals and the wider catering industry.  Philip de Ternant is the firm’s frustrated 

Operations Director. 

 

DE TERNANT: It costs us and other companies a lot of money. Not 

only in overtime, but also in fuel.  We have software in our cabs that monitor miles per gallon 

and how a driver drives, and we are able to calculate the miles per gallon in that area and the 

idling time involved. As you can imagine, when you’re stop-starting, the miles per gallon 

drop dramatically.  That’s costing us between £8,000 and £10,000 a year just in fuel. 

 

URRY: It’s a cost you can absorb at the moment, by the sounds 

of it, but if it carries on, what then? 

 

DE TERNANT: We have another distribution centre in Nottingham 

which we operate at the moment.  We will look for a different distribution centre in the future 

that will move vehicles away from this site.  

 

URRY: While local businesses contemplate their future, it’s 

not as though there’s disagreement about the need for improvements. The Agency’s own 

research has demonstrated that, according to David Owen of GFirst, the Gloucestershire 

Local Enterprise Partnership, which has joined in the lobbying for action. 

 

OWEN: The Highways Agency have done some surveys over 

the last few years, which have demonstrated that this is a road which is a real problem, both 

from a pollution perspective, so the pollutions levels on the Air Balloon Roundabout in 

particular are higher than they should be, but also from a safety perspective - 107 injury 
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OWEN cont: accidents in a five year period, so their own research 

says this is a problem which needs a solution. The struggle is that we’re not getting a 

solution. 

 

URRY: Why do you have to work so hard then in order to 

make a persuasive case if that case is already there? 

 

OWEN: I think what is disappointing is that it does feel like 

something that businesses in Gloucestershire have been working on for a long, long time 

now, and that is what frustrates them, that this has been going on and on and on.  

 

URRY: So why is it taking so long? Gloucestershire’s concern 

about the missing link bottleneck goes back at least as far as 1994, the year the Highways 

Agency was created. Despite that, the Agency has only offered up one scheme to sort it out, 

according to the LEP.  But that proposal was deemed too expensive as far back as 2004.  

Figures talked about then were £150 million.  But as the years went on, so the notional cost 

went up. Four years later it stood at £250 million. Now it’s moved north of that, putting it 

even further out of reach.  Last year, the Government launched its Pinch Point programme, 

with funding for the Agency to free up bottlenecks and other problems which slow down 

traffic. There are little more than £200 million in the entire programme, so not enough to 

provide a long term solution for the A417. But for David Owen, it’s down to the Agency to 

come up with something cheaper. 

 

OWEN: The last formal estimate that we saw was in the region 

of £200 million and figures of around £200 to £400 million have been talked about.  And I 

think the question there is, is how those figures have been arrived at and whether there are 

other solutions that could be used more creatively, that would enable either an interim 

solution to alleviate some of the pain in the short term, or to put the long term solution in 

place, but at a lower cost. 

 

URRY: Have you been able to find out why it is so expensive? 
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OWEN: Part of the reason is the geography, because it’s on the 

Cotswold Escarpment, so there is difficult geography to deal with, but what we don’t know is 

the detail of how those figures have been arrived at and I think that that’s the big question. Is 

it time to revisit the costings behind the solution and look at how they’ve been arrived at and 

whether there are cheaper alternatives that would provide a dual carriageway in that area.  

 

URRY: It’s a point for the Highways Agency to answer, but by 

now we weren’t expecting an interview.  And the written response skipped round our 

questions. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: We are working with local enterprise partnerships 

and highways authorities to stimulate local economic growth, relieve congestion and improve 

safety by delivering 65 small scale improvements through the Pinch Point programme. 

 

URRY: That’ll be the programme which hasn’t actually got 

enough money in it to sort out the A417 bottleneck, and which didn’t offer any funds for even 

a temporary fix when the Chancellor doled out some cash from it in his autumn statement 

earlier this month. It’s not just in the Cotswolds where questions are being raised about the 

costs of Highways Agency schemes.  Local government elsewhere is now voicing its 

concern.  Gerald Vernon Jackson is the leader of Portsmouth Council and leader of the 

Liberal Democrats on the Local Government Association.  

 

JACKSON: There is an argument that they over-engineer and that 

they do hugely expensive things and actually the money could be better spent and achieve 

more.  I think most people outside the Highways Agency don’t think they do a very good job 

and think it could be done significantly better, probably cheaper .... 

 

URRY: Well how do you know it could be done cheaper? 

 

JACKSON: The feedback I get from county transport officers and 

cabinet members is that they work to much lower margins and would be able to deliver 

decent roads cheaper than the Highways Agency do. 
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URRY: This is now coming to a head, as councils try to get 

their economies moving by creating jobs and building houses. But there’s a road block. 

 

JACKSON: Increasingly we find that the Highways Agency don’t 

take that bigger picture, they don’t look to see where growth might come from, where jobs 

might come from, and so at times they will say no to developments or developments 

accessing the road network which could create jobs. 

  

URRY: Have you got experience of that in your own city then?  

 

JACKSON: Yes.  We have a derelict development site off the 

M275 which is a good example from years ago, when the Highways Agency wouldn’t put a 

motorway spur into the middle of Portsmouth, the city council built and that is why it’s the 

only non-government owned motorway in the UK.  We have now got a big development site 

off the M275, the possibility of 1,500 jobs, 1,200 homes.  A year ago we were told we could 

put in a new motorway spur, we are still waiting a year later to get that confirmed.  That’s a 

year when other things could have gone on.  We could have been closer to getting things 

built, we could have been closer to getting jobs. 

 

URRY: This is something, with that spur, that the Highways 

Agency need to give permission for, is it? 

  

JACKSON: Yes, absolutely.  They control all the trunk network 

and you can do nothing without the Highways Agency’s approval.  And around the country 

we’ve got real examples of where there is potential for growth, potential for job creation 

where the Highways Agency do not help, they only hinder.  

 

URRY: The Agency is in a difficult position. Agreeing to 

schemes which link local development or new housing to its network increases the chance of 

more congestion on a system struggling to keep up with demand in some parts.  It also has to 

rely on its budget, set annually by the Department for Transport, and dwindling.  But, with 

long experience of delivering major infrastructure projects, you’d expect the Highways 

Agency to do well when Government does give funding and formal approval for a major new 

build, one which all agree is of national and international importance. 
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ACTUALITY AT VIADUCT 

 

URRY: This viaduct, passing through the Cambridgeshire town 

of Huntingdon, carries 43,000 vehicles a day. But the worry is the structure is deteriorating. 

The Highways Agency has a project to strengthen it, costed at up to £11 million, and that 

work continues.  But it’s not only safety considerations in play, what’s sitting on the viaduct 

is the A14. 

 

GLAISTER: The A14 is a road joining the east coast ports - 

Harwich and Felixstowe to the Midlands.  And when I say that, you can see straight away it’s 

a strategic road of great importance, because it serves the ports, it allows goods to be brought 

through from the ports to the Midlands, to the industrial heartland of the country.  

 

URRY: Professor Stephen Glaister of the RAC Foundation 

says it’s also part of an international highways system. 

 

GLAISTER: It’s a road of European significance as defined as one 

of the Trans European network roads by the European Commission, who recognise it as 

being an important part of the European network, but it also serves, as so many roads do, the 

local population.  The economy of Cambridge and thereabouts has grown very rapidly, so 

there are many more people living in the area.  There are plans for new towns in the area and 

lots of other housing developments, so it has a lot of local traffic mixing in with the long 

distance heavy goods traffic.  It’s a very important road for all sorts of different reasons. 

 

URRY: So what’s the problem with it? 

 

GLAISTER: The problem with it is it doesn’t have enough capacity. 

It’s developed over a period of years, in places it’s dual carriageway, in other places it isn’t.  

Even where it is dual carriageway it simply doesn’t have enough capacity.  That has been 

recognised for decades. 

 

URRY: So much so that the previous Labour Government 

signed off a big project to sort it out. 
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BRIDGE: The A14 was the number one on the list of the national 

roads programme for some ten years.  The Government gave the go ahead for the delivery of 

the scheme.  The date of that was in April 2003.  The Highways Agency was asked to deliver 

that scheme. 

 

URRY: But it didn’t. The Agency did progress the long and 

involved process of consultation and assessment. But, according to John Bridge of 

Cambridgeshire’s Chambers of Commerce, it failed to follow its own procedures properly.  

One of the villages along the route threatened legal action and the Agency admitted it should 

have made more information available to them about possible alternatives along their stretch. 

It put the local consultation process back to square one. According to John Bridge, all the 

delays that caused did for the scheme. 

 

BRIDGE: If you have an Agency that clearly is asked to deliver a 

scheme as important as the A14, you would imagine that they are professional enough to be 

able to do it properly and in a timely fashion and make sure that they actually follow their 

own procedures and deal with it the way that it should happen.  Unfortunately, we have seen 

that the Highways Agency clearly was unable to deal with it in the way that they should, they 

didn’t follow their own procedures and these are often perhaps smaller technical details, but 

the fact is that, knowing the challenges that you always get on any infrastructure project, 

when clearly people that are close to it or near to it are going to object, so they should make 

sure that actually they dot every i and cross every t to ensure this does not happen. 

 

URRY: How much delay did that build into it? 

 

BRIDGE: You’re then looking at another two years or so, but the 

most crucial factor in relation to it was that because of the delay caused by the Highways 

Agency, the whole scheme then ran into the problem of the economic crisis, and as a result, 

of course, was never implemented and ultimately was cancelled because it was said to be 

unaffordable. 

 

URRY: According to John Bridge, during the seven year period 

from consultation to cancellation, the Agency had spent £37 million on these processes, but 

didn’t deliver the road.  Part of that money went on ensuring planning protection for the 
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URRY cont: proposed route, compulsory purchase orders and a 

block on the corridor through which any new roads would pass.  But once the Coalition 

Government scrapped the project in 2010 on cost grounds, the Agency stood them down. 

 

BRIDGE: At the time when they decided that it was no longer 

affordable, I think they took a very regretful decision to actually cancel all the orders and the 

compulsory purchase orders along the route which actually put us back to square one, and 

ultimately actually that ended up costing more money, as part of that £37 million, and it 

seemed an absolute nonsense to us at the time that they should take that action when it wasn’t 

necessary.  Everybody knew and understood that we would have to revisit the situation 

anyway.  But having made that decision, which in my view was the wrong decision, and we 

made that very clear that that was our view at the time .... 

 

URRY: You complained about this, didn’t you? 

 

BRIDGE: We did indeed, and we did actually say very clearly 

that that action was not the right course or approach.  What it does mean is that what we do 

not have anymore are any orders which have been through the whole consultation process 

and are ready to be implemented. 

 

URRY: And that means under any new proposals the process is 

going to have to be gone through yet again. It’s likely to attract similar opposition, because 

much of the proposed route is very similar to the one which was scrapped.  It’s something 

else we wanted to question the Agency about in this programme, but a refusal to be 

interviewed prevented that. Nor did the Agency address the criticisms of its performance. 

Instead, in a statement, it offered a reassurance that: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: We are working with the Secretary of State,  the 

public and private sectors, and of course listening to the voice of the motorist, to 

develop the future strategy for the strategic road network in England. 

 

URRY: But the bigger problem now is that the Secretary of 

State can’t find enough money to fully fund any new plan for the area. So at the moment, the 

Government’s still trying to figure out how to raise the cash.  
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GLAISTER: I think it was a mistake to cancel the previous scheme.  

I thought so at the time. 

 

URRY: Professor Stephen Glaister, Director of the RAC 

Foundation. 

 

GLAISTER: It was something of a tragedy to have done so much 

work to get general agreement about a scheme and then lose it.  Quietly the Government I 

think have now agreed with that, they are feeling their way towards a replacement A14, 

having had their consultation before they’d really published an outcome, they made a 

decision that they were going to put on the table a new scheme for the A14, which is not very 

different in line of route from the old scheme. But the new feature is that they are talking 

about partial funding from the Exchequer in the conventional way, but also partial funding 

from tolls to users along the line of route, and a third partial funding from contributions from 

local authorities. 

 

URRY: Isn’t that part of the problem?  It’s taking more time 

than it should have taken to get a solution for this, because of all the stopping and starting 

over policy and decision making? 

 

GLAISTER: That is a problem and I think it’s symptomatic of a 

much wider problem with road strategy across the nation. 

 

URRY: The Department for Transport says it’s planning 

reform following reviews about road strategy and, crucially, how to raise more money to pay 

for badly needed improvements to the network. Steve Rowsell, who speaks for a professional 

body with 12,000 members which made submissions to that process, says that will almost 

certainly mean increasing involvement from the private sector.  

 

ROWSELL: The Chartered Institution of Highways and 

Transportation recognises that there is a need for change, and that change has to allow 

introduction of private sector funds, you know, whether it’s from pension funds or sovereign 

funds from other countries.  It might well be possible for certain parts of the network to be 

managed by private sector operators, which would require revenue for those private sector 
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ROWSELL cont: operators, whether that’s in the form of road tolling, 

which clearly would be politically difficult, or whether it would be by way of parts of the 

road tax being ring-fenced to pay, you know, a private sector operator. 

 

URRY: But where does that leave the Highways Agency, 

which currently manages the network?  It too has been under review.  The Secretary of State 

is expected to make a decision soon on its future.  A number of different ideas have been put 

forward, all the way up to scrapping it and replacing it with an industry regulator, proposed 

by the CBI.  For Professor Stephen Glaister of the RAC Foundation, it needs to be more 

separate from the Department for Transport, with an ability to plan and deliver over a longer 

timescale. 

 

GLAISTER: When it was originally set up, it was going to be a 

policy setting body.  They were going to, as it were, decide what needed to be done and then 

do it.  However, over the years, ministers became unhappy about that.  They wanted to have 

control.  And the Highways Agency was left in recent years with the job of just managing the 

network and not having any part at all in the overall strategy.  Meanwhile, ministers have 

failed themselves to develop a proper strategy, so a lot of the criticisms that people aim at the 

Highways Agency, I think really should be directed towards the ministers for not having a 

clear policy, a clear statement of what it is they want from the Highways Agency over a long 

period of time. 

 

URRY: That’s what the Government is looking at now, isn’t it?  

Or at least it’s talking about some kind of strategy for the future. 

 

GLAISTER: At last the Government is developing a strategy.  This 

was something the Cook Review, which was published a year ago, into the Highways Agency 

was very much saying, that you simply cannot run the Highways Agency as a business 

without a longer term view of what it is you’re trying to achieve and where you’re trying to 

get to. 

 

URRY: Do we need a review to tell Government that?  Surely 

that’s obvious? 
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GLAISTER: It’s obvious to me.  It was obvious to governments 

over the years in relation to the railways, where they have set up this system with a regulator 

who approves schemes and Network Rail to deliver them and to take a strategic view and 

make proposals to Government about what needs to be done – electrification here, high speed 

rail there.  All of that has been missing on the roads side, and it seems to me to be perfectly 

obvious that you do need that.  We just haven’t had it. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 


