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Introduction

Despite having “opened three and a half years late and more than 4 billion pounds over budget for a total cost of 18.8 billion pounds'' (Sandle, 2022), the Crossrail project can be viewed as being both a success or a failure, depending on whether this project is assessed based on its short-term or long-term achievements. On the one hand, the Crossrail project can be viewed as a failure due to the long construction delays, the signalling system issues that took almost a year to smooth out, the poor COVID planning and even the construction site casualty.

On the other hand, a project of that scale and size is almost impossible to complete without delays or additional funding, as evident by other similar high-stake construction projects, such as the Berlin Brandenburg Airport, New York’s MTA East Side Access (Lavanchy, 2021) and the Channel Tunnel (McCarthy, 2018). And although it can be argued that there are also projects such as the Gemini Offshore Wind Park in the Netherlands and Heathrow’s Terminal Five (Coughlin, 2021), which were both completed within schedule and even below the allocated budget, these were projects that were not executed during ongoing extenuating circumstances, such as a world-wide pandemic.

This essay’s stance is that the Crossrail project, despite its interim shortcomings, can overall be considered a success due to the fact that the issues which played a role in the delay of the project were not issues that have or will impact the project for the future. In order to assess this statement and put forward a solid argument in favour of Crossrail’s success, this essay will begin by establishing what makes a project ‘successful’, then outlining the major complications that the project had to tackle, with each issue being analysed on whether it presented a long-term concern or not. Then, these issues will be weighed against complications from other, megaprojects - both successful and unsuccessful - such as the ones previously mentioned, in order for a deeper understanding to form. Lastly, a conclusion will be put forward, summarising the main points of why, despite its shortcomings, the Crossrail project is ultimately a success.

The definition of ‘success’

In order to be able to fully evaluate Crossrail's success, it is important to establish what exactly makes a project successful. According to Shojaie et al (2016) and as paraphrased by Sudhakar (2016), “a project is considered a success if the project management is a success and the project product is a success” (Sudhakar, 2016:163), which means that both the management of the project and the finished product must be evaluated in order to be able to put forward an opinion. Similarly, Baccarini (1999) identifies project management success and product success as his two leading concepts of success (Baccarini, 1999: 25).

Contrarily, according to Prabhakar (2009) De Wit’s (1988) proposition on what makes a project successful also distinguishes two subject that must be evaluated in order to be able to reach a conclusion; however, instead of placing any importance on the project’s final product, De Wit (1988) points out that individuals must differentiate between “project success (measured against the overall objectives of the project) and project management success (measured against the widespread and traditional measures of performance against cost, time and quality)” (Prabhakar, 2009:1).

For the purpose of this essay, the definition, and criteria, which will be scrutinised in order to justify the opinion that the Crossrail project was a success, will be Baccarini’s (1999) Two Concepts of Success. Baccarini’s concepts were chosen as the prevailing methodology due to the fact that it takes into account stakeholder satisfaction, which is an important aspect of any project. Furthermore, Baccarini recognises that research has shown that “project managers are focusing on the short-term criteria relating of the project ‘process’ and concentrating on meeting time and budget constraints… as opposed to the longer-term criteria relating to the ‘product’, such as delivering a system with which the users are happy” (Baccarini, 1999:26).

Crossrail’s Major Complications

One of the first major complications to surface during Crossrail’s project execution began in 2014 with the death of Rene Tkacik. Despite the fact that the tunnel worker was the only casualty to have happened during Crossrail’s long construction, the project itself was responsible for various incidents, including two more on-site incidents and four deaths related to Crossrail contracted firms. The contractor responsible for this project was BFK; “joint venture contractors comprising of BAM Nuttall, Ferrovial Agroman (UK) and Kier Infrastructure and Overseas” (BBC, 2017), who were all fined a total of £1 million for the three incidents.

Although this issue might make the Crossrail project seem like it had failed when it comes to danger management for failing to prevent these incidents from taking place, when looked at from Baccarini’s perspective, the accidents themselves should not be considered as a failed aspect of Crossrail’s project management. Baccarini’s first concept, the project management success, concentrates on the project process and, most importantly, “the successful accomplishment of cost, time and quality objectives” (Baccarini, 1999: 25). Although tragic, the accidents that occurred during the construction phase did not in any way impact the cost, time or quality of the tunnelling. The fines paid by BFK would have been covered by the contracted firms rather than by the Crossrail’s allocated funds and, although work might have been delayed by a few days in respect for the victim, a few days’ delay would have been figured into Crossrail's original plan. 

Lastly, the quality of the built infrastructure and, subsequently, the transportation service Crossrail offers was not in any way impacted by the tragic incidents that happened on-site. This also ties in with Baccarini’s second concept; product success. Despite the fact that the failure to prevent these incidents is tragic for the individuals and their families and friends, the success of the Crossrail project would benefit the 200 million passengers that could journey every year. Furthermore, given the fact that the project links new destinations that have not previously had fast access to Central London, the success of this project would mean that newer communities can benefit and grow from the easy access other regions already have, making the Crossrail beneficial long-term.

A failure in safety management can be found in the New York MTA East Side Access project, which as of December 2022 has been delayed by almost 11 years and, despite the recent plans of its unveiling in December of this year, safety concerns have once again delayed its opening to 2023 as the project management has request an exemption on “a mandatory safety feature that automatically prevents trains from entering the wrong tunnels [since it] would not be installed on time” (Nessen, 2022). This type of direct action would be considered as making a project unsuccessful since it could potentially lead to long-term problems, even after the project is complete. Furthermore, this management decision does not take into consideration all of the stakeholders related to the project. Whilst the Crossrail’s management had not been able to prevent the accidents from occuring, they came about as a result of unpreparedness on local management and the worker’s behalf, rather than from a conscious decision on behalf of the project’s management.

The second biggest complication that the Crossrail was met with was the construction and testing delays that occurred starting in 2017. For the first time in 2017, the IPA Annual Report gave the Crossrail project an ‘Amber’ confidence assessment for the project’s delivery (IPA, 2017). According to the Infrastructure and Projects Authority, an amber rating “means successful delivery appears feasible but significant issues already exist, requiring management attention.” (Marshall, 2019), and are therefore rectifiable if the correct steps are taken on time. Therefore, at the beginning of its issues, both the Crossrail management and the government would have been aware of the existing issues, seeing as they were highlighted within the yearly report. 

Even so, little attention was paid to these delays, which eventually led to more significant costs and delays. Crossrail Ltd awarded Siemens Germany the control and communications systems in the central part of the line in 2013 (GCR, 2019) with the initial cost of the contract being £43 million. However, when the time for delivering and testing of the systems came, the stations on which they were supposed to be installed were not yet ready. In order to avoid paying liquidating damage fines, Crossrail management “ordered the ramping up of resources to accelerate delivery of the contract, and this, plus higher-than-expected costs of the technicians, led to a further hike in the contract’s cost from £116m to £139m between April and December 2018” (GCR, 2019). 

Similar cost hikes came about as a result of delays in construction in Paddington station, where the “final cost of the contract to install track and key systems in the tunnels increased by 80%, from £532m to £956m” (GCR, 2019). Unlike the accidents outlined in the previous point, these complications do get in the way of the successful accomplishment of the cost, time and quality objectives. The delays caused during the construction of the Elizabeth line and the inadequate management of the issues are the primary drivers of the rising cost of the Crossrail project, from the initially allocated £14.8 billion to the final £18.8 billion cost, and this is evident from the fact that most of the additional cost came about after the delays had become an unavoidable problem. 

Similarly, the time objectives of the Crossrail were also greatly exceeded. The original opening date of the Elizabeth line was outlined as being somewhere in December of 2018 during the initial plan however, after the compounding of delays, it opened in May of 2022, four and a half years later.

Further delays came about as a result of Covid-19. According to Horgan (2021), significant delays and productivity downturns came about as a result of the Covid pandemic, with the impact of Covid making existing pressures more acute (Horgan, 2021). Even so, the Covid-19 measures which ended up further damaging the Crossrail project were unavoidable and, any actions against the government-issued guidelines would not have been in line with Crossrail’s stakeholders - both the internal and external ones, such as its workers, its future clients and its sponsors. 

Despite the problem these delays and extra costs have cost the institutions that have financed the Crossrail project, one example of which is TfL, the long-term goal of the project has not been disrupted in an irreversible way. This is because, although the completion of the project had to be pushed back, the fact that the line was completed in the end without having to cut back on any of its criteria is successful within itself, showing a well-researched and planned agenda, in line with its stakeholders’ needs.

An example of an ineffectively-planned project criteria which resulted in unsolved stakeholder issues is the Berlin-Brandenburg Airport project. Although the initial project plan tried to solve the issue of the too-large state aircraft fleet which could not move to Berlin’s smaller airports, created during the shift of Germany’s capital from Bonn to Berlin after reunification, shortly before the official opening of the airport, Germany’s armed forces announced that “there is only enough space to keep seven of its 19 planes” (Glucroft, 2020) in the new airport. This means that the rest of the aircrafts will have to fly-in empty from Bonn’s airport in order to cater to VIP passengers, which caused an uproar amongst green activists and administration accountants (Glucroft, 2020).

What the Crossrail Project has taught us

If there is one thing that should be learned from the Crossrail project, it is that some seemingly detrimental setbacks might look like they’re causing irreversible damage however, a project’s success must be appraised only once it has reached its end, since what truly matters in such large-scale projects is not the short-term inconveniences, but rather the long-term effect this project will have on its stakeholders.

Although the Crossrail project can be considered a failure due to its lacking management and serious delays and overconsumption of funds, with its eventual completion, the millions of residences and businesses of London have gained easier and quicker access to services and jobs, which in turn will prove to boost the economy of the UK’s capital by a significant amount. Furthermore, the Crossrail project has shown that no matter how well a project is planned, unforeseen circumstances such as a pandemic is impossible to account for, since these types of circumstances not only affect the project directly through workers, but also indirectly by altering the prices of raw materials and labour.

Even so, the Crossrail project has also taught us that although a constantly changing management, and one made up of more than a single business entity, does not always mean that more progressive results will be achieved. Instead, the “annual business planning cycle” (Wright, Palczynski and ten Have, 2017) that were utilised in the Crossrail project meant that issues such as “the use of too many different contractors and a lack of appropriate senior project management experience and accountability pathways” (Landis, 2022) were recurring and easy to come by in all parts of the project, from planning to construction, to testing.

Conclusion

In conclusion, given the high quality of finished work and the fact that no alteration to the original plan had to be made during the Crossrail’s construction plus the fact that the stakeholders’ interest were safeguarded during the project’s execution, it is safe to assert that the UK’s Crossrail project was a success upon its completion. Even so, it is important to highlight that the project was not without its setbacks, some of which were more serious than others.

Had the Crossrail’s management system been constructed differently, it is possible that the four year delay and the extra £4 billion spent on the project might not have occurred. Furthermore, had this same management taken timely actions towards issues that were evident to both internal and external inspection authorities, it is possible that these setbacks might not have been as unfavourable to the project as they turned out to be.


Nonetheless, Crossrail’s stakeholders, namely its future clients, London’s communities, London’s businesses, the contractors and the UK’s government, remained at the project’s forefront throughout its execution. In doing this, Crossrail remained a project worth completing, despite the struggles it faced.

In the future, when similar projects are designed and executed, it is important to have contingency plans for extenuating circumstances. Furthermore, it is important to maintain realistic management which accepts its failures to deliver at an earlier stage, in order to also be able to concentrate its resources on correcting issues such as delays and budget overruns from an earlier stage. 

Additionally, should modernised and innovative systems be used in similar future projects, as was the signalling system that was applied within the Crossrail, it is important to be able to rest this system at an earlier stage and, if possible, off-site. In doing this, it means that the digital side of the project is not reliant upon the constructing side to have finished before being able to apply its product, thus making each aspect of the project completely independent. Lastly, future megaprojects should look towards hiring a single entity to manage the project, with as few subcontracting firms as possible, in order to make sure accountability is easier to maintain no matter the issues that the project faces.
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