
The aftermath of the Second World War could have brushed aside for
years the greatest engineering project of the century: a railway tunnel

under the Channel. In 1875 two companies had been granted a concession
in France and special powers in England for this purpose. After a failed
attempt in 1883 both had slowly lost influence. The London office had been
bombed during the blitz. Air and road transport were in competition with
rail. The Channel tunnel was the Sleeping Beauty of its main shareholders,
the State-owned French Railways and the Southern Railway Company in
Britain, both of which had other priorities. As early as December 1945 a
question was asked of the Minister of Transport, with little success.1 Lobby
groups in both parliaments were divided. Notwithstanding, interest
remained high. The lack of a Channel tunnel had been cruelly felt during the
retreat from Dunkirk and the project could prove useful for the economy and
strategy of the emerging Western Europe.

This article focuses on the post-war period up to 1975, which covers the
design, promotion and first failure of the twin bored tunnel for car shuttles and
through trains. A substantial part of today’s Channel tunnel engineering,
management and finance originated during these two decades. Colonial crisis,
European construction freezes and oil embargoes were reflected in the stops
and goes of this great transport infrastructure project. The scope of the article
is limited to corporate history, with the necessary insights into government
relations. Several books on the Channel fixed links discuss the geological and
technical arguments for the competing schemes. A full history of the various
Channel projects still has to be written from the numerous consultants’ reports
produced in the last seventy years. This article will reassess the role of the
Channel Tunnel Study Group in the light of new material.2

Official contacts between both Channel tunnel companies were resumed
in January 1947, and parliamentary groups were formed soon afterwards.
Railway nationalisation encouraged closer co-operation between the British
Railways Board and the SNCF. The British Transport Commission (BTC) at
that time owned 26·3 per cent of the capital of the Channel Tunnel Com-
pany Ltd, and customarily nominated a director on its board. The new chair-
man, Leo F. A. d’Erlanger, was a francophile Catholic and europhile Tory.3
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As a private banker in the City he also commanded the necessary influence
to find investors. The cost of the project was estimated at £40 million by the
promoters, between £50 million and £60 million by the Railway Gazette. A
motion was put at Westminster in March 1949.

Supporters of a road tunnel argued that the Channel tunnel companies had
not changed their design since the 1930s. The French promoter André
Basdevant4 and his British ally in Westminster, Ernst Thurtle, defended a
large-diameter project considered to be unrealistic. It was nevertheless
strongly backed by the Union routière de France and its president, Georges
Gallienne, and even scrutinised by Supreme Headquarters, Allied Powers in
Europe (SHAPE).5 The debate lasted a few months, but powerful arguments,
like the cost of a large-diameter tunnel or ventilation problems, gave the
advantage to rail. Aware of this crucial issue, both engineers-in-chief of the
State railways had suggested a few modifications to the existing plans, but
nothing like a drive-through tunnel. Mainly because of ventilation problems,
a tunnel could not offer a satisfactory solution for motor traffic. The first roll-
on–roll-off car ferry did this in 1952.6 It was something of a revolution on
the Channel crossing.

It is no coincidence that the tunnel was frequently debated in the early
1950s. The French Président du Conseil, René Mayer, a railway man related
to the Rothschilds, used his position and the conference on transport co-ordi-
nation of March 1953 to advocate the cause. Other supporters on the French
side were the Minister of Transport, Jacques Chaban-Delmas,7 the SNCF
chairman Louis Armand8 and Joseph Laniel, a political figure of the Fourth
Republic related to the Fougerolle public works entrepreneurs.9 Paul Leroy-
Beaulieu was then an economic adviser at the French embassy in London. He
was a director of the French Channel tunnel company and the great-grandson
of its first president, Michel Chevalier. The ambassador, René Massigli,
welcomed the idea: the fiftieth anniversary of the Entente Cordiale was an
excellent time for a revival. Louis Armand lobbied Hugh Molson10 when he
attended the conference of European Ministers of Transport in Paris in Octo-
ber 1954. Although a convinced aeroplane man, Molson promoted the idea
in London, but the Minister of Transport, Lennox-Boyd, was openly hostile.
The BTC thought the tunnel would be profitable for neither passengers nor
goods.11 Last, but not least, part of the Conservative government stuck to the
‘old strategic objections’ that London had advanced since the early 1880s. It
was a complete surprise when the Minister of Defence, Harold Macmillan,
removed them all during question time in the Commons on 16 February
1955. With this brilliant coup against seventy years of procrastination a major
political risk was removed. Promoters seized the opportunity to activate the
search for financial and industrial partners.

A new deal, 1957

Many personalities involved at that time could claim to have introduced the
bride. Leo d’Erlanger met Paul Leroy-Beaulieu frequently in 1955 and 1956.
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The latter had good contacts with the Suez Canal Company, whose main
shareholder since 1875 was the British government. No company was better
structured for an Anglo-French venture, and its chairman, Jacques Georges-
Picot, became deeply involved. When the Nasser government nationalised its
main asset the Suez company began to negotiate compensation. Extensive
internal debates occurred over the financial and industrial strategies of the
Suez company. A committed defender of the Common Market, Jacques
Georges-Picot hoped that the tunnel would be built and operated by the first
private company under European law, a fashionable idea which did not
become reality. He wanted the new Compagnie financière de Suez to have
the best of it.

American investors appeared at the end of 1956, though officially they
stepped in in July 1957, embodied by the lawyer Franck P. Davidson and the
arbitration director of the New York stock exchange, Cyril Means. Acting on
behalf of an obscure firm, Technical Studies Inc., they knocked on the door
of Suez head office. The founding fathers of Technical Studies were two
directors of the leading US merchant banks, Dillon Read and J. P. Morgan.
The story goes that Franck Davidson’s wife and her sister had felt queasy
crossing the Channel. As a result their wealthy husbands decided to reacti-
vate the Channel tunnel project.12 They had appointed the consultants Brian
Colquhoun & Partners in London to assess its feasibility and the consultant
was in favour.

On 26 July 1957 the Channel Tunnel Study Group was formed as a joint
venture between the two tunnel companies, Financière de Suez and Technical
Studies. Its aim was to undertake all necessary technical investigations and
economic research and to find investors for the project. The shareholders
ranged from the two national railways up to the Banque Rothschild, from the
beginning a major player in the project. The former ambassadors Sir Ivone
Kirkpatrick and René Massigli were elected co-chairmen. For the first time
the tunnel project had a single promoter, if divided into two national groups,
and was not restricted to Anglo-French interests, though its US shareholder
kept a low profile to avoid discrimination.

The Study Group had no legal personality, no assets or liabilities, not even
a registered auditor. Its members brought £225,000 to the venture and were
bound to share income and charges. The Suez company provided 25 per cent
of the funds and three directors. Technical Studies brought 10 per cent and
increased its stake to 25 per cent the following year. The national railway
companies shared the rest. New York bankers and engineering firms showed
increasing interest in the tunnel scheme. An executive of Bechtel Corpora-
tion and vice-chairmen of Dillon Read and J. P. Morgan13 were members of
the executive committee. They appointed the engineers Harold Harding
(later Sir Harold) and René Malcor14 to carry out the studies. A lawyer from
the Suez company and former adviser to the European Coal and Steel Com-
munity supervised law and organisation. They were all famous personalities.
The Study Group kept in touch with the European authorities, as it did with
transport administrations from Germany, Belgium, Holland and Denmark,
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lobbying actively to suggest road improvements and gathering macro-eco-
nomic data on road traffic. Deeply conscious of the past misunderstandings,
this pioneer European corporation proved its willingness to work in close co-
operation with the governments in order to avoid delays and suspicions.
Jacques Georges-Picot explained the roles once and for all: ‘Technical
Studies has an important role to play in the United States to propagate the
idea of a Channel tunnel; but propaganda in England must be done by the
British group, and in France by the French group.’

The highest expectations, 1957–63

‘All seems to be going very well indeed,’ said Cyril Means jubilantly when the
Sangatte shaft was reopened in summer 1958. But the railways were cautious.
In March 1957 M. A. Cameron published a confidential report for the BTC
which dealt with a rail tunnel in which road vehicles would be accommo-
dated on open flat wagons, like those used by the Swiss railways. Such a
tunnel would expose the existing train ferries to road competition. The
SNCF estimated the cost of the main tunnels at £72 billion, terminals and
equipment not included. It should divert £7 million of receipts from the
ships, and generate about another £5 million turnover. The total estimate of
gross receipts was £12·5 million. The project should yield 5 per cent per
annum on capital cost. The total yearly costs would then reach the vast sum
of £10·9 million for amortisation and interest, whereas train operating would
cost about £750,000 and maintenance £300,000. The tunnel was not seen as
‘an attractive investment’ by the BTC, which earned revenue from shipping
services. In addition to the financial aspect, railwaymen were very aware of
the intricate problem of electricity supply: 660 V d.c. through a conductor
rail on the Southern Region of British Rail, 25 kV a.c. (50 Hz) from over-
head wires on the SNCF network. British Railways Board representatives
estimated that upgrading the Dover to London line to Continental standards
would cost £80 million to £100 million. The rail link problem was born, but
not solved.

The report underlined that the project enjoyed ‘considerable support’ in
both countries and favoured an international authority to manage it. It would
be ‘a positive indication of the unity of Britain with the continent’. The
British Ministry of Transport said informally that it would be satisfied if the
United Kingdom was represented in any project by the Channel Tunnel Com-
pany Ltd. The question of compensation to maritime services was ‘largely a
political one’. The report was informally transmitted to the SNCF, which
relayed it to the French Study Group.

The promoters wanted to start from scratch. A deadline for the cost esti-
mates was set at 1 May 1959. Shortly afterwards, a seismic soundings pro-
gramme over two years was voted 300 million francs, using new technology
in order to confirm the feasibility of a tunnel in the Lower Cenomanian chalk,
and make data available to the engineers and geologists. Three economic
consultants were selected, against the advice of Louis Armand, who favoured
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a more flexible organisation: the Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) in Lon-
don, the Société d’études techniques et économiques (SETEC) in Paris and de
Leuw Cather & Co., of Chicago, a firm considerably experienced in transport
surveys, recommended by the Société de construction des Batignolles. The US
economist W. P. Hedden co-ordinated the studies. He had worked for the
Port of New York Authority and developed studies in the field of bridges,
tunnels, bus termini and airports like La Guardia and Newark. Last, but not
least, he had advocated the ‘ability of large new projects to support themselves
from earnings’, an accurate definition of what would later be called ‘project
financing’. The British government made all data available to the Group, but
refused to nominate any official expert in order to retain its neutrality. ‘You
can imagine that the financial plans were just as complicated as the geology,’
remembered the lawyer Alfred Davidson, brother of Franck. ‘We got whole
books on the telex: if you do this, what will happen, if you do that …’

To lend reality to Louis Armand’s fears, the three consulting firms had dif-
ferent econometric approaches. It soon appeared that the SETEC and de
Leuw methods were close to each other, whereas the EIU worked on a more
pragmatic basis. An unexpected crisis began with the first results, in January
1959. SETEC had established a diversion traffic theory for passengers, which
plainly assumed the cessation of most ferry lines. The studies gave accurate
results for passenger traffic, and René Malcor judged they ‘would mark a date
in the history of this particular technique’. Nothing of the sort came from the
EIU. In a confidential letter to Technical Studies, René Malcor passed severe
judgement on the EIU’s research methods15 and his counterpart in de Leuw
considered not co-signing the report. They were both conscious, notwith-
standing, that it was most important for a British firm to be involved: ‘The
British firm has been selected more for its political influence than for its
scientific achievements,’ wrote René Malcor. ‘Remember also that the psy-
chological difficulties regarding our project are located on the other side of
the Channel.’ Both knew that, should de Leuw not sign the economic report,
US bankers would not go into the project. As the French and American firms
were ‘eye to eye on this problem’, SETEC would also refuse to sign, with the
same consequences for the French banking community. That would freeze
the venture.

In addition, US bankers insisted on leading any syndicate which might
be formed in the United States, which Lord Harcourt, a member of the super-
visory committee of the Study Group, judged ‘quite unacceptable … This
question of leadership in the American banking world is one which is
constantly cropping up, and which is extremely tiresome,’ he wrote. Lord
Harcourt was convinced that it was wrong to prejudice the free choice
of financial agents. The dispute put at stake the role of Technical Studies in
the Group.

No fewer than five consulting firms – three British, one French and one
American – carried out civil engineering studies.16 There, too, the French
insisted on respecting ‘to the utmost the French–British parity’. The French
geologist first chosen was replaced by an English one, and it was decided to
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translate all documents into English in order to avoid misunderstandings. A
considerable amount of data was collected and several examples of bored and
submersed tunnels, bridges and hybrid configurations were thoroughly scru-
tinised. The choice depended on the construction costs and estimated
receipts of the proposed systems. The ventilation of drive-through tunnels
was still unresolved, hovercraft were unreliable and a bridge proved to be the
most costly in addition to the hazards it would create for the busy local nav-
igation. By the end of 1959 the Study Group had declared its preference for
a 21 ft diameter twin rail tunnel with a service gallery. Faults had been
located in the Cenomanian chalk in Dover when the harbour had been
enlarged to accommodate ferry traffic. They could be dealt with by pumping
cement in, or by freezing the ground before lining.

The plans were surprisingly detailed for such an early stage. The London
to Paris journey by train through the tunnel would take four hours twenty
minutes. The average speed of through trains would be 112 km per hour. Car
shuttles would run at 88 km per hour between Sangatte and Folkestone,
freight trains at 64 km per hour. Loading the shuttles would take twelve min-
utes, unloading nine minutes, thanks to a closed loop.17 A cost estimate by
promoters, probably from 1959, gives a sum of £104 million,18 including pro-
vision of 20 per cent for contingencies. The new British Rail terminal could
be located in Guildford, because of the good connections with London, the
Midlands and the north. It was acknowledged that the existing line would
not handle the traffic, and that the cost of a new and separate line would be
high, but the question was left open.

The governments did not want to confirm any choice at that stage. When,
in 1961, the British Minister of Transport, Ernest Marples, was asked what
system he preferred, he bluntly answered, ‘I never bet on a horse without hav-
ing seen its previous victories,’ which made it hard for the Channel tunnel.
Several lobbies put their case forward. The first criticism of the twin-bore
tunnel with a railway shuttle service came from André Basdevant. This oppo-
nent of the Study Group described extensively the dangers passengers would
face hurtling through the tube at 100 km per hour sitting in motor cars with
full petrol tanks. He added that all the benefits of the system would go to the
railway companies. Seamen began to lobby against fixed-link projects. In
December 1961 the United Kingdom Seafarers’ Organisation published a
brochure and held a meeting comparing the various cross-Channel modes.

Could ships offer higher capacity? The Study Group forecast 675,000 vehi-
cles for 1965 and 1,127,000 for 1980 (buses included). Peaks would be 638
vehicles per hour in 1965, 1,065 in 1980, with a theoretical maximum capac-
ity of 1,800 vehicles per hour. Shuttle services would carry respectively 3·2
million and 4·8 million passengers, freight trains 1·2 million and 1·6 million
tons. No one believed there would be a significant diversion of freight.
Accompanied vehicles were said to represent the most dynamic and profitable
traffic, and Roger Hutter, the SNCF man, insisted on introducing double-
deck shuttles as soon as possible. The most modern ferries then carried 160
cars and achieved six trips a day. Because of their competition, Roger Hutter
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also recommended low fares in the first months of working. Flexible tariffs
depending on transit time were abandoned for political reasons. The Study
Group reviewed many marketing issues in detail but revenue expectations
were not always realistic. At the eightieth annual general meeting of the Chan-
nel Tunnel Company in 1961 the chairman, Leo d’Erlanger, predicted that
freight rates would be cut by 50 per cent from the day the tunnel was opened,
and that the tunnel ‘would require only a small amount for upkeep’, whereas
more expensive ships would incur higher costs.

Traffic and tariff calculations gave no accurate indication of the financial
profitability of the project. A meeting of the European Ministers of Trans-
port in 1958 wisely agreed that interest rates ‘could vary a great deal’ up to
the beginning of the work. In March 1960 the rail experts estimated operat-
ing costs at 5·7 million francs, including debt service at 5 per cent. Gross
receipts would be 5·1 million. The project would be profitable in 1980, with
6·65 million operating costs and 7·9 million gross receipts. As both govern-
ments refused direct financial participation in the project,19 the promoters
prepared to raise £130 million on the financial markets, the official estimate
for the whole venture including terminals.20 Shareholders would contribute
20 per cent and assume the full risk. Bond holders would be guaranteed by
the governments, but no details were given.

A governmental bilateral working group was formed in 1961 to assess the
different cross-Channel modes. A year after, the estimate of the debt interest
jumped to 6·5 per cent, following a rise in the money markets. Tunnel pro-
moters and bankers were aware of the high financial risks that such works
carried, owing to their lengthy completion time, and they awaited the official
report impatiently. Engineers of the Study Group and Jacques de Voguë, Gen-
eral Secretary of the Suez company, several times visited the promoters of the
tunnel under Mont Blanc, whose cost at 140 million francs was comparable
to the Channel tunnel’s estimated cost. Everybody knew that the initial bud-
get for the Mont Blanc tunnel had been 50 million francs. The governments
had subsidised 40 million and the company holding the concession had bor-
rowed 100 million. Ventilation, materials and explosives represented 80 per
cent of the overrun. Extrapolating the Channel tunnel costs from the Alpine
venture was thoroughly frightening. No reasonable solution had been found
to the problem of containing the cost of the Mont Blanc tunnel. A last-minute
agreement had allowed the two concessionary companies and a co-ordinating
committee to hand over to the operators. It was not a good omen.

A good concept seeks its management, 1963–69

From 1957 to 1965 the promoters alone financed the venture. They admit-
ted it would remain in their hands after completion. The Erlanger family still
owned slightly less than 4 per cent of the Channel Tunnel Company, whose
issued capital was worth £122,000. The Channel Tunnel Company had
invested £30,250 in the Study Group, the British Railways Board £30,000
and the Erlanger family £6,000. The bankers of the group21 had paid £2,000
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each. At the end of 1963 the French group put some money into public rela-
tions, an activity which had so far been neglected. An article appeared in the
news magazine Paris-Match, with drawings of the terminal. The SNCF pro-
duced a model of the project, which had a great success at the Galeries
Lafayette department store and Palais de la Découverte hall. An eight-minute
news film was made by Pathé-Actualités.22 Léo d’Erlanger judged this action
‘disproportionate both to what would seem to be required in France’ and to
the English group action. Still, he asked for an English soundtrack of the
Pathé film. ‘Presumably, the additional cost would be negligible.’

The only potential competitor after the late Basdevant project was a bridge
design defended by the former Minister Jules Moch.23 It cost twice the tunnel
price, had little financial backing and suffered from the news of a ship collid-
ing with a bridge in Venezuela. The French administrations remained sym-
pathetic to the Study Group: ‘The atmosphere in official circles here is as good
as can be,’ wrote Jacques de Voguë in March 1963. There was no political will
at governmental level and it was an accepted rule that nothing should be done
to shock British opinion. Officials of the French Treasury declared in private
that the tunnel was in conflict with higher-priority projects and with French
policy relating to dollar balances. Three Ministers of Transport had been in
post since the soundings had begun, not all of them urging the matter. In
Britain the opposition had to be consulted, and the Minister of Transport,
Ernest Marples, invited people to write to his Ministry on the subject.

General de Gaulle was regarded as a supporter of the idea, but members of
the Study Group admit he never committed himself to a firm decision on it.
His first veto on British entry to the European Community had little influence
on the venture, since the White Paper24 concluding the binational working
group study favoured a twin-bore shuttle tunnel. This conclusion was rein-
forced by a joint statement of the Ministries of Transport, early in 1964,
describing a rail-only tunnel as ‘technically possible’ and ‘a sound investment’.
It hit a peak in British opinion. Each government subscribed £1·25 million for
soundings to be taken, starting in the summer. This was highly significant to
the promoters, who had spent roughly £1 million since 1958. But it gave them
no assurance of being chosen later. Jacques Georges-Picot indicated that the
Study Group was ready to finance additional soundings should the govern-
ment give assurances that it would grant a concession. In Georges-Picot’s
thinking, the Study Group would form a limited company once the conces-
sion was granted and transfer the finished tunnel to an operating company.25

One of the main issues at stake was the financing of an offshore platform,
which the Study Group had refused to endorse. It would cost £50,000. The
adviser in charge of the Channel tunnel question at the Ministry of Trans-
port was ‘extremely perturbed’ about this requirement. ‘With Ministers of
the British government in their present mood, this might well lead to a wholly
adverse view being taken of the project, and possibly lead to its cancellation,’
he said. In private conversation a French official deeply regretted the
promoters’ attitude, and asked for more initiative from the Study Group in
order to justify a governmental decision to grant it a concession: a typical
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chicken-and-egg problem. This political uncertainty led to overreaction on
the promoters’ side. In November 1964 the executive committee observed
that the new British government had not changed its mind on the subject, and
in addition to the British being lukewarm the French representative of the
Ministère des transports, M. Lacarrière, also seemed to be more reticent.
They explained the fact by the British reserve about Concorde. Later on, the
French Minister of Public Works made an encouraging speech in the
National Assembly.

Technical and managerial difficulties culminated with the 1964 seismic
survey. Oil companies were far more attractive customers for the seismic
companies and required high capacities at that time. The Study Group
blamed the contractors for their lack of organisation and the incompetence
of the ship’s crew. The Spanish sailors and the British geological team did not
always get on well. Relations between the contractors and the supervisory
board were tense. Partners and managers of the consulting firms often had to
intervene directly. Their engineers admitted that they were trying brand-new
methods and equipment, and had to proceed by successive experimentation.
An American director of the Study Group complained about the poor results
obtained. Lastly, the Franco-British character of the programme made it dif-
ficult to manage: part of the rising cost came from duplication of some
activities. French adversaries of private financing seized the opportunity to
declare that the whole thing should be managed by the roads and bridges
administration.

During a storm in the cold winter of 1964–65 two boats loaded with geo-
physical instruments sank in Calais harbour. All in all, the survey lasted
twenty-two months instead of fifteen. The first three soundings had cost
£130,000 instead of the £30,000 forecast. The cost of hiring the ships mul-
tiplied threefold between 1959 and 1964. The engineers’ fees jumped from
£120,000 to £243,000, and the soundings themselves cost £28,000 extra.
The final geophysical results were excellent. They confirmed the various
qualities of the Cenomanian chalk. Surprisingly, the total cost of around £2·2
million was within the generous budget fixed by the governments.

The most difficult phase for the Study Group still lay ahead. In order to
obtain a concession, René Malcor insisted, continuity was necessary between
seismic campaign, system definition and contract preparation. The know-
how of whole teams would be lost, he said, if there was a gap between these
different stages, and the whole process would be delayed. His arguments
received no endorsement. British experts and civil servants wanted to throw
the concession open to public tender. Conservatives feared that British Rail
would gain too much influence over the project. Treasury civil servants – and
their French counterparts – said that it would be too heavy a burden for the
financial markets. None of them was ready to delegate its operation to inde-
pendent private interests.

In July 1966 Prime Ministers Harold Wilson and Georges Pompidou
announced their governments’ decision to proceed with the tunnel. Georges
Pompidou, a former executive of the Banque Rothschild in Paris, was familiar
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with the project. It was decided that the works would be delegated to a private
firm upon open tender, and operated by a binational public authority, which
would define the commercial policy of the tunnel and guarantee non-
discrimination. The Study Group’s hopes were severely shaken. Ninety per
cent of the financing would be guaranteed by the governments. The railway
companies obtained the guarantee that no separate network would be created.

Bids were invited in February 1967, and three candidates applied in July:
the Study Group, a public works group led by the Banque de Paris et des Pays-
Bas, and an industrial group led by the Banque Louis Dreyfus. For the next
three years the project was on hold. These were troubled years on the inter-
national scene, with the Prague Spring, the troubles of 1968 in France and
other problems. The key problem for the Channel tunnel was again man-
agement. In November 1968 the British Minister of Transport, Richard
Marsh, publicly recognised that the choice of a candidate was extremely
difficult. This sounded like a warning. Soon afterwards, the three contenders
were asked to develop a common proposal. A merger was the only way
to ensure strict balance between British and French interests. It left to the
private sector the technical, geological and political risks; the governments
would help with commercial and financial risks. This was a further blow to
the Study Group and a bitter pill for Technical Studies, which was estimated
to have put £117,075 into the venture between 1957 and 1970. One of the
most dynamic partners was thrown out of the game, and was still claiming
financial compensation in the 1980s. The joint proposal of the new Channel
tunnel group was duly submitted to the governments in July 1970. American
interests were restricted to a 2·76 per cent shareholding by three US
merchant banks.

‘Much ado for nothing’? 1970–75

The twenty-one shareholders of the Channel Tunnel Group were split into
the British Channel Tunnel Company PLC and the Société française du
tunnel sous la Manche SA, which compelled the historic Channel Tunnel
Company Ltd to register as Channel Tunnel Investments Ltd. The Channel
Tunnel Group was officially designated to build and operate the tunnel in
March 1971. Morgan Grenfell26 and the mining company Rio Tinto Zinc
Corporation were expected to play a considerable role in the new group,
which lacked a project management capacity. RTZ Development Enterprises
had selected consulting firms to carry out the new studies. General Philippe
Maurin led the French sub-group. As Jacques Georges-Picot had lost all
interest in the project, he brought in the Compagnie générale d’électricité
(CGE)27 to counterbalance RTZ.

On the political side, Britain and France were both under new governments.
President Georges Pompidou had succeeded Charles de Gaulle in 1969.
Edward Heath’s Conservative Party won the 1970 general election. Both
pushed the tunnel ahead. They were committed Europeans, like their Minis-
ters of Transport, John Peyton, Jean Chamant and his successor, the anglophile
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Pierre Billecocq. British integration into the Community, agreed in October
1971, was a historical event of the greatest importance for the project.

The month before, the two governments and the companies had agreed
on a draft proposal on financing and construction. In 1972 and 1973 experts
from both countries did intensive and innovative work drafting legal docu-
ments. This had not been done since 1872. English law has a jurisprudens,
French law has a Code. The difficulty of forging common texts from two
very different legal systems was one of the challenges of the tunnel. Wit-
nesses remember the tough negotiations and constructive work involving
such subtle notions as public trustees and service public, Etat and govern-
ment. It took hours to choose between the concepts of force majeure and
exceptional risk. ‘Oh, you mean force majeure!’ the head of the British del-
egation finally exclaimed. The operating authority looked like a French
State-owned company, but many conceptions derived from English practice.
When no solution could be found, Swiss law prevailed as a substitute. The
Ministries of Transport, the Foreign Office and the ministère des Affaires
étrangères intervened in the final stage of the drafting. In the last weeks of
the negotiations the British delegation asked for a change in the exit clauses:
in the case of unilateral abandonment by one government, both governments
would be responsible. This meant they would both indemnify the companies.
The French delegation accepted the request, which had become a sine qua
non of continuation.

These negotiations resulted in agreement No.1, signed in October 1972.
The companies would assume fully their share of the risk. The project imple-
mentation was divided into three phases. The results of the new studies were
to be submitted by July 1973. A second agreement and a treaty would then
be signed and a 2 km-long trial gallery bored from each side at a cost of £30
million. The third phase was completion of the tunnel from 1975 to 1980.
Unlike the Concorde agreements, the project could be interrupted at any time
in the event of a major technical problem or if the return on investment fell
below expectations. The companies could claim that the governments had
abandoned the project if the treaty was not ratified by 1 January 1975.28 If
the governments were responsible for abandonment, they would indemnify
the companies. Throughout the construction period the administrations
checked the costs, approved the contracts with the constructors and con-
trolled equity transfers.29

Technically the project was similar to the twin-bore tunnel proposed by
the Study Group in 1960. Financial and economic studies were published
ahead of the deadline, in May 1973. They forecast that the return on invest-
ment would be satisfactory even on the most pessimistic assumptions. The
gross margin on the equity was estimated at 22·4 per cent. Six million accom-
panied and 9 million unaccompanied passengers were forecast for 1981.

Opposition to the project had been muted since the war. It grew from 1971
onwards. Among the leading trade unions the National Union of Railway-
men was the only one in support. The National Union of Seamen and the
Marine Officers’ Union NUMAST federated local and environmental groups
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into the Channel Tunnel Opposition Association. They were encouraged by
Townsend Thoresen of European Ferries and the Dover Harbour Board. The
group appointed consultancy firms to construct their own financial estimates,
not surprisingly more pessimistic than the promoters’.30 Arguments about
safety and rabies came to the fore. Keith Wickenden, chairman of European
Ferries, led the battle.31 The group did not succeed in uniting all potential
opponents. British Sealink, Sealink France and Folkestone Harbour stayed
out: their main shareholders were the national railway systems. Roland
Wickenden, Keith’s brother and business partner, was lukewarm. He looked
kindly upon an association with the tunnel promoters. The Dover Harbour
Board was not keen on offensive lobbying. The cost–benefit analysis by
Cooper’s clearly concluded in favour of the Tunnel. On the French side there
was ‘scarcely any [opposition] at all’.

The agreements and treaty between the governments and the companies
had to go through Parliament. The Labour opposition approved the project
in June 1973, while commenting that it was encroaching on social pro-
grammes and giving too much emphasis to the south-east.32 Some of its
members favoured a rail-only link and were strongly opposed to ‘any asso-
ciated terminals for handling road traffic’.33 The Liberals also argued against
it.34 In October 1973 the Channel tunnel Bill won a majority of 56 out of
430 votes, and a few days later the French National Assembly approved the
financial planning. The Bill received the royal assent, allowing the Ministers
of Transport to sign agreement No. 2 and the treaty on 17 November 1973.
The treaty was a diplomatic text which created a Channel Tunnel Author-
ity, with a fifty-year concession. The agreement was a complete description
of the relations between the parties. The total costs, including the financial
costs, would be £846 million, a threefold increase in current terms on the
price published in 1960,35 or the equivalent of two-thirds of the British
motorway programme for 1973. Ninety per cent of this sum – the original
finance mix – would be in loans guaranteed by the governments.

In December 1973 the Commons approved the Channel tunnel Bill on its
first reading with a tighter majority of 18 votes out of 388. The project could
formally move further into phase two, but the tide had turned with the
embargo on oil in October and the general election, which saw the return of
the Labour Party, headed by Harold Wilson, in February 1974. The Labour
leader had tabled an ambiguous amendment to the Channel tunnel motion in
October. Shortly after the election he had announced to Georges Pompidou
that the project could be set aside. The second reading of the Channel tunnel
Bill was not complete in February36 and the British Channel Tunnel Company
sought to withdraw with compensation for the risk undertaken,37 which was
refused. The Channel tunnel Bill was pushed forward by the Secretary of State
for the Environment, Anthony Crosland. On its second reading, on 30 April,
it won an unexpected majority of 287 out of 350 votes. Georges Pompidou,
who was clearly committed to the tunnel, had died after a long illness and
Valéry Giscard d’Estaing was elected to the presidency. In London the econ-
omist Sir Alec Cairncross was appointed to reassess the cost–benefit analysis.38
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In the meantime, work proceeded on the old sites at Shakespeare Cliff and
Sangatte. Contractors had found the unlined gallery of 1883 perfectly dry.

Soon after the general election Jack Jones, General Secretary of the Trans-
port and General Workers’ Union, had bluntly asked the government to stop
the project.39 He regretted that British companies would lose their leadership
in the cross-Channel traffic. Jack Jones may have been the author of the
dreadful saying that in the event of a fire ‘the tunnel would cease to be a cross-
Channel link and would become a thirty-two-mile-long coffin’.40 The union
wanted at least one of the major projects launched by former governments
to be abandoned: Concorde, the Channel tunnel or Maplin airport. Con-
corde had already cost three times the budget of the Channel tunnel, and the
Minister of Industry, Tony Benn, defended his constituents’ jobs in a famous
debate in the Commons in March 1974. Valéry Giscard d’Estaing defended
the supersonic aircraft too. Little had been invested in Maplin. The tunnel,
an ‘underground Concorde’,41 was in the wrong window of opportunity.42

The high-speed rail link to London

A new rail link between Folkestone and London White City was foreseen, as
the overworked South East network of British Rail could not accommodate
both the existing commuter traffic and the new cross-Channel traffic. Load-
ing gauge and current supply remained major technical obstacles. Some road
improvements were necessary. The M20 would have to be extended from
Maidstone to Folkestone. The French government had agreed to undertake
the construction of a motorway from Calais to the existing A1 between Paris
and Belgium. The first French high-speed train was planned between Paris,
Brussels and the tunnel.43

Once the tunnel had received the official go-ahead in September 1973,
opposition focused on the high-speed link.44 The British Rail publication Noise
and the Channel Tunnel Rail Link, in 1974, aimed at dissipating widespread
fears. Environmental considerations slipped to the background when British
Rail published its new cost estimate, in November 1974. Engineers had
sketched out a system to provide a high-quality service between London, Paris
and Brussels.45 The management of Network South East had a reputation for
independence. British Rail’s chairman, Richard Marsh, declared himself sur-
prised by the result of his teams’ work: £373 million for a new line, instead
of £120 million in 1973 for upgrading the existing line, roughly half the price
of the tunnel itself but for publicly financed infrastructure. The investment
needed to cope with the increasing ferry traffic was not considered.46

In October 1974 Labour won the second general election that year with a
more comfortable majority. A motion was moved in favour of the hybrid Bill
procedure,47 in order to reach the statute book in time for the treaty to be rat-
ified before the deadline of 1 January 1975.48 The opposition strongly
opposed the motion, which was approved notwithstanding. Anthony
Crosland asked British Rail to reduce the railway link costs. An alternative
with sufficient capacity until 1980 was drawn up, cheaper by £100 million.
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It was ajudged unacceptable by the Department of Transport because it was
of such poor quality. It was then definitely too late to ratify the treaty
between the governments on time. On 26 November, after informing his
French counterpart, Marcel Cavaillé,49 Anthony Crosland announced that
the parliamentary procedure would be delayed by a year, in order to reassess
agreement No. 3, and to find a cheaper solution for the rail link. This was
adhered to, even when the French government decided to go ahead with
its own procedures.50 Marcel Cavaillé took note of the decision and
the French parliament approved the Channel tunnel law on 16 December
1974. Confidential negotiations began between shareholders and the gov-
ernments, which proposed ‘a short standstill agreement designed to protect
the interests of all parties during a negotiation period lasting into the
spring’.51 The promoters and the governments disagreed on all points.52 On
2 January the companies officially advised the governments that they no
longer regarded themselves as bound by the agreements reached in 1973.
They put forward new proposals as a basis for continuing.53 Abandonment
was resolved upon in a Cabinet committee meeting of 16 January 1975, on
the grounds that these proposals and the associated financial conditions were
unacceptable.

Four days later Anthony Crosland announced to the Commons that the
government accepted that the project had been abandoned,54 a decision
greeted with approval by the press. In view of the repeated promises not to
take any decision without Sir Alec Cairncross’s reassessment, or without a
debate in the House of Commons,55 the announcement after the deadline was
received badly by many MPs.56 ‘Most of the arguments that have been made
against it were made against the Mersey tunnel in the 1930s,’ observed Eric
Ogden, MP for Liverpool, West Derby. He added that twice the amount of
the total compensation, i.e. £60 million, would be invested in ferries to cope
with the growing traffic in the 1980s.57 The numerous opponents of the pro-
ject cheered their new victory. A clear majority of 294 MPs voted in favour
of the decision, 218 against. Anthony Crosland refused to favour the princi-
ple of a Channel tunnel, since the government had given no such assurance
before.58 In France the press was unanimously against the decision. It was
seen as clearly a step backwards on the road to European integration, and the
recurrent temptation to leave Britain behind was widely expressed.

Rising inflation in 1974 and related rises in interest rates are the key to
understanding the attitude of the companies. Stephen Ross, MP for the Isle
of Wight, had visited the works at Folkestone in spring 1974. A director of
the company expressed some doubt about whether they would be able to pro-
ceed.59 Inflation had jeopardised the financial plans and return on investment
forecasts. The promoters twice insisted on receiving compensation in 1974
because it was the only way to recover their investment. The governments
bought the shares of their respective groups on an equal basis to pay back the
funds invested in the last five years. They received compensation of £8 mil-
lion each.60 The data of the Channel Tunnel Study Group returned to the
Compagnie de Suez.
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‘The first lesson [from 1975] is the importance of finance,’ said Sir Alec
Cairncross.61 Contrary to the previous withdrawals of 1930 and 1907, when
the role of the Committee of Imperial Defence had been decisive, and to
a lesser extent of the 1880s, the unilateral British abandonment of 1975
cannot be explained by any major cause. Under the existing agreements the
project was officially abandoned by the governments on 21 January 1975.62

Actually it resulted from too many other urgent matters requiring priority,
such as the economic crisis, the opposition of vested interests, negotiations
with the TUC, two general elections in Britain in 1974 and a change of Pres-
ident in France. Neither of the new governments was as committed to the
project as its predecessor.

Western Europe faced the most serious economic crisis since the 1930s.
Like integration in Europe, the tunnel was seen to increase imbalance
between the regions. It would emerge in the reasonably prosperous county
of Kent, far from the desolated economies of the north and Midlands. Up to
1973 cross-Channel traffic was growing steadily. This was one of the most
pressing reasons for building a fixed link. With the economic recession, and
particularly after the first oil crisis, it crumbled against all expectation: 30
million travellers in 1973, 7 per cent less in 1974. In the government, and
also among the opposition, personalities like Barbara Castle were influenced
by the zero-growth theories of the Club of Rome, and considered that there
was ‘too much facile access’63 being built.64

The United Kingdom was freshly and controversially attached to the Com-
mon Market. Part of British opinion rejected this integration, and opposition
grew stronger as the economy hit a 20 per cent annual inflation rate. For obvi-
ous political reasons there had been no attempt to obtain finance from
the European Community before the referendum planned for June 1975,
though the Council of Europe and the European Investment Bank were keen
on playing a part in the project.65 The opposition to the tunnel and European
integration were linked with persisting insularity, independent of political
party. Anthony Crosland was not considered a Europhile, but Europhile MPs
like Sir John Roger opposed the project. He asked instead for urgent improve-
ments to the motorways in Kent.66 Roger Moate, Labour MP for Faversham,
said, ‘It is a tragedy that the whole project has been approached as it has been,
but I am sure that the decision is absolutely right.’67

The Labour government’s management of the crisis between October 1974
and January 1975 was heavily criticised. Roger Moate spoke of an ‘extraor-
dinary rush and confusion in the Cabinet and in government circles’.68 The
crisis was made more difficult as no public inquiry had been held like the
Roskill Commission on Maplin airport.69 No information leaked out about
the negotiations between 26 November 1974 and 20 January 1975.70 Some
French political leaders preferred to build nuclear plants to preserve energy
independence, or high-speed trains promoting French technology. The For-
eign Affairs Minister under Georges Pompidou, Maurice Couve de Murville,
was lukewarm about the tunnel, and so was the new President, Valéry Gis-
card d’Estaing, who as a Minister of Finance had had difficult dealings with
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the French Study Group. It seemed to Frederick Mulley that French officials
‘were waiting for January to arrive’.71 Neither of the governments actively
sought a solution. Anthony Crosland wrote twice to his French counterpart
in January 1975 but no meeting took place at that stage.72 The Channel tun-
nel’s escalating costs and the battle against inflation were obviously antipa-
thetic to many. Curiously enough, the promoters remained silent. Whether
this was due to the shareholders’ inability to mobilise mass communications,
the desire to maintain a low profile, or even political instructions, the silence
did great harm to the project’s image. Only 400 yards of galleries had been
bored on the English side, 300 on the French, much less than in the 1880s.
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