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Executive Summary 

 

• A c.3km tunnel scheme is approved for questionable economic benefits and local 

benefits of reduced noise and visual disturbance to Stonehenge from the A303 road. 

 

• There remain compelling reasons of landscape, archaeology, cost and climate 

emissions to reject or pause the approved tunnel scheme. 

 

• Substantial harm to archaeology results from 10ha of earthworks. Archaeologists 

are continually learning about the site. The tunnel is opposed by UNESCO, the UK is 

setting a terrible example on world heritage to other countries. 

 

• Millions of people enjoy a free view of Stonehenge as they pass on the A303 each 

year. Many wish to slow down; ‘coasting’ this landscape should be the norm. 

 

• A low-speed pilot for the use of the A303 could be easily and quickly introduced, 

and assessed for its anticipated benefits in reducing noise and disturbance. 

 

• A local road charging provision could also help to manage congestion and generate 

funds for walking, cycling and public transport, improving the connection of the 

Stonehenge site with local businesses in Amesbury and Salisbury. 

 

• Local traffic impacts should be monitored and addressed locally at much lower cost 

and with less risk of the unintended consequences of ‘induced traffic’. 

 

• The alternative offers a more inclusive solution which retains and enhances free 

public access and enjoyment of the monument on foot, by bicycle and local bus. 

 

• Public savings (£2.5bn) can be achieved and used for greener outcomes. 

 

• Huge emissions savings can be made (2m tonnes CO2 over 60 years). 

 

• Valuable time can be won to protect the archaeology of Stonehenge, to further 

assess long-term changes to traffic patterns as a result of climate action policies, the 

changes to work travel patterns after the pandemic and the likely impacts of a shift 

to road charging. 
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Background  

The UK government plans to build 13km of extended dual carriageway, including a c.3km tunnel 

partly beneath the World Heritage Site of Stonehenge (Figure 1), at an estimated cost of £1.7bn - 

£2bn although costs may yet rise. The National Audit Office has questioned its value for money and 

estimated future maintenance costs over 60 years of £500 millioni. 

Historic England and the National Trust support diverting the A303 road underground to enhance 

the site and locally there is some support to address traffic ‘rat-runs’. Stonehenge Alliance, a 

consortium of Archaeologists, CPRE, Druids and many others oppose the plans. The tunnel option 

was objected to by UNESCO and rejected by a panel of 5 Independent Inspectors after a six-month 

inquiryii, due to the ‘substantial harm’ to heritage interests and ‘considerable harm’ to landscape 

character and amenity; the panel acknowledged ‘appreciable’ transport and community benefits and 

‘moderate’ economic benefits for the SW region. A Development Consent Order was nonetheless 

approved by the Secretary of State for Transport on 12 November 2020. Save Stonehenge World 

Heritage Site (SSWHS) made a legal challenge to the project and a judicial review was held in June 

2021. 

Archaeological excavations along the proposed route are scheduled to begin late 2021 and to take 

18 months involving up to 150 archaeologists. Construction work is due to start in 2023 with 

completion by 2026.  The idea of a tunnel has been advanced since the 1990s, was dropped in 2007, 

then later resurrected. The old A344 road, which ran even closer to the monument, was closed in 

2013 and has been landscaped; this greatly enhanced the setting of Stonehenge. A longer more 

costly tunnel option has been ruled out, as has an alternative longer surface road option for the 

A303; the latter would cost much less, £500M, but not enable the removal of the existing road. 

 

Figure 1. Government approved tunnel scheme. Source: Highways England 
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Costs and benefits 

Congestion at the site peaks with ‘hour-long’ queues of traffic heading south-west on summer 

weekends. The A303 is approximately 200m south of the stones and traffic noise, when ambient 

levels are low, can carry across Stonehenge and the surrounding World Heritage Site landscape; 

noise is little evident close to the Stones when busy with people and activity. The approved scheme 

adds a new flyover at the east end, Countess Junction; a wide interchange at its west end, 

Longbarrow Junction; and a by- pass north of Winterbourne Stoke. It is forecast to reduce noise (Fig 

2. - green areas) around the central Stonehenge monument but will increase noise levels elsewhere 

(Fig 2 - blue areas) and net noise overall. 

 

Figure 2. Projected noise map. Source: Highways England Environmental Statement . 

Modelled local traffic effects are predicted to be favourable. The tunnel scheme may initially reduce 

some congestion, but at great expense and overall will increase traffic and noise. One estimate is 

that it will add 1.95 million tonnes of CO2 over 60 yearsiii, one of the UK’s most damaging road 

proposals; the tunnel is contrary to policies for decarbonisation and reducing emissions to meet 

Climate Obligations and is at odds with the Climate Change Committee ambition to reduce traffic 

levels overall. The 12 November 2020 decision is ‘behind the climate curve’; it gave most weight to a 

2014 National Policy Statement for National Networks, which predates Parliament’s declared 

Climate Emergency. Emissions and climate change in the recent decision were not a primary 

consideration, but merely a ‘material factor’. COP26 Climate Conference is a time to reassess 

decades of road expansion and a climate unfriendly road building ‘mindset’, institutionalised by 

Treasury bias towards roads and the use of widely discredited cost-benefit models such as WebTag.  
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An Alternative Proposal – A Low Speed Pilot; Low Cost, Low Impact and Low Carbon 

A road toll was proposed by at least one objector to the Examination Panel. Speed reduction, with or 

without road pricing, as a potential alternative, does not appear to have been seriously explored as 

an option by Highways England; possibly because the A303 is a strategic corridoriv. A pilot run could 

and should be tried for the following reasons: 

1. Reduced speed limits, can be easily piloted, impacts evaluated, adjusted and re-trialled.  It is 

a completely low-risk and low-cost option to reduce noise pollution. 

 

2. Speeds will in any event be lowered during tunnel construction and ‘rubber necking’ 

observed by Highways England, shows existing drivers wish to slow down as they pass the 

monument and enjoy the view. 

 

3. Reduced speeds, road charging and sustainable travel investment can deliver local place 

enhancement, be sensitive to the landscape and heritage while leaving the existing road and 

archaeology in place. 

4. Road charging can also be tested at relatively low-cost and aligns with the modal shift 

needed to address the Climate Emergency. It is the better low carbon choice. 

5. Road charging can generate income for local sustainable travel and these links will be better 

for local tourism and businesses; this is slow travel or ‘green tourism’.  

6. Road charging technology is proven with ANPR, even on strategic roads (e.g. M25 Dartford 

crossing) and had significant success and support in London and Durham - with reduced 

congestion, air pollution and emissions, enhancing the World Heritage Site of Durham City. 

7. Public support – The public mood has changed since 1.8 million signed a petition in 2005 

opposing road charging. This has been shown recently by majority support in the UK Citizens 

Assembly on Climate and a 2018 survey for the Institute of Civil Engineersv.  

8. Road charging aligns with the accepted ‘polluter pays’ principle. 

The A303 alignment is a legacy of history, but any archaeological damage is already done and, in a 

sense, it has become part of Stonehenge’s story. People enjoy viewing the monument as they drive 

past; this will be lost with a tunnel, a modest harm acknowledged by the planning examination panel 

and Secretary of State. Surface driving is also more pleasant than a drive through a tunnel and some 

local traffic may avoid it using back roads for this very reason. The £955 million, cultural and heritage 

‘public benefits’ assigned by Highways England to justify the cost of the tunnel scheme, is highly 

questionable, given the fact that the panel in fact found ‘substantial harm’ to heritage and landscape 

interests. Much free or low-cost public enjoyment of heritage will be lost.  

This alternative ‘works with what is there’ and accepts, at least for the foreseeable future, the 

physical presence of the A303 road. It gives time and opportunity to learn more about the 

extraordinary heritage of the area; in the last year alone, we have learned about Stonehenge 

bluestones being reassembled from Wales and about massive pits surrounding the Durrington Walls 

monument. It also buys time for national climate action policy to impact on overall traffic levels, to 

invest in rail and to reduce freight traffic on roads. It allows for further steps if better solutions are 

found which may even enable future occasional closure of the road (ideal for solstice and equinox 

days). It does not have to be seen as an end state solution.  
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The key design objective of the alternative is to enhance the walked landscape experience of 

Stonehenge, partly by reducing the impact of traffic on the A303 road but also by a programme of 

actions that connect it even better with its surroundings. Speed limits evidentially reduce traffic 

noisevi and should be trialled immediately.  Four strategic elements (see Figure 3) are: 

1. Reduced speed limits.  Lower speed to 30mph, or even 20mph, for the short central section 

(approx. 2.5km) to respect the immediate setting of the Stonehenge monument; adding 2-3 

minutes compared with a journey at 60mph.  Reduced speed on approaches of 30 - 40mph. 

(The tunnel construction phase of two to three years will reduce speeds to 30-50mph). This 

calms the road, limits acceleration, reduces tire and air noise disturbance and makes the 

A303 easier to cross by walkers and cyclists. The ‘drive by’ experience for those enjoying the 

Stones is improved, safer and more relaxed. Average speed cameras can enforce speed 

limits with penalties for non-compliance. 

 

2. Road pricing - A modest variable charge per vehicle e.g. £1 - 5, for the use of the road along 

a 5.4 km section of the A303 between A360 and A345 junctions. Early modelling may 

indicate how this will reduce overall traffic levels as users become more discriminating in 

their use of the road, some longer journeys divert to the M4 -M5 route and as rail and local 

sustainable travel options are improved. In Durham a small charge of £2 reduced traffic by 

85%vii . On the A303, the volumes could generate up to £25,000 a day allowing net revenue 

to be reinvested. The charge would be varied; higher for more polluting larger and noisier 

vehicles such as diesel lorries, lower for quieter and cleaner vehicles such as electric cars. 

 

A pilot should include other local traffic management measures, already needed, to address 

diverting traffic e.g. via the Packway, Larkhillviii and Shrewton village. Measures could involve 

weight and speed restrictions, changes to traffic flow or street design to calm driving. 

 

3. Resurface and redesign - an ultra-quiet surface e.g. Double‐layered porous asphalt; a 

possible median to prevent overtaking; additional low-key crossing points. These more 

permanent measures would be implemented after the low-speed pilot and validation of 

road charging option (1 and 2) and funded from charging revenue.  

 

4. Green Travel funds – all net revenue from road pricing directed into local sustainable travel 

measures to further reduce road traffic on the A303 and provide wider tourist economy and 

social benefits such as;    

 

• A free or low cost frequent (15 min interval) local shuttle bus between Salisbury, 

Amesbury and Shrewton to link the local villages and Stonehenge Visitors Centre and a 

possible drop off / pick-up point at Stonehenge Bottom. Open top bus ride option, with 

Stonehenge view, in summer. Future option to extend bus route to proposed railway 

station near Devizes. 

• A ‘Stonehenge to Salisbury cycleway’ along River Avon corridor, crossing the A303 at 

Stonehenge Bottom to link the Visitors Centre with Amesbury and Salisbury. 

• Provide an expanded network of pathways, greenways and pedestrian crossings linking 

the surrounding villages with the Stonehenge landscape. 
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Figure 3.   Map of Transport Interventions. 

 

 

Stonehenge from the east. Proposed 20-30mph central section. Cycleway and footpaths around the 

monument. Crossing of A303 at Stonehenge Bottom and Shuttle Bus option to drop off/ pick up 
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The cost to the public purse 

A pilot study of lower speeds would be very good value. The costs to set up and run road charging 

would be greater, plus it would require modelling and assessment by the local highway authority, 

but compares favourably against the huge costs of the tunnel scheme. Funds generated by road 

charging may potentially mean no net cost to the public purse, against a projected £2.5billion for the 

tunnel.  

Social benefits – keeping Stonehenge public, for the nation. 

The tunnel scheme would marginalise people on lower incomes and bring greatest financial benefit 

to Historic England; with the only convenient way of viewing the Stones to be charged at the current 

rate of £19 per adult visit, or £50 for a family. This is socially exclusive and removes cheaper and free 

options to see the Stones for the less well off, unless able to walk a considerable distance.  

The proposed alternative would spread the social and economic benefits of Stonehenge Tourism, 

with better sustainable transport links to Amesbury, Shrewton and Salisbury. If the Stonehenge 

visitor centre charged per car, rather than per individual entry, this would encourage car sharing. 

Visitors and tourists may stay longer and make multiple visits by bus, on foot or cycle, and explore 

local museums and other archaeological riches such as Durrington Walls and Woodhenge. This 

boosts the walking experience of Stonehenge, brings connection and a ‘green tourist’ boost to the 

economies of Amesbury and Salisbury, more than short ‘tick-box’ high-priced visits by car. 

 

Picture – Amesbury History Centre. Under Construction. March 2021. 

Investing in sustainable travel also enhances choice, brings health benefits and is a better use of 

public funds.  The Department of Transport has shown that investing in walking and cycling delivers 

benefits of £5-£6 for every £1 spent; two local schemes in Oxford and Cambridge showed returns of 

£35 and £16 for each £1 spent. By contrast the 2019 National Audit Office report on Stonehenge 

rightly questioned the tunnel project’s value for money. Even accepting highly challengeable £955M 

‘heritage benefits’; each £1 spent on the tunnel would deliver only £1.15 in benefits, below the 

threshold for most road schemes.  
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Economic Cost-Benefit 

A reduction of speed would reduce intrusion and noise. Lowering speeds from current 70 mph to 30 

(or even less) may add an economic cost of two to three minutes for travel between Amesbury and 

the A303 / A360 junction, but Stonehenge is an ‘at risk’ World Heritage Site and its situation is 

unique. It surely merits a customised solution. Road charging, with national policy and local 

sustainable transport investment, has to reduce traffic in the long-term helping the A303 to be 

relatively free-flowing. 

The traffic benefits of the tunnel were costed by Highways England at only £252Mix, a poor non-

viable return for a £2bn investment.  

There are still 5 unfunded schemes and 30 miles of single lane road to widen, environmentally 

damaging and costly, before a fully dualled A303 to the South West is achieved. This was the basis of 

estimates in a 2013 report for the SW LEP of 21,400 new jobs; £117,000 for each job. The £2.5bn 

cost could be better spent on alternatives that reduce emissions, promote more employment and 

sustainable development; 

• Direct investment in the green economy of the South West. 

• Funds for education and training. 

• Funds for affordable housing.  

• Enhanced bus and rail transport links locally and regionally for the South West. 

 

Induced Demand and the Traffic Diversion Question 

Roads and by-passes have often been promoted on unrealised promises of traffic diversion. 

‘Induced demand’, the additional traffic generated by road building, is widely understood by 

transport researchersx, often ignored in traffic models, but accepted by the UK government 

since the report of its own Standing Advisory Committee on Trunk Road Assessment in 

1994, and again in a 2018 reviewxi.   

Highways England Traffic modelling says the tunnel will bring immediate reductions on the 

Packway and in Shrewton, but induced demand in the long term isn’t easily predicted. A 

CPRE report ‘The End of the Road’ in 2017 evidenced accelerated traffic increases and the 

lack of economic benefits in road building.xii Here are two, of potentially many, cautionary 

cases of the ‘unintended consequences’ of new road building. 

1. In my home town of Hertford, a dual carriageway ‘Southern Relief Road’ for the 

A414 was cut through its built fabric in the late 1960s to divert congestion from the 

town centre; it caused great damage including the loss of heritage, severed the town 

centre and is widely regarded as the most damaging built environment intervention 

in the town’s history. It suffers peak hour congestion, is heavily polluted and has 

been an Air Quality Management Area since 2010. When the M25 is congested it 

becomes an east-west alternative route. Traffic cut through the town centre to avoid 

the ‘relief road’ congestion and until Covid, attempts to end this were resisted, 

partly by the Highways Authority due to concerns that the dual carriageway was 

over-capacity; the town centre was needed to by-pass congestion on the southern 

relief road. 
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2. Newbury was subject of high-profile protests against the A34 bypass through 

Tywford Down, although it had local support as people expected traffic to be 

diverted away from the town. The bypass was part of a longer upgrading of the A34 

road by Highways England. It was opened in 1998. Traffic levels in the town dropped 

initially by 25%, but in a few years had returned to original congestion levels 

negating any local benefits. 

 

Picture.  Road building as the answer to congestion? Los Angeles USA. 

 

Stonehenge is not an urban environment, but the tunnel will certainly ‘induce traffic’. 

Highways England accept this and yet they still forecast big local traffic reductions when 

models aren’t sophisticated enough. Questions remain;   

• What long term ‘induced demand’ occurs on feeder routes, including via Shrewton, 

to the A303, once the ‘Stonehenge bottleneck’ has lost its reputation for delay?  

• How many more car or lorry journeys become possible with the time savings? 

• Isn’t induced traffic with local impacts, the inevitable result of promoting the A303 

as an alternative, and ‘back-up’, to the M4?  

In June 2019, a proposed £1.4bn M4 motorway extension in Wales was abandoned on cost 

and environmental grounds. In June 2021 the Welsh government announced a freeze on 

new roads. In March 2021, the Oxford to Cambridge Expressway was cancelled as not cost 

effective. All roads add to carbon emissions and induce traffic; the government focus must 

now be to prioritise new sustainable transport infrastructure. As we reappraise priorities to 

decarbonise travel, the Stonehenge decision should take a similar direction. 

Immediate government funds for local engagement and action are needed to help villages 

such as Shrewton and Larkhill to address existing problems of lorry routing, speeding etc 

rather than five disruptive years for the highly questionable benefits of the tunnel.  
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Conclusion  

The government’s decision to approve a tunnel for Stonehenge is poor for many reasons, but it’s 

unsound, based on a 2014 National Policy Statement, rather than what must clearly be the first 

priority, addressing the global climate emergency. As the UN Climate Conference COP26 approaches, 

after thirty years of planning policies for sustainable development, it is past time for transport policy 

to match the gains made elsewhere in energy production, waste recycling and building construction.  

In 2020, when a record 100,000 new Electric Vehicles were registered, 260,000 new diesel cars were 

still sold. The UK has a growing legacy of 33 million vehicles with internal combustion engines (ICE); 

transport is now the largest contributor to the UK’s Greenhouse Gas emissions. While we need to 

switch to EVs, their expense, consumer resistance and lack of infrastructure will make the speed of 

transition too slow, so we also need significant modal shift and traffic reduction.  

The UK Climate Assembly called for car use reductions of 2-5% each decadexiii. The Sixth Carbon 

Budget of the CCC calls for ambition on modal shift, modelling scenarios for reduction of car miles of 

up to 16% by 2035 and 34% by 2050xiv. Traffic and HGV reduction and quieter EVs alone will reduce 

the noise impacts of the A303 at Stonehenge. (Note – Highways England’s Noise Study for the tunnel 

scheme assumed continued traffic growth on the A303 up to 2041 in its ‘do nothing’ scenario).  

‘Respect Stonehenge’ prioritises an enhanced walking landscape matched to public demands for 

climate action, conservation and fairness. Lowering speeds has not been seriously assessed and 

carries no risks or significant public cost. If a noise reduction of the order of 10db can be achieved at 

Stonehenge in a pilot scheme, or over a period of time with the added effects of traffic reduction, 

then it will have delivered the anticipated benefits of the tunnel scheme without its cost, disruption, 

emissions, increased traffic and noise along the A303 or substantial heritage and landscape harm.  

Road charging is not a new ideaxv, it logically imposes a price for scarce road space, freeing it up for 

essential journeys and avoiding costly new roads; a car driver takes fifteen times the space of a bus 

passenger and ten times the space of a cyclist. Road pricing was explored in Fuel for Thought, an RAC 

report 2012xvi, which argued that fuel tax is ineffective as it applies regardless of when or where 

people drive. As the UK bans new ICE vehicles by 2030, pricing can substitute for loss of revenue 

from fuel tax, and receipts reinvested in sustainable transport infrastructure.  

Whether the SSWHS legal challenge to the tunnel scheme succeeds or fails, the feasibility of this 

pilot should be explored and is possible if the public and political will is there. It would align with 

wider policy on climate action, modal shift and reduced carbon emissions. It can bring greater 

economic and social benefits, healthier travel options and is a more socially inclusive approach 

connecting the tourism benefits of Stonehenge to nearby towns and villages. Local Councils, 

Councillors and MPs should call on the Government and Highways England to progress the idea 

while there remains the opportunity. 

Stonehenge is owned by the nation and should remain fully in the ‘public domain’, rather than 

excluded from regular sight, almost ‘privatised’ if the only convenient viewing option is a high-priced 

car visit. Two hundred thousand people have signed petitions to oppose the tunnel. Stonehenge 

symbolises a deeper connection and understanding of humanity’s place within nature and 

landscape. A transport solution which respects that, can symbolically turn away from road building 

to low carbon solutions that protect its quality of place, its heritage and humanity’s future on earth. 

Tim Hagyard. MRTPI. 

Town Planner, Urban Designer, Environmental Campaigner. 
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Figure 3. Map of the Approved Stonehenge Tunnel, Cuttings and Interchanges; Extent of World 

Heritage Site and Archaeological Interest. Source Amesbury Museum Trust courtesy Stonehenge 

Alliance 
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