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English summary

This study analyses the development of economic returns from Norwegian
road projects over more than 50 years, from 1973 to 2024. It is based on a
comprehensive dataset that includes results from 360 cost-benefit analyses
derived from national transport plans, parliamentary bills, and regional plans.
The main finding is that returns from road projects have significantly declined
over time, primarily due to increased construction costs and diminished travel
time savings.

The background of this study is a rising concern that investments in transport
infrastructure are now yielding lower returns than previously. While many road
projects used to generate positive returns, most current cost-benefit analyses
now show a negative net benefit. The purpose of the study is to explain this
shift by examining both the benefits and costs of projects, along with changes
in project types and appraisal assumptions.

The report draws on classical and neoclassical economic theory on diminishing
returns, as well as recent literature on infrastructure investments and
productivity. It points out that as the transport system is expanded, the best
projects are implemented first, and the remaining projects yield lower benefits.

This aligns with the theory of diminishing marginal productivity.

There is limited empirical literature on this issue. Some macro-level studies
indicate that returns from transport investments have fallen over time.
Additionally, studies evaluating whether the accuracy of cost-benefit analyses
has changed over time show mixed results—some suggest analyses are overly
optimistic, while others imply they are overly pessimistic. Nevertheless, there
is little evidence from this body of research showing a shift in over- or
underestimation over time that could explain the decline in estimated returns.
The scarcity of studies concerning returns from transport investments over
time highlights a knowledge gap that this study aims to address.

To analyse the development of returns from transport investments in Norway,
we gathered results from 360 cost-benefit analyses (CBAs) from various
official sources. The data originated from parliamentary bills, national
transport plans, and county plans, spanning a lengthy period, from the 1970s
to 2024. The sample was chosen to ensure high project maturity and minimise
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bias, although uncertainty in the appraisal results remains an issue. The sample
provides a nearly comprehensive overview of CBA results presented to
Parliament over time. Older projects, where no CBAs were undertaken or
results were not shared with Parliament, create gaps in the dataset. The study
employs both descriptive statistics and regression analysis to identify trends
and causal links.

A key finding is that the return from transport investment has fallen
significantly in recent decades. While the average net benefit-cost ratio was
clearly positive in the 1980s and 1990s, the average return has been negative
and declining since the turn of the millennium. This is despite changes in
appraisal assumptions that should have increased estimated returns, all else
being equal.

A major reason for this development is the sharp increase in construction
costs. Road construction costs have risen much more than general inflation,
especially material costs. This has made projects more expensive without
necessarily increasing their benefits. At the same time, travel time savings per
project have decreased. This suggests that the projects with the highest social
returns — those providing the greatest time savings — have already been

implemented, and the remaining projects offer fewer benefits.

Our regression analyses indicate that neither project size nor type (such as
tunnel, bridge, or new road) has significantly influenced the decline in social
returns. Instead, the analyses reveal that increased construction costs and
reduced travel time savings mainly explain this decline. When these factors are
considered, the negative time trend in returns disappears.

The report also observes that alterations in appraisal assumptions — such as
lower discount rates, extended analysis periods, and real price adjustments —
have led to higher estimated returns on investment. The fact that returns have
declined emphasises the severity of the trend. It indicates that the real return
on investments is now lower than previously, signalling a need to reconsider

transport policy.

Our findings have several important implications for Norwegian transport
planning and policy. If investments in the road sector deliver less return than
before, it should be considered whether resources could be better used in
other sectors. However, a challenge is that CBAs in other sectors are less
developed than in the transport sector and, therefore, possibly less
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transparent. Alternatively, maintaining the current funding level for the road
sector would allow a larger share of the funds to be used for the operation and
maintenance of existing infrastructure, rather than for new investments,
provided that CBAs can demonstrate that this approach yields better returns
than new investments.

The study suggests that for the transport sector to enhance welfare in the
future, we may need to adopt a different approach than what has been taken in
recent decades. If the most beneficial projects have already been carried out,
subsequent investments are likely to generate lower returns unless new
technologies or needs emerge. This calls for a rethink in transport policy and a
more rigorous assessment of how new projects can provide real value to
society.
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