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Chairman: Cllr Bird
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Purpose of Report: To consider the A417 Missing Link consultation being 
undertaken by Highways England

Planned Dates The consultation runs from 15 February to 29 March 2018

Background 
documents:

All background documents can be found here:

http://www.highways.gov.uk/a417-missing-link

https://highwaysengland.citizenspace.com/he/a417-missing-link/

Appendices n/a-see above

Recommendations To note the contents of the report and to welcome the intention 
by Highways England to improve the A417 Missing Link.  The 
County Council should continue to work with Highways England 
to ensure that an acceptable scheme is constructed as soon as 
possible.

                                                                                                                                                

http://www.highways.gov.uk/a417-missing-link
https://highwaysengland.citizenspace.com/he/a417-missing-link/


1.0  Background
 

1.1 The Missing Link is a 5km stretch of single carriageway on the A417 near 
Nettleton Bottom which is managed by Highways England as part of the Strategic 
Road Network (SRN). It is the only single carriageway section on the 50km long 
trunk road, is a regular cause of serious congestion and has seen a very high 
level of accidents, including several fatalities, in recent years.

1.2 The A417 provides an essential link to the M5 at Gloucester and the M4 at 
Swindon – two of the region’s top growth areas. It helps businesses in the south 
west connect with markets and opportunities in the midlands and the north, and 
attracts investment for Gloucestershire and its neighbours by linking them to 
London and the south east.

1.3 Congestion can be unpredictable, so some motorists often ‘rat run’ along 
local roads, affecting the communities along these routes. These local roads 
were not designed to accommodate this level of traffic and collisions often 
happen.

1.4 The existing A417 runs through the Cotswolds Area of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty, and crosses the highly sensitive Cotswolds escarpment at Crickley Hill. 
This steep change in the landscape means that finding a suitable solution for 
upgrading the A417 Missing Link is extremely challenging.

1.5 Gloucestershire County Council, District Councils, MPs, GFirst LEP, 
businesses and local residents have been campaigning and lobbying for an 
improvement to be made to the A417 Missing Link for many years.  In 2014 
Government announced that the scheme would be included in the Road 
Investment Strategy from 2015 – 2021.  The County Council has already 
contributed £1M towards the development of a scheme, and has committed a 
further sum of up to £3M (total £4m) at council on 14 February 2018.

1.6 Highways England is delivering £15 Billion of investment on the SRN as 
described in the Government’s Road Investment Strategy 2015 – 2020. As part of 
this strategy, the Department for Transport has made money available to develop 
a scheme to upgrade the remaining single carriageway section of the A417, with 
the aim of constructing the project in the next road investment period (RIS2) 
(2020-2025). Highways England is responsible for delivering this scheme.

1.7 This consultation sets out progress to date and the next steps.

2.0   Process to date

2.1   Over the years, there have been numerous attempts to improve the A417 
Missing Link. For various reasons, including affordability and changes in 
investment priorities, these have never come to fruition. However, in recent 
years, the case for improvement has become more compelling – to improve 
safety, support the economy, ease congestion and reduce pollution.

2.2 Over the last 18 months, Highways England has been looking at a number of 
route options, including proposals which have been put forward in the past. They 
have assessed them against the vision and objectives for the scheme which were 



developed in partnership with key stakeholders, such as the Cotswolds 
Conservation Board and Gloucestershire County Council.

2.3 The objectives for the scheme are set out below:

 Transport and safety: to reduce delays, create a free-flowing road network 
and improve safety along this stretch of the A417.

 Environment and heritage: to reduce the impact on the landscape, natural 
and historic environment of the Cotswolds and, where possible, enhance the 
surrounding environment.

 Community and access: to reduce queuing traffic and pollution, improve 
access for local people to the SRN and support residents’ and visitors’ 
enjoyment to the countryside

 Economic growth: to help boost growth and prosperity by making journeys 
more reliable and improving connectivity.

3.0  Identifying the options

3.1 Around 18 months ago, Highways England started early assessment work to 
identify possible route options. For this, they used four sources:
 a review of historic work completed by Gloucestershire County Council and 

the (then) Highways Agency.
 outputs from initial scoping work carried out by Highways England to see if 

any viable solutions could be developed.
 outputs from a workshop carried out with stakeholders, including 

representatives from environmental and economic groups, and local 
authorities.

 the refinement of alternative routes by the project team.

3.2 Thirty options were identified and can be found on Figure 3 below (n.b. figure 
3 is the reference given in the HE consultation document).





4.0Assessing route options: the engineering test

4.1 The next step was to review the 30 options in engineering terms to ensure 
that Highways England only took forward options which improved on the quality 
of the existing road and can be realistically delivered.  For example if a route had 
bends that were too sharp or slopes that were steeper than the existing A417 at 
Crickley Hill, they were discounted. As a result of this test, 10 of the initial 30 
route options were discounted and 20 moved on to the next step.  Figure 4 below 
shows the 20 route options taken forward to the next step.

5.0 Assessing route options: the sift

5.1 HE then assessed each route against a series of five factors, which are part 
of a Department for Transport approved assessment method. These factors are:



 Strategic – assessing what each option is trying to achieve and how it will 
address the problem;

 Economic – reviewing each option’s economic, environmental and social 
impact;

 Managerial – assessing the deliverability of a route in terms of construction;
 Financial – assessing the cost to build and affordability of each option; and
 Commercial – assessing the value for money, or benefit to cost ratio, of each 

option

5.2 This method, however, did not allow for the scheme’s ‘landscape-led’ vision 
and objectives to be taken into account. HE therefore adapted this method so 
that they could rank each option and score it against how strongly it meets the 
vision, objectives and factors above. As a result of this assessment, five options 
were taken forward for further assessment work. These were Options 3, 21, 24, 
29 and 30 and these five route options can be found on figure 5.

6.0 Assessing value for money and affordability

6.1 Results from the previous step suggested that the tunnel options (Options 3, 
21, 24 and 29) would bring greater landscape benefits, but would not offer value 



for money and would be over the cost range allocated for the scheme (£250 
million - £500 million). The surface option (Option 30) was the most affordable of 
the five options. As a result of this, Highways England then assessed the other 
surface options (that had been previously discounted) to see if there were any 
other more affordable options that may be deliverable within the scheme’s cost 
allocation. 

6.2 After this assessment work, it was concluded that one further surface route 
option ‘Option 12’ met the scheme’s objectives and affordability criteria and 
Highways England recommended that this route be taken forward.  Option 12 is 
the route that the (then) Highways Agency presented as a possible solution in 
2003 when the Government last looked at improving the A417 Missing Link.

6.3 Six route options (2 surface options and 4 tunnels) remained and can be 
found in figure 6 below:

6.4 The six remaining options were then tested for: 

 Traffic impact
 Road safety



 Environmental impact and opportunities
 Social impact
 Value for money and cost analysis

6.5 All route options performed similarly for the first 4 categories above.  Even in 
the Environmental Impact and Opportunities category the schemes were very 
similar, primarily because, even though there are landscape benefits with tunnels, 
the need to keep the existing A417 reduced these benefits greatly.

6.6 Value for Money and cost.  This is the area where the greatest difference 
between surface options and tunnels can be found.  Cost estimates were 
prepared for each route option as follows:

Option 3 
(tunnel)

Option 12 
(surface)

Option 21 
(tunnel)

Option 24 
(tunnel)

Option 29 
(tunnel)

Option 30 
(surface)

Most likely 
cost

£875m £465m £1,625m £1,210m £1,240m £485m

Return on 
investment*

75 pence 68 pence 47 pence 54 pence 56 pence £1.04

Value for 
money 
rating

Poor Poor Poor Poor Poor Low

*For every £1 spent

7.0 Overall conclusions on sifting and assessment

7.1 After the four step process of identifying and refining possible route options, 
HE has concluded:

 That the tunnel options provide better opportunities to minimise the impact 
on the landscape.

 Tunnel options would, however, still have an adverse environmental and 
visual impact due to the need for tunnel portals and link roads to the 
existing A417 and A436. The existing A417 would be retained.

 Tunnel options demonstrate poor value for money. That means that when 
their benefits are weighed against their significant cost, they would not 
offer a return on their investment for taxpayers.

 All of the tunnel options are also above the allocated cost range for the 
scheme of £250 million to £500 million. While Option 12 (a surface route) 
also offers poor value for money, it falls within the cost range for the 
scheme.

7.2 To ensure that affordable routes that fall within the allocated cost range for 
the scheme are taken forward (£250 million - £500 million), Highways England 
are presenting Option 12 and Option 30 as their proposed route options.

7.3 Highways England having looked at Option 12 and Option 30 in more 
detail has concluded that Option 30 presents greater opportunities to meet the 
objectives for the scheme by improving safety, supporting the economy, 
easing congestion and pollution, making the route more convenient for its 
regular users and improving the wellbeing of those who live near it. Option 30 
also offers better value for money for taxpayers’ investment. 



7.4 The assessment undertaken by Highways England concludes that Option 
30 performs better than Option 12 and is therefore Highways England’s 
proposed solution for the A417 Missing Link.

7.5 Highways England has recommended that Option 30 is the preferred 
option. The County Council has the opportunity to comment on the 
consultation document with its stance before the deadline.

8.0 What happens next?

8.1 Consultation closes on 29 March 2018 after which Highways England will 
select their final preferred route and then hold a second consultation, with 
more refined plans available for the single route choice.  This is likely to be in 
Autumn 2018 and will be called the ‘Preferred Route Announcement’, with the 
statutory consultation taking place early in 2019.  A planning application will 
be submitted for the scheme later in 2019.  If planning permission is granted 
construction could start in mid 2021.

8.2 It is important to note that the list of schemes that the Government will 
fund and deliver within the RIS2 period has not yet been announced, and 
although The A417 Missing Link is a “strong contender” for inclusion in the 
programme the funding has not yet been secured.


