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2 Public-private plan development:  
Can early private involvement strengthen infrastructure planning? 

 
Abstract  
Private parties, who are usually involved in later stages of design, construction 
and maintenance, can potentially strengthen the early plan-making stages of 
infrastructure planning. They can bring in knowledge, expertise and experience 
to help address complexity in planning. Such early private involvement can be 
accommodated through several models for which experiences in Dutch 
infrastructure planning practice differ. In this article, we assess the potential of 
early private involvement for strengthening infrastructure plan development by 
examining evaluative studies and conducting interviews with public and private 
actors involved in four early private involvement models in Dutch infrastructure 
planning: market consultation, early design contest, market reconnaissance and 
unsolicited proposal. We conclude that in order to unlock the potential of early 
private involvement government needs to incorporate incentives for creativity, 
reward private involvement and strike a balance in the setup of the 
investigated models between conceptual freedom for private solutions and 
transparent public guidance in preconditions and regulations. Early private 
involvement could, thus, provide opportunities for conceptual creativity and 
innovation and opportunities for public–private collaboration, which can 
strengthen plan development. 

 
2.1 Introduction 
In today's society, the planning of infrastructure projects is a difficult task. Road 
infrastructure projects, railway and waterway projects all have to cope with time and 
budget overruns (Flyvbjerg et al., 2002; Haynes & Krmenec, 1989). These time and 
budget overruns also put pressure on the quality of the infrastructure. The root of these 
problems lies in the increasing complexity of society and the major interests involved in 
infrastructure projects (Arts, 2007; Banister, 2002). Increasing complexity resulted in 
the traditional technical-rational planning approach failing to control the risks involved 
in projects (De Roo, 2007). It inspired several developments in planning, including the 
communicative turn (Healey, 1996; Innes & Booher, 1999), the search for other modes 
of governance and partnerships (Klijn & Koppenjan, 2000; Pierre, 1998; Teisman & 
Klijn, 2002) and the introduction of new public management and market-like 
arrangements, such as public–private partnerships (PPP) (Lindblom, 2001; Wettenhall, 
2003). 
 
In Dutch infrastructure planning, these developments are reflected in new approaches 
towards including private business organizations in the planning process. Such 
organizations are usually responsible for the design, engineering, financing, 
construction, maintenance and exploitation of infrastructure. Through early private 
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involvement,13 business organizations are involved in the early stages of the planning 
process. As Nijsten et al. (2008) describe, early private involvement can increase the 
quality of planning proposals and address complexity issues, at a stage where 
strategic and operational options remain open. By involving private businesses earlier 
in the planning process, early private involvement could also compensate for the loss of 
government knowledge and expertise as a result of the transfer of executive 
responsibilities to private actors under neoliberal regimes and inspired by new public 
management theories (Lane, 2002; Sager, 2009). In addition, according to Pierre 
(1998), involving business organizations in planning can have advantages for 
government, for example, in the setting of strategic agendas and the performance of 
particular tasks. 
 
Experiences with early private involvement in plan development are limited, since it has 
only recently been applied in Dutch infrastructure planning practice. As a consequence, 
the potential of early private involvement initiatives to cope with complexity in planning 
and to strengthen public–private collaboration is unclear. In addition, the application of 
such initiatives is unclear: to what extent can private businesses help to improve the 
infrastructure planning process? When should these business organizations be involved? 
How can early private involvement effectively be incorporated in current planning 
processes? 
 
In this article, we aim to explore the potential of early private involvement to 
strengthen plan development and to address complexity, and to provide lessons for 
effectively unlocking this potential in practice. In this article, we investigate what role 
early private involvement could play within a broader search for new governance 
arrangements in infrastructure planning, and how it can connect collaborative thinking in 
the public planning processes and market thinking in project development (Brand & 
Graffikin, 2007; Wettenhall, 2003). In addition, we investigate how early private 
involvement could inspire and lay the basis for PPP. A range of experiences with early 
private involvement is investigated by assessing four models and their application in 
Dutch road, railway and water infrastructure projects. 
 
In the following section, early private involvement is framed within PPP literature and 
the possible added value and risks are discussed. Afterwards, an introduction to the 
Dutch planning process is given within which four models for early private involvement 
are located. Next, practical experience of and lessons learned with applying these 
models are presented in four case studies, which were investigated through document 
analysis and supported by interviews, workshops and personal experiences. 

                                              
 
13 In this article, we deliberately focus on early private involvement. Unlike other commonly used terms, such as 
early contractor involvement, early market involvement and early supplier involvement, early private involvement 
does not necessarily include a direct contractual relationship between government and the private sector. 
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Subsequently, in the analysis section, the case study findings are analyzed for their 
potential by assessing the case studies for added value and risks. The article concludes 
with the main findings on the potential of early private involvement to strengthen 
public–private plan development and to address complexity. 
 
2.2 Theoretical foundations of early private involvement  
Traditional private involvement in infrastructure planning can be defined as the 
involvement of private design, engineering, construction and maintenance companies 
from procurement onwards, usually in separate construction and maintenance contracts. 
The concept of early private involvement is the involvement of these private companies 
at an earlier stage of the planning process, before procurement is started. Early 
private involvement is not limited to infrastructure planning; similar developments take 
place in other sectors, for example, early supplier involvement, partnering and 
alliances in the field of supply chain management (Child et al., 2005; Essig & Batran, 
2005; Ragatz et al., 2002) and value creation through co-development and empathic 
design in customer-based production (Leonard & Rayport, 1997; Porter, 1998; 
Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004). These developments all share the aim of facilitating 
interaction to stimulate a healthy and dynamic market (Porter, 1998). 
 
With regard to infrastructure planning, early private involvement is connected to the 
rise of PPP. PPP has been extensively discussed in literature from a wide range of 
perspectives, for example, the public administration perspective (Koppenjan, 2005; 
Osborne, 2000), the financial and accounting perspective (Grimsey & Lewis, 2004; 
Hodge & Greve, 2004), the legal procurement and contractual perspective (Ahadzi & 
Bowles, 2004) and the organizational and contract management perspective (Bult-
Spiering & Dewulf, 2006). These perspectives reflect the multiple meanings (Sagalyn, 
2007), diverse character (Coulson, 2005) and inherent ambiguity (Peters, 1998) of 
PPP. In line with Miraftab (2004) and Siemiatycki (2010), we adopt a planning 
perspective on PPP practice. We extend the traditional discussion on PPP that focuses 
on the later stages of realization and project management by assessing private 
involvement in the early stages of the planning process, before negotiations and 
contracting for PPP has started. This focus is relevant because in the early stages, 
preconditions are shaped that can determine the success or failure of PPP 
arrangements. 
 
Two types of relationships between public and private actors can be distinguished. 
Vertical or hierarchical relationships mean that one party controls and supervises the 
others (Wettenhall, 2003). Vertical relationships fit the traditional approach to 
planning, aimed at providing certainty and control through a technical-rational 
approach, with the government as the dominant actor. The application of new public 
management also thrives on vertical relationships: competition is facilitated and agency 
contracts are concluded through vertical relationships (Lægreid, 2000). Horizontal 
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relationships depend on aligning the interests of the public and private actors involved 
in a more cooperative fashion (Grimsy & Lewis, 2004; Sagalyn, 2007), in order to 
arrive at relational contracts (Lægreid, 2000). Such relationships typically require a 
network type of governance (Klijn & Koppenjan, 2000) in which there is “no single 
superior capable of invoking closure rules” (Wettenhall, 2003, p. 90). Horizontal 
relationships between government and business organizations resemble the involvement 
of broad social groups, as advocated in communicative and collaborative planning 
(Healey, 1997; Innes & Booher, 1999). However, private involvement differs in the fact 
that the horizontal relationships, which often result in lock-ins and impasses by involving 
civil groups in traditional collaborative planning (Brand & Graffikin, 2007), are 
targeted at specific private actors that have a direct interest in potential project 
implementation. As such, business organizations behave as what Teisman (2000) 
describes as “purposeful actors”. They have an interest in preventing lock-ins and 
impasses. 
 
Government is currently searching for the right mode of governance that combines and 
connects these horizontal and vertical relationships in order to bridge the gap between 
rhetoric and action (Fainstein, 2000). This is especially relevant for plan development, 
when policy initiatives are worked out into projects. Early private involvement 
potentially provides added value for the plan- and decision-making process, for a 
number of reasons. First, by applying early private involvement, detailed and 
committed information on the financial and technical feasibility of a project is made 
available early in the process. The private sector operates from a business case 
perspective that considers the balance between affordability and return on investments 
(Flyvbjerg et al., 2002; Siemiatycki, 2010). This focus can help set a realistic project 
scope for the later stages and make better-informed decisions (Lenferink et al., 2012). 
Second, practical experience of design, construction and maintenance can be used to 
improve the relationships in the planning process. By bringing forward knowledge and 
expertise from later stages in the planning process, relationships between the different 
stages can be strengthened. This “lifecycle perspective” can help reduce failures and 
the costs of such failures in later stages (Bult-Spiering & DeWulf, 2006; Morledge et 
al., 2006; Parker & Hartley, 2003; Siemiatycki, 2010). Third, another added value lies 
in the changed character of the planning process itself. Private companies can bring in 
a more professional, businesslike attitude in which agreements and deadlines are 
respected. The private sector can, thus, help discipline government (Sager, 2009) and 
professionalize plan- and decision-making, as proposed in the new public management 
concept (Lane, 2002; Osborne & Gaebler, 1992). Finally, the private sector can use its 
conceptual creativity and adaptive capacity to provide a different perspective on 
problems and provide for innovations and solutions “out of the box” (Kelly et al., 2004; 
Parker & Hartley, 2003), such as adaptive multi-purpose and mixed-use plans (Davies 
et al., 2005; Nijsten et al., 2008). This contrasts with the usually more sectoral and 
monofunctional character of government departments. 
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In addition to added value, early private involvement can also introduce additional 
risks to planning. First, competition, which is essential for exploiting the strength of the 
market in public planning processes, could be hampered if early private involvement 
leads to an early selection of a private partner. Competition is thought to provide the 
incentive for private parties to innovate (Daniels & Trebilcock, 1996). Second, early 
private involvement could lead to a more complex process (Pongsiri, 2002). Reasons 
for this can be found in the difficulty of simultaneously managing plan- and decision-
making and the private involvement process, and in the different languages, 
experiences and expectations of the public and the private sectors (Bult-Spiering & 
DeWulf, 2006; Lenferink et al., 2012). Third, another possible risk is the limitation of 
political or governmental freedom of choice as a result of private involvement being 
subject to procurement and planning regulations (Siemiatycki, 2010). Finally, it is 
difficult to define proper incentives in the early stages to prevent opportunistic 
behaviour by the market and government (Bajari & Tadelis, 2006; Mitropoulos & 
Howell, 2001). 
 

 
Figure 2.1: Overview of the structure of the study and this article.  

 
In this article, we investigate to what extent the potential added values and risks 
associated with early private involvement identified can be recognized in practice. We 
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describe and examine a range of early private involvement models in the third and 
fourth sections, by looking at their goal and scope, the reward for participation, the 
incentive for creativity and the setup of the model. Subsequently, in the analysis section, 
we assess factors distinguished for the models and their case studies. Ultimately, this 
assessment provides insight into the potential of early private involvement to address 
complexity, strengthen public–private plan development and for application in Dutch 
practice. In Figure 2.1, a conceptual model is presented that summarizes the structure of 
this article. 
 
2.3 Private involvement in Dutch infrastructure planning 
To provide an overview of experience with early private involvement and assess its 
potential, the specifics of the Dutch context should first be explained. In this section, we 
briefly describe the context of the Dutch infrastructure planning process and the current 
position of the private sector in this process, and introduce the models for early private 
involvement. 
 
In the Netherlands, the Ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment is responsible for 
planning infrastructure and implementing, at the national level, the relatively 
comprehensive policy and regulation framework (Hajer & Zonneveld, 2000; Petersen, 
2011; Teisman & Klijn, 2000). Its executive branch, the “Rijkswaterstaat” agency, is 
responsible for the design, construction, management and maintenance of projects in the 
main road infrastructure and waterways network (Van den Brink, 2009). The plan- and 
decision-making on investments in road infrastructure projects is realized through a 
strong national framework, known as the MIRT process.14 This process consists of three 
stages, exploration, plan development and realization, and functions as a funnel: a 
project gets increasingly detailed with fewer alternatives and opportunities for 
variation because at each stage go/no-go decisions are made. 
 
Traditionally, the dominant public parties engage the private sector at the end of the 
plan development stage. This occurs on the basis of a request for proposals after 
formal planning consent has been given. At this point, the preferred alternative 
resulting from the explorative stage is worked out by the government into a conceptual 
design in which 30 percent to 70 percent of the work is specified. Several key decisions 
are also taken at this stage, including the route decision, a local land-use plan or an 
environmental permit. The private contractor is then responsible for the final design and 
the construction. Early private involvement in the Dutch context, therefore, means 
involvement before the main conceptual decisions are made, early in the plan 

                                              
 
14 MIRT stands for “Meerjarenprogramma Infrastructuur, Ruimte en Transport”, which translates as “Long Range 
Programme for Infrastructure, Space and Transport” and is an annually updated programme setting out national 
investments in the physical-spatial field (i.e. highways, waterways, railways, water management works, housing 
and industrial estates). 
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development stage, or even earlier than that, at the explorative stage, before a 
preferred alternative has been chosen. 
 
If private involvement is applied, a choice needs to be made between several models 
of private involvement that can be divided into three main categories: pre-competitive 
(or non-competitive) involvement, competitive involvement and post-competitive 
involvement. In this article, we focus on the early, non-competitive models of private 
involvement, because these models have received only limited attention in literature, 
despite being applied in the early stages, which are considered as important to the 
success of collaborative planning. However, to draw a complete picture, we first briefly 
discuss competitive and post-competitive models. 
 

 
Figure 2.2: Overview of the MIRT planning process and the private involvement categories and models. 
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In the Dutch context, competitive private involvement is contracting performed 
according to European Procurement Rules15 (European Commission, 2004). There are 
several models for competitive private involvement, including green procurement, 
competitive dialogue procedure and interweaving (for an extensive discussion of 
competitive instruments, see Lenferink et al. (2011; 2012), Arts and Faith-Ell (2012)). 
Post-competitive models relate to the management of contracts in which private parties 
are increasingly involved in the design, construction, maintenance and/or operation 
stages.16 In Dutch infrastructure planning practice, private involvement is extended 
through integrated contracts, such as Design and Construct, Design-Build-Finance-
Maintain and performance contracts (Leendertse et al., 2012). Figure 2.2 presents an 
overview of the stages in the MIRT planning process and the private involvement 
categories and models. 
 
As indicated earlier, the focus of this article is on pre- or non-competitive models, thus, 
excluding the procurement of construction of a work. These models are not specified in 
detail by European procurement rules. In Dutch practice, we recognize several non-
competitive instruments: market consultation, early design contest, market 
reconnaissance and unsolicited proposal. 
 
The goal of a market consultation is to consult private parties about the feasibility of a 
proposed scope, technical solution or process worked out by the government 
(Rijkswaterstaat, 2006). The model presents private companies' opinions on whether the 
technical, financial, organizational, legal and spatial preconditions are expected to 
have the desired results. The model is without any obligations for participating 
governmental and private parties and is often applied in Dutch planning practice. 
Although private companies can provide input into public consultations as part of public 
planning procedures (BERR, 2007) and market consultations are occasionally performed 
(see e.g. Department of Public Enterprise, 2001), a consultation solely aimed at private 
parties does not seem to be common practice in other countries. 
 
The early design contest is relatively unknown in Dutch infrastructure planning, but is 
often applied internationally in the field of architecture in the form of design 
competitions. The goal of an early design contest is to tempt private parties to 
generate creative solutions by providing a prize incentive. The government formulates 
a request for proposals containing a problem definition and preconditions. The quality 
of the ideas submitted by private competitors is assessed by a jury. 
 

                                              
 
15 European procurement rules are specified in national rules, e.g. the Dutch national procurement law. 
16 In 2004, Rijkswaterstaat introduced the policy “market, unless …”. This policy stipulates that private companies 
should be involved as much as possible and resulted from a neoliberal political trend to reduce government, which 
was continued into the current business plan (V&W, 2008). 
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The market reconnaissance seems to be a typical Dutch model, which was introduced 
recently and has so far only limitedly been applied in practice.17 The reconnaissance is 
an early design contest without a prize, aimed at getting unique and technically and 
financially feasible concepts from the private sector. The government provides a 
problem definition, a general scope and constraints and ambitions which the private 
parties can use to develop concepts. In return, private parties receive compensation for 
their engineering costs. 
 
An unsolicited proposal is a private idea, a proposition or a developed plan with which 
a private party approaches the government without having been invited to do so 
(Kroes, 2008; Regieraad Bouw, 2005). Unsolicited proposals originate from the US, 
where they are part of the national procurement regulations (General Services 
Administration, 2005). So far, they have only sporadically been applied in Dutch 
practice. Through unsolicited proposals, private input can be used by the government to 
define a project, but a direct translation of an unsolicited proposal into an awarded 
contract for a work or a service is only possible if the proposal is truly unique. A private 
proposer can also be rewarded by working out the idea or proposal through co-
research and co-development. 
 
2.4 Practical experience with the models 
2.4.1 Methodology 
Since most of the models have only recently been introduced to Dutch planning practice, 
roughly from 2005 onwards,18 experience is limited. Therefore, we selected four case 
studies for qualitative assessment (Figure 2.3). The case studies were selected to 
represent a range of experiences, in which we did not aim for statistical generalization 
(Yin, 2003). Data availability and progress in the planning process were important 
selection criteria: the cases needed to have completed the explorative stage of the 
MIRT process. The case studies are primarily based on document research (analysis of 
policy documents, guidelines and evaluative studies) and on around 30 interviews with 
expert practitioners from the public and private parties involved, carried out in the 
period July 2010–January 201119 to obtain a balanced insiders' view on the 
background and subtleties of the different cases. Findings were validated in four 
workshops with public and private experts and through the authors' extensive personal 
experiences. 
 

                                              
 
17 In addition to the Afsluitdijk Renewal market reconnaissance, discussed later in this article, the model was also 
applied to the IJmeerlijn in 2011 (RRAAM, 2011) and the Project Mainportcorridor Zuid in 2007–2008 (Van der 
Does de Bye, 2008). 
18 Mainly as a consequence of the new market policy, introduced in 2004, see footnote 16. 
19 These include project managers, legal experts and planning experts from the public parties involved in the case 
studies and project managers, tender managers, technical experts and legal experts from the private parties. 
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Figure 2.3: Location of case studies in Dutch road and rail infrastructure network. 

 
Five descriptive characteristics of the process - goal, scope, reward, incentives and 
setup - of the different pre-competitive models are used to describe the cases (Table 
2.1). These characteristics are based on previous research into early private 
involvement (Nijsten et al., 2008) and are associated with process innovation (Russell et 
al., 2006).20 The first two, goal and scope, make up the setting of the model applied, 
which will be discussed in the case description. The other three descriptive 
characteristics determine to a large extent the outcome of the model and will be used 
to provide lessons learned in practice. The reward offered to private parties is 
essential in the private parties' decision to participate, the incentive for sparking 

                                              
 
20 This article will not consider functional-technical innovation in practice, product innovation (Russell et al., 2006), 
which includes the use of advanced products or the consequences of these innovations on the quality of projects. 
Product innovation differs greatly in nature and extent between the models, and as such, comparing product 
innovation in the models does not provide added value. Therefore, product innovation will only be discussed in 
passing. 
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creativity is related to the private effort put into the model, and the setup of the model 
includes the relationship between the setting of the case (goal and scope), the selection 
process and the public planning processes. 
 
Table 2.1: Characteristics of Early Private Involvement Models. 

 
Market 
consultation 

Early design 
contest 

Market 
reconnaissance 

Unsolicited 
proposal 

Goal 

Opinions on 
government 
solution or 
process 

Best design for 
defined 
problem 

Conceptual 
solutions for 
defined 
problem 

Ideas without a 
predefined 
problem 

Scope & 
concreteness of 
project 

Related to 
specificity of 
government 
solution or 
process 

Limited scope, 
usually specific 

Broad scope, 
not specific 

Depends on 
character of 
proposal 

Reward for 
participation 

Information for 
future 
procurement of 
a project 

Prize and 
publicity 

Cost 
compensation 

Future 
procurement of 
a project 

Incentives for 
creativity 

No specific 
incentives 
besides reward 

Future 
procurement of 
a project 

Future 
procurement of 
a project 

Intellectual 
property rights 
protection 

Patented 
solution 

Publicity 

Setup  

Plenary meeting 
with possible 
one-to-one 
follow-up 

Contest with 
possible plenary 
kick-off meeting 

Dialogue rounds 
and staged 
selection process 

“Post-box” for 
private 
proposals 

 
2.4.2 Case: market consultation urgency programme refurbishment main road network 

(April 2009) 
Case description 
Rijkswaterstaat is refurbishing and upgrading the main road network in the period 
2010–2013. Thirty bottlenecks in the network have to be improved in a relatively short 
time to improve traffic flow. To accelerate the realization of this programme, 
Rijkswaterstaat has developed a new procurement approach for 16 projects 
(Witteveen & Bos, 2010; Witteveen & Dorée, 2011). The new approach bundled these 
projects into six packages, which were procured through short uniform processes that 
contained intense dialogue and communication with private parties. The new 
procurement approach was the subject of a market consultation in April 2009 
(Rijkswaterstaat, 2009a) that consisted of two parts. First, a general consultation with 
all interested market parties was conducted to inform the market parties about the 
intended process and to assess the private interest in discussing this in detail. One-to-
one in-depth discussions followed with selected parties. The market consultation was 
finished within 1 month (Rijkswaterstaat, 2009b). 
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Reward for participation 
In the interviews, the private parties have indicated that if information and creativity 
from the market are requested by government, something should be provided in return. 
Since there is no prize or reimbursement of costs, private parties have indicated that 
the added value of involvement is to be informed about the process and the 
government's intentions early, in preparation for a future procurement process. The 
public parties acknowledged this and mentioned that it is essential to keep private 
parties interested in future consultations, for example, by providing feedback on the 
results of the consultation and the actions taken. 
 
Incentive for creativity 
The market consultation model does not include a strong incentive for creativity, 
because private parties have a passive role. Therefore, in this case, both private and 
governmental parties have indicated that the plenary consultation resulted in strategic 
behaviour. The private parties did not provide insight into their thoughts in detail. The 
experts interviewed have indicated that although plenary consultation is a good way to 
start, one-to-one consultation provides the opportunity to gain more in-depth 
information (Andersson Elffers Felix, 2010). 
 
Setup of the model 
The governmental experts indicated that in a good market consultation, the market has 
to be asked a clear question about the intended process or solution, to get a clear 
reaction. Additionally, the question should encourage private parties to submit 
background information. However, this has its limits. Both private and governmental 
experts indicate that because there is no reimbursement of costs in a market 
consultation, the transaction costs should be minimized (in line with Witteveen & Bos, 
2010). Therefore, a short process concentrating on the essentials is considered 
necessary to minimize transaction costs and keep the parties interested in future market 
consultations. 
 
2.4.3 Case: early design contest steel bridges renovation                             

(January – November 2009) 
Case description 
Rijkswaterstaat is responsible for the maintenance of 274 steel bridges that need 
reinforcement. Traditional reinforcement is a complex process that would cause 
considerable nuisance to road and waterway traffic. Therefore, Rijkswaterstaat 
initiated an early design contest, “Steel Bridges Renovation”, to collect clever ideas 
about logistics, traffic engineering and/or construction that could limit nuisance to car 
users when renovating the steel bridges (Rijkswaterstaat, 2010). From January 2009 
onwards, 165 ideas were submitted, the 10 best of which were rewarded with EUR 
100,000 for further development in a second round. In November 2009, the winner of 
this second round received a price of EUR 500,000. If one of the selected ideas was 
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applied in practice within 5 years, it would receive another EUR 500,000. A special 
aspect of this design contest is that the intellectual property rights remained with the 
private sector, whereas traditionally patents were transferred to the contracting 
authority as part of the contract. The private party could, therefore, use the patented 
solution in other works. Rijkswaterstaat will pay a royalty to obtain a license to use the 
patented solution (see also Van der Burg & De Groot, 2009). 
 
Reward for participation  
Ideas from the private sector were assessed by a jury. In our study, public parties 
suggested that this jury should consist of well-known members able to reflect the 
contest's goal. Authoritative jury members can help private parties accept the 
qualitative judgment, while the reputation of the members can help generate publicity. 
In addition to the amount of available prize money, this publicity functioned as an extra 
reward that made the private sector take this design contest seriously. 
 
Incentive for creativity  
Private parties indicated that more contributions were submitted because the 
intellectual property rights in this early design contest remain with the private sector 
(see also Rijkswaterstaat, 2010). After all, the solutions developed could be submitted 
in other projects and competitions. Additionally, Rijkswaterstaat is not limited by a 
patent when deciding who to award a project to. It can pay the license holder a user 
fee and award the implementation to another private party (Van der Burg & De 
Groot, 2009). 
 
Setup of model  
Public parties mentioned that if a contest is linked to a specific issue, project or broader 
societal problem, it is easier to generate insight into the problems. In addition, it is more 
interesting for private parties to solve a problem if they know Rijkswaterstaat is 
struggling with it (Rijkswaterstaat, 2010). In this case, there were no selection criteria 
for participation. This resulted in the ideas elicited by the contest being creative but not 
always feasible. 
 
2.4.4 Case: Afsluitdijk renewal market reconnaissance                                           

(April 2008 – March 2009) 
Case description 
The safety of the IJsselmeer enclosure dam (in Dutch: Afsluitdijk) was assessed as 
insufficient in studies from 2000. This prompted the government to take action to 
increase the dam's safety. Simultaneously, the national government appointed the 
Afsluitdijk as a showcase of Dutch water engineering and climate adaptation. 
Rijkswaterstaat and regional stakeholders chose to carry out a joint market 
reconnaissance aimed at attaining creative integral concepts between April 2008 and 
March 2009 (Rijkswaterstaat et al., 2009). Eight consortia of private companies 
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developed a vision on the Afsluitdijk and the area directly surrounding it, including a 
spatial design, feasible in a technical, legal and financial sense. The consortia 
collaborated with the public project organization through dialogue rounds. Consortia 
were free to initiate the dialogues and could also interact with other public 
stakeholders. To facilitate collaborative decision-making, civil stakeholders were part 
of the jury. In addition to the integrated private concepts, Rijkswaterstaat developed a 
low-ambition alternative parallel to the market reconnaissance. Ultimately, this 
alternative was chosen for further development (Ministry of Infrastructure and the 
Environment, 2011) after budget cuts due to the economic crisis resulted in lower 
ambitions. Elements from the integrated private concepts were added by cherry-
picking (Lenferink et al., 2009). 
 
Reward for participation 
Rijkswaterstaat was aimed at fully compensating private efforts, less some private 
acquisition costs. However, compensation turned out to be lower for a number of 
reasons. First, the emphasis on broad experience with civil engineering projects in the 
pre-selection criteria caused the formation of large consortia, which led to high costs in 
setting up internal cooperation. Second, consortia indicated that Rijkswaterstaat 
displayed a tendency to ask for too many details because of the focus on technical and 
financial feasibility, increasing the consortia's efforts and costs. Third, the parties 
involved acknowledged that the consortia displayed a tendency to work out their 
concepts in too much detail considering the explorative nature of the request for 
proposals, because the parties felt they were in competition. This feeling was 
strengthened by the resemblance of the design of the reconnaissance to that of a 
competitive dialogue procurement procedure21 (Lenferink et al., 2011). 
 
Incentive for creativity 
The consortia's creativity mainly consisted of innovatively combining existing components 
and processes, i.e. “process” innovation. The reconnaissance did not result in structural 
product innovations. One reason for this was that the request to the private parties, 
which was to develop integrated concepts that could be innovative but did not have to 
be (Rijkswaterstaat et al., 2009). In order to spark private sector creativity, three 
aspects were essential. First, the visions remained the property of the developing 
consortium, and Rijkswaterstaat would have needed to buy a license from that 
consortium in order to use the idea. To facilitate this, a standard license agreement was 
developed, although the market parties indicated that this was done too late in the 
process (Burger & Van Wijk, 2008; Lenferink et al., 2009). Second, before commencing 
the dialogue, a protocol for sharing information was developed. In practice, this has 

                                              
 
21 It included dialogue rounds and staged selection of participants; see European Commission (2004). For more 
information on the application of the competitive dialogue procedure in the Netherlands, see Lenferink et al., 
2011. 
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ensured open communication without risking the exchange of consortium-specific 
information among the other participating consortia. Third, pre-selection criteria 
determined the kind of creativity: the character of the parties in the consortia was 
reflected in the creativity of the visions. For example, consortia that included dredging 
companies proposed visions that included major dredging activities. 
 
Setup of the model 
The model was applied with partial compensation for private parties' efforts. However, 
the market parties have indicated that they perceived the market reconnaissance as a 
competitive instrument, as discussed above. Before the reconnaissance, construction 
companies, in particular, requested that the reconnaissance be directly connected to the 
procurement of the construction of a work by awarding a contract to the private party 
with the best concept. Government and private plan developers indicated that such a 
connection was not feasible, due to political-administrative uncertainties. They argued 
for either a design contest with a considerable prize or market reconnaissance with 
compensation for effort and protection of intellectual property rights, with the latter 
option being chosen. The fact that instead of a private concept, the government-
developed concept was chosen for further development and elements of the private 
concepts were later added by cherry-picking was not well received by the 
participating private consortia (Lenferink et al., 2009). In addition, this was only 
possible if the private parties took additional time and effort to further elaborate these 
elements. Therefore, the parties expressed the need to formulate clear rules upfront 
that are respected throughout the process. 
 
2.4.5 Case: unsolicited proposal Breda – Utrecht rail connection                           

(March 2008 onwards) 
Case description 
The A27 highway is an important North-South connection in the Netherlands. In 2007, 
Rijkswaterstaat started a planning procedure to increase its capacity between Utrecht 
and Breda. The connection between Utrecht and Breda is a missing link in the railway 
infrastructure network. The road infrastructure planning procedure and the missing 
railway connection inspired BAM, a Dutch construction company, and Goudappel 
Coffeng, a traffic engineering consultancy firm, to develop an unsolicited proposal for 
the corridor between Utrecht and Breda (Goudappel Coffeng & BAM, 2008). They 
proposed combining the construction of the new railway link with the expansion of the 
A27 highway, in order to realize cost savings and create possibilities for regional co-
financing. An independent commission consisting of academics and engineering 
consultant experts concluded that the proposal was unfeasible (Commissie Spoor A27, 
2009). However, strong pressure from local governments resulted in additional studies 
into the proposal (Littel, 2010), which have not yet been completed. Currently, 
Rijkswaterstaat is continuing to plan to expand the A27 highway, but it has to account 
for possible bundling of the road infrastructure with a new railway connection. 
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Reward for participation  
It is essential for an unsolicited proposal to deliver the right idea at the right time to the 
right person with the right connections and information (Poot, 2009). Through interaction 
in other forms of early private involvement, the private sector can gain insight into 
planning procedures and the government's ambitions, permitting the discovery of 
windows of opportunity. The public and private parties have indicated this as essential 
for successful unsolicited proposals. 
 
Incentive for creativity  
An unsolicited proposal provides an opportunity to submit creative solutions. The private 
sector is not bound by specific preconditions or governmental requests. This provides the 
freedom to generate “out-of-the-box” combinations of functions. However, private 
parties have indicated that to make the development of a proposal worthwhile, the 
intellectual property rights of the proposals submitted should be protected better. At 
the moment, private parties feel that this regulation is either absent or does not work 
properly. 
 
Setup of the model  
The private parties mentioned that it is difficult for a commercial company to get 
support from government. New proposals are often seen as a threat to current planning 
processes. Government has often studied problems and issues for years and always 
seems to find sufficient reasons to disregard proposals from outside (Littel, 2010). 
Therefore, private parties should know their customer (i.e. government) and its structure, 
responsible employees, processes and planning procedures before submitting a 
proposal. Additionally, lobbying in media and politics is an essential precondition to 
launching a successful unsolicited proposal. In this specific case, lobbying the national 
and local governments kept the proposal “in the game” and ensured support for a 
financial contribution from local government for the proposal (Niessen, 2010). 
 
2.5 Analysis of early private involvement models in practice 
Potential added values and risks were distinguished from theory in the second section 
of this article. Table 2.2 summarizes the discussion of the models and cases (as 
examined in the previous sections) by displaying the role of these risks and added 
values in practice. 
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Table 2.2: Added values and risks of cases of early private involvement.  

 Market  
consultation 

Early design  
contest 

Market 
reconnaissance 

Unsolicited   
proposal 

Cases Urgency 
programme road 
refurbishment  

Steel Bridges 
Renovation 

Afsluitdijk Renewal Breda - Utrecht 
rail connection 

Added values 
Detailed and 
committed 
feasibility 
information 

Partly, only 
information on 
outlines. Limited 
commitment, since 
information sha-
ring is voluntary 

Yes, dependent on 
request and 
guidelines for 
contest 

Yes, detailed and 
committed 
information in 
explorative stage. 
Best results by 
intense dialogue 

Unclear, the 
committed 
feasibility details 
need assessment 
by government 

Lifecycle 
perspective 

No, the request 
was for a process 
consultation 

Yes, adaptiveness 
on lifecycle basis 
was requested in 
contest 

Yes, adaptive 
models were 
requested on 
lifecycle basis 

No, not present in 
proposal 

Professionalisati
on of the 
planning 
process 

Yes, critical 
comments on 
predefined 
process led to 
adaptation 

Yes, by providing 
connection of 
reward with 
realization 

Yes, short time-
frame stimulated 
tight, professional 
government. Crea-
tivity inspired dis-
cussions in 
decision-making 

No, incentive for 
professional 
attitude towards 
proposal is absent. 
Negative attitude 
towards outside 
ideas persists 

Conceptual 
creativity 

Limited, private 
sector is limited by 
government's pro-
posal. General 
consultation led to 
strategic answers 

Yes, but strong 
incentive on 
feasibility 

Yes, active 
developing role of 
private party. 
New creative 
ideas out-of-the-
box 

Yes, private sector 
fully free to de 

Risks 
Hampering 
competition 

No, consultation is 
without 
obligations, results 
are public 

Possibly, reward if 
realized can 
influence 
procurement 

No, reconnaissance 
is without direct 
relationship to 
procurement 

Possibly, unclear if 
and how proposal 
will be procured 

Complex 
process 

No, consultation 
fits the traditional 
government-
dominated process 

Partly, clear rules 
are provided, but 
range of creativity 
is difficult to 
manage 

Partly, active role 
of private sector 
and status of 
model can be 
difficult to manage 

Yes, unsolicited 
proposal can cross 
ongoing planning 
procedures and 
political discussions 

Limitation of 
political 
freedom of 
choice 

No, consultation 
without 
obligations, so 
free choice of 
government 

Possibly, 
government can 
be influenced by 
contest, especially 
if prize is related 
to realization 

Partly, discussion 
between use of 
total concept and 
cherry-picking 

Partly, discussion 
initiated by 
private proposal, 
government is 
“forced” to choose 

Opportunistic 
behaviour 

Possibly, no 
obligations, so no 
responsibility for 
opportunistic input 

No, depending on 
the quality of the 
judgment 

Partly, the 
concepts mirror the 
character of the 
involved parties 

Yes, assessment of 
opportunistic 
behaviour of 
private sector 
necessary 
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The market consultation is the most commonly applied model for early private 
involvement in Dutch infrastructure planning, because it is easy to use, it does not 
interfere with possible future procurement and it has relatively low transaction costs. 
Therefore, market consultation proves suitable for checking the intended process in a 
pre-competitive stage. However, practice shows that market consultation contains a 
limited incentive for sparking creativity. Private parties can only react to an intended 
solution. As such, the model provides only a limited incentive for collaboration, which 
can be found in the one-to-one dialogues. 
 
In an early design contest, the best solution is chosen by a governmental client and used, 
possibly supplemented by good components from other ideas. The early design contest 
can be applied to specific, worked-out problems. The size of the prize partially 
determines the power of the incentive to deliver creative ideas. The jury judgment of 
the contest can cause uncertainty for private parties: it is impossible to define and 
specify all the criteria in advance, so qualitative criteria need to be applied that leave 
a greater margin for subjectivity on the part of the independent jury. The contest 
involves active private involvement, but does not stimulate public–private collaboration. 
The public and private parties are separated by the contest's competitive character. 
 
In a market reconnaissance, no winning private concept is chosen: all the ideas can be 
used by government to compose a final concept. The market reconnaissance requires 
government and market to be prepared for an extensive dialogue, which involves more 
transaction costs than a market consultation or early design contest. The incentive to 
deliver creativity is based on cost reimbursement and intellectual property rights 
protection, which is difficult because, in practice, most innovations consist of 
combinations of existing techniques. Without protection of intellectual property rights, a 
market reconnaissance is similar to consultancy. Creativity can be stimulated, as the 
Afsluitdijk case shows, but the creativity generated proved to be closely related to the 
selection criteria. The model has great potential for public–private collaboration: public 
and private parties are encouraged to interact to come to private visions that reflect 
public wishes and ambitions. 
 
The unsolicited proposal differs greatly from other early private involvement models. It 
is essential to situate unsolicited proposals carefully in public plan- and decision-
making. This requires considerable private insight into public planning procedures. In 
practice, private parties seem to underestimate the duration of the processes involved, 
the intensity of the stakeholder involvement required and the strict rules and procedures 
that play a role in the complexity of careful plan- and decision-making. Successful 
private unsolicited proposals are, therefore, exceptional in the Netherlands. Similar to 
market reconnaissance, this model also depends on the arrangement of intellectual 
property rights protection. Although this model involves pro-active private parties, 
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government adopts a passive, somewhat reluctant attitude towards solutions invented 
by other organizations, which limits the potential for public–private collaboration. 
 
The discussion of the various models shows that the models could make use of the input 
of private parties. However, there is more to this than added values and risks: practice 
shows that the models' goals and scope need to fit the case, proper rewards and 
incentives need to be provided and the models' setup need to reflect and incorporate 
these elements effectively (Table 2.1). In practice, the goal and scope of a project 
needs to be examined before applying a model. The different models have different 
goals and different scopes, and can serve different purposes. However, a structured 
assessment of these purposes before choosing a certain model seems lacking (Lenferink 
et al., 2012). Rewards are crucial to stimulate private participation and keep the 
private sector interested in early private involvement, both for the future of a project 
and for early private involvement. Private parties have indicated that insight into how 
government will handle their input is essential for their future participation, and that 
steps need to be taken to ensure successful early private involvement in the future, 
especially with regard to intellectual property rights regulations. Such regulations could 
also act as incentives for creativity and stimulate the private parties' efforts. In the 
setup of all four models, the need for transparency and clear rules is evident. Although 
government should clearly delineate the planning issue, the challenging character of the 
early involvement initiative should be maintained by not working out initiatives in detail 
(Codecasa & Ponzini, 2011). Doing this will provide opportunities for innovation and 
can make initiatives adaptive to change at the project level and at the political level 
(Sagalyn, 2007). 
 
2.6 Conclusions and recommendations on early private involvement 
In conclusion, early private involvement offers government and business organizations 
opportunities to collaborate and strengthen plan development in an early pre-
competitive stage of the planning process, when options are still open and private 
parties have not been contracted. Early private involvement in Dutch infrastructure 
planning stimulates the effective use of technical knowledge in planning (Beauregard, 
2005) and can serve as preparation for establishing PPP (Wettenhall, 2003). As such, 
it can offer a strategy that fits the governance of networks (Klijn & Koppenjan, 2000; 
Koppenjan, 2005). 
 
In Dutch practice, government and business organizations are generally positive about 
early private involvement in the explorative, pre-competitive stages of infrastructure 
planning. We have shown that unlocking the potential of early private involvement and 
strengthening plan development requires a reward for private sector participation, an 
incentive to come up with creative solutions and a setup that is clear and 
straightforward and supported by proper regulations (see fifth section). The potential 
of the different models for addressing complexity and to facilitate public–private 
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collaboration varies. Moreover, the potential application of the early private 
involvement models - the extent to which private parties can help to improve the 
planning process and how and when private parties should be involved - differs per 
early private involvement model. Analysis shows that the market reconnaissance model 
of early private involvement has the greatest potential for strengthening Dutch plan 
development, while the unsolicited proposal model seems difficult to apply in Dutch 
practice (see Table 2.3). 
 
Table 2.3: Potential for strengthening plan development by early private involvement.  

Potential… Market  
consultation 

Early design  
contest 

Market 
reconnaissance 

Unsolicited  
proposal 

… to address 
complexity 
 

Low Low High Medium 
Needs worked-out 
proposed solution 
or proposed 
process 

Needs concrete 
requests, objects 
and/or question 

Options are open in 
both process and 
solutions 

Open and creative, 
but often not fitting 
plan and decision-
making 

… for 
public–
private 
collaboration 
 

Very low  
Passive private 
parties, limited 
incentive for 
private parties to 
collaborate 

Medium  
Active private 
parties and 
possibly NGOs, but 
limited incentive to 
collaborate 

High 
Active private 
parties and 
incentives for 
public–private 
collaboration 

Medium  
Pro-active private 
parties, limited 
incentive for public 
parties to 
collaborate 

… 
application in 
practice 

Apply relatively 
late  
in explorative 
stage for check on 
proposed process 
and solutions, 
without 
collaboration 

Apply relatively 
late  
in explorative 
stage for creativity 
on specific 
elements, with 
limited operational 
collaboration 

Apply early 
 in explorative 
stage for 
conceptual 
creativity, with 
intense strategic 
collaboration 

Accommodate 
if possible within 
existing plan- and 
decision-making 
processes. Potential 
is proposal-specific 

 
In order to address complexity in infrastructure planning, the models seem to stimulate 
better government decision-making by providing reliable and relevant practical 
information, knowledge and expertise. In addition, private conceptual creativity could 
help provide innovative solutions to address complex issues. Early private involvement 
stimulates the search for public–private collaboration. By actively involving private 
parties, an attitude change in government could be stimulated: from a closed, 
hierarchical government with vertical relationships to other parties (Wettenhall, 2003), 
towards a customer-oriented organization open to horizontal collaboration and 
community involvement (see also Van den Brink, 2009). With regard to the application 
of early private involvement, the conditions under which the models can effectively be 
applied in Dutch planning practice vary. We found that market reconnaissance and 
design contest models can best be applied early in the explorative stage, because they 
require more open project scopes to deliver creative and innovative solutions. The 
market consultation can best be applied later in the planning process as a check on 
proposed solutions, because the private parties have a passive role in this model. The 
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potential and application of the unsolicited proposal is context-specific and dependent 
on the degree of freedom provided within the planning framework to come up with 
independent private proposals. 
 
Based on our findings, we can make two major recommendations for future research. 
Although new public management and PPP are internationally recognized 
developments in planning (Lane, 2002), not all countries have the strong planning 
tradition and framework of the Netherlands, in which planning is strongly regulated by 
government (Hajer & Zonneveld, 2000). Therefore, at first sight, market reconnaissance 
could prove to be particularly difficult to apply elsewhere. On the other hand, 
unsolicited proposals require less public government control, which makes this model of 
early private involvement difficult to apply in the Netherlands, but potentially effective 
in other countries (this is demonstrated by the fact that this model has been applied in 
several countries, see Hodges and Dellacha, 2007, for an overview). We recommend 
investigating in depth to what extent our findings on early private involvement models 
are also relevant and applicable in other countries with different planning frameworks 
and traditions. 
 
Another recommendation is to improve the connection between early private 
involvement and civil society. Currently, interaction between government and business 
organizations and interaction between government and civil society seems to take 
place in separate arenas. Connecting community involvement and private involvement 
could potentially increase the feasibility and creativity of proposed projects through 
private involvement, while the involvement of civil society could provide for broader 
societal support. After all, Sagalyn (2007, p. 14) has stated that “public commitment is 
vulnerable to continual assault”. Poor public involvement can lead to negative pluralism 
(Altshuler & Luberoff, 2003), in which plan and project development are delayed or 
halted. As a first step towards connecting the separate arenas, civil stakeholders could 
take part in juries, appraisal committees and other organizations and networks involved 
in the contact with the private sector to create forums for dialogues between multiple 
public and private agencies (Innes et al., 2010). By bridging the divide between 
market and civil society, early private involvement could strengthen plan involvement 
even further. 
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