
SPOILER: IT’S NOT THE FAULT OF PROJECT MANAGERS. 

COMPLEX INVESTMENT PROFILES, STICKY PLANNING 

REGIMES AND FRAGMENTED VALUE CHAINS ALL 

CONTRIBUTE TO THE PROBLEM. BUT IS THIS DISEASE 

UNIQUELY BRITISH? RICHARD YOUNG DOES HIS RESEARCH

he headlines around big 

infrastructure projects tell a 

gloomy story. HS2 is the most 

obvious victim. As Tunde Ajia, 

veteran megaprojects manager 

and currently a doctoral researcher at 

Cranfield University focusing on project 

complexity, summarises: “A glorious 

project finally humbled by the UK’s 

long history of political football, delays, 

disappointments and spiralling costs.” 

But it’s not alone. Crossrail arrived two 

years late. Hinkley Point C is facing cost 

and schedule overruns. The Scottish 

Parliament building was 10 times over 

budget. Add your own example to the list.

But as a recent Boston Consulting 

Group (BCG) report, Reshaping British 

Infrastructure: Global lessons to improve 

project delivery, points out, the UK’s 

challenges are not unique: most 

developed democracies “must grapple 

with similar challenges around high 

labour costs, expensive real estate, dense 

urban populations and complex public 

approvals”. Even Germany isn’t faultless, 

it adds, with the Berlin Brandenburg 

Airport project three times over budget 

and nine years late.

While BCG’s analysis shows the 

UK doing comparatively well on social 

infrastructure (e.g., schools and hospitals), 

on road and rail the UK is a particularly 

poor performer. On roads, for example, 

Germany comes top. It completed all its 

significant road projects on time, while the 

UK delivered 64% of them late.

“It’s definitely a global issue,” says 

Andy Murray, Executive Director at the 

Major Projects Association. “We’re in 

good company on this one – and on the 

really big projects, we’re probably better 

than many.” True, on the most‑costly rail 

projects (over £1bn), the UK’s unit costs 

are in the same ballpark as Germany, 

Spain and France – but only if you 

exclude Crossrail and the Northern Line 

extension, says BCG. Those are pretty 

big exceptions.

As Sam Dumitriu, Head of Policy at 

campaign group Britain Remade, told 

The Telegraph: “When Britain builds 

infrastructure… we tend to pay more – a 

lot more in some cases – than other 

countries in Europe.” He contrasts the 

£68m per mile paid for Madrid’s new 

metro with the £1.4bn per mile for the 

Elizabeth Line. Yes, it’s apples and pears 

– but the difference is huge. Diagnosing 

what plagues UK infrastructure could be 

the key to helping project managers cure 

the problem – and avoid the blame if 

things do go wrong.
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