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Case Study 1
Project Management in Practice

The Channel Tunnel Project
Several years late and coming in at double the initial budget (around $10 billion as opposed to the estimated $5billion) set for the project, the Channel Tunnel was opened to passenger and freight traffic during 1994.  At several times during 1994.  At several times during the work, the company which was funding the tunneling work (Eurotunnel) itself ran out of money and had to return to the stock market and its banking financiers to seek new funds.  The openings of the various services, attended by the world’s press, were not without hitch either.  Trains “failed to proceed” at the times indicated, and had to be replaced, and there were well-publicised lapses in security arrangements by the operations staff.  Tales were recounted of how the tunnel, dug simultaneously from the French and English sides, was intended to meet in the middle, but did not.  Add to this the loss of life during the project (ten people were killed during the tunnel construction), and the ongoing debate as to the desirability of the high-speed rail-link through Kent (trains are environmentally friendly until they are routed through your back garden), and the general public would be forgiven for thinking that the project was very badly managed.  They have short emories, however, and the media focus has shifted to the way in which the business of transporting people, vehicles and freight is run.

The station at Waterloo, but have gained far less publicity.  The Waterloo Eurostar station has won various awards for its architecture as well as praise from users who are more used to the draughty, dingy stations of the UK rail network.

By the start of 1995, the service being provided was getting good press reports, and the passenger transport side of the business was running ahead of predictions.  Many of the earlier operating problems appear to have been rectified, though when one train was cancelled and the passengers offered alternative transport on the ferries, the tannoy announcement by the captain of the ship taking them did have more than a little of a sense of gloating about it!  The airlines and ferry companies have not been slow to respond – the entrance of another player into a highly competitive market has been unwelcome to the industry, though not unbeneficial to the customers.

The trains

The Eurostar service is the passenger carrier, with each of the high-tech trains carrying more than the equivalent of two jumbo-jet loads of passengers at one time (over 800).  It is owned by a consortium of British, Belgian and French railways.  The trains themselves, over a quarter of a mile long, are fitted out so that they resemble the interior of an aircraft rather than a train.  The chairs are reclining and individual reading lights are provided.  The train can travel at 186 mph (298 kph) on specially adapted tracks in Northern France and around 100 mph through Kent.  The engines for the trains were especially developed by GEC-Alsthom, an Anglo-French company, and can run on the four different power systems that the train will come across – French, Belgian, British and the tunnel itself.  Much of the rest of the train design comes from the highly successful French trains – the TGV (Train a grande vitesse).

Le Shuttle is the part of the service for cars, caravans and coaches – the bob-like carriages transport the vehicles with their occupants remaining within the vicinity of their vehicles during the journey, currently from Folkestone to Calais.  The competition for the ferries is that this service is virtually weather-proof and only takes 35 minutes from platform to platform.  The safety systems against one of the greatest fears of all – fire – are where the greatest application of technology has occurred.  The fire breaks, detection systems procedures for dealing with an outbreak are way in excess of anything previously related to a train.  The freight service for taking lorries and containers through the tunnel on different trains to the above services.

The tunnel

At the outset of the project, the technology involved and the sheer scale of the tunnel digging meant that it would not be possible for it to be undertaken by one company.  A consortium of ten companies (five French and five British) was formed and had to coordinate the digging of three tunnels (one each way and one service tunnel) as well as the 1200 suppliers and 15000 workers.  Once this had been achieved, the tracks (over 130 miles in total) were laid, and the control system for the running of the trains installed.  From an engineering point of view, the sheer scale of the project and the fact that it has been achieved at all shows the project to be an immense success.

The project appears to have achieved what it set out to achieve – there is now a fixed transport link between the UK and the rest of Europe, one it is hoped will encourage the kind of union that many feel is needed if Europe is to continue its economic growth.

Case Discussion

1. Identify the major components of the Channel Tunnel project.

2. Identify the inputs, outputs, constraints and mechanisms.  Are there any cultural constraints that may affect the progress of the project?

3. Distinguish between the project management and the line management functions which have been described here.

4. Describe the complexity of the project.

5. Discuss the issues that would make you believe that the project has been a success or failure.

Summary Points
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Project management is about the management of a process of change and differs from the normal requirements of the line manager’s role.
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A project is any non-repetitive activity which can be modeled through analyzing the inputs, constraints, outputs and mechanisms (ICOMs).
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The environment in which all organizations are operating is characterized by the four Cs – competitiveness, complexity, completeness, customer focus.
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Complexity may be defined in terms of the organizational, resource and technical complexity.
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Project may be further categorized according to their nature – strategic, systems or procedural.
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The phases of a project may be defined according to Design it, Do it, Develop it.
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