
Project success is the result of comparing what has 
been delivered against the over-riding purpose of 
initiating the project in the first instance.  Project 
management success is the result of human effort 
expended in managing the process and is measured 
against the traditional ‘iron triangle’ metrics of time, 
cost and quality.

Government, the institutions and most of the popu-
lar press, would have us believe that a nation’s roads 
are: 
•	 designed for accurate traffic forecasts
•	 sited in the correct locations
•	 created to meet the strategic needs of the nation 
•	� conceived with the necessary level of citizen 

involvement      
•	 neither over or under designed
•	� procured using the right approach and a contract 

that will provide the tax payer with value for money
•	 effectively and efficiently managed.

Much of the arguments put forward on traffic fore-
casting methods, meeting society’s needs for travel, 
the application of private finance, value for money and 
how projects should be managed are essentially spuri-
ous.  In general, there has been no rational debate on 
how these idealised models are appropriate and hold 
completely for all circumstances.  

Essentially, what seems to happen is that a decision 
is made on political grounds that a particular concept 
and approach will be used for a particular project and 
everything undertaken thereafter is made to justify the 
decision (1).

Through skilful propaganda and creating a critical 
mass of ‘fellow believers’ it is often the case that many 
people pontif icate on matters that they know little, 
if anything, about.  But if the message that you wish 
to have spread about is done skilfully and there are 
enough gullible people wishing not to question what 
they are told, the propaganda becomes like a snowball 
rolling downhill – it becomes bigger and bigger and it 
gathers pace.

Within the Republic of Ireland there is enough anec-
dotal and other evidence now available to indicate that 
project success under the third National Development 
Plan (2000 - 2006) has been, at best, mixed and project 
management success has a considerable way to go 
before it could be seen as ‘best practice’. Citizens of 
the Republic have the right to demand that this time 
around considerable improvement is achieved.

Roads projects generally start with a forecast of 
traffic flows and are completed when the project is 
opened for the travelling public to use. Although with 
the wide range of procurement options now being 
considered, in some cases a completed road remains 
a project for as long as 30 years after opening because 
it was let under some sort of PPP arrangement.

The largest and most recent study (2) undertaken of 
transportation infrastructure projects looked at a sam-
ple of 210 projects (183 were roads projects) in 14 
nations worth US$59bn. This showed that forecasters 
generally do a poor job in estimating demand; road 

projects are over forecast on average by about 20%. 
There is also statistically significant evidence to show 
there is average cost over-spends on roads of 20.4%.  

When over forecasting the traffic that a road will 
carry is combined with habitual project cost predic-
tions that are deliberately kept low, the result is a cost 
benefit analysis that is totally misleading. The out-
come is substantial financial risks, which are typically 
ignored or downplayed by planners and decision mak-
ers to the detriment of social and economic welfare.

The cure is transparency, accountability and new 
forecasting methods.  The challenge is to change the 
governance structures for forecasting and project 
development.  

Despite the enormous sums of money being spent 
on transportation infrastructure, surprisingly little sys-
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