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Chapter 1   
 

 

Introduction: transport infrastructure projects and 
urban context 
 

 

  



 
1.1. Background to the research 

With cities experiencing rapid population growth, planners are being pressured by continued 

urgency for government investment in urban and transport infrastructure that struggles to keep up 

with the needs of society (Legacy, 2017). The geographical size and complexity of many cities, such 

as Sydney and Amsterdam, has meant that social goals and objectives are no longer set simply to 

suit the needs of the ‘city population’ as a single entity, but must also consider neighbourhood and 

regional scales. That is, the complexity of the urban context means that planning must address 

interests, impacts and legacies across a range of spatial and temporal scales and take into account 

diverse and differently empowered and affected stakeholders and interests. The resulting plans and 

projects, however, do not always align well with the evolving needs of the affected population at all 

spatial scales once they are finally delivered. Moreover, in many cases, there is limited opportunity 

for citizen involvement in decision making, particularly in relation to transport priorities and 

investment (Legacy, 2018). Therefore, effective assessment and management of the social impacts 

of such projects, are increasingly necessary to secure positive social outcomes from urban transport 

infrastructure megaprojects and to consider impacts on the design of cities. Assessing the impacts 

of transport projects and plans, and setting social objectives at different scales of spatial planning 

and urban governance with the welfare of the public in mind, is a significant responsibility for urban 

planners, policymakers and infrastructure professionals.  

This thesis explores the ways that the governance and management of major transport 

infrastructure projects in complex urban settings address the challenge of understanding social 

dimensions. It argues that over-emphasising financial and engineering aspects of projects during 

planning risks undervaluing their social dimensions. Overlooking social outcomes during the 

lifecycles of major projects is surprisingly common, often due to poor integration of urban 

governance and project management processes. It highlights that there is a need for implementing 

good practice Social Impact Assessment (SIA), social impact management plans and follow-up 

programs to identify and address project impacts and improve social outcomes. However, to ensure 

its effective implementation planners must also consider the tension between governance priorities 

at multiple spatial scales ‒ from the urban neighbourhood to the whole-of-city and beyond. 

Adaptive management and adaptive governance are identified as essential to developing more 

effective capacity to respond to social change arising from megaprojects over time. This thesis 

advocates that SIA practitioners should be supported by effective integration of impact assessments 

into project management, urban governance and planning as a means to improving social outcomes 

from transport infrastructure megaprojects. 
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generally. Social Impact Assessment (SIA) is an internationally recognised process and tool that can 

help better address social impacts in transport planning and other forms of development. It is used 

to predict, assess and manage the impacts of development interventions by identifying affected 

stakeholders, impacts and their potential significance, as well as possible mitigation and control 

measures to reduce the severity of negative effects, and actions to enhance the positive benefits of 

projects (Vanclay, 2003; Vanclay et al., 2015). The methods applied in SIA, as established in 

international good practice guidelines (see Vanclay et al., 2015), are derived from the social sciences 

and include effective stakeholder engagement practices to include the affected people in the 

assessment process prior to a decision (Gagnon et al., 1993; Vanclay et al., 2013; Vanclay et al., 2015). 

As a field of research and practice, SIA recognises that social change processes, impacts and their 

management play across different geographical scales, from local site-based impacts to suburb, city 

and regional scales, and across the project lifecycle and beyond. However, weaknesses in the 

monitoring, management and follow-up of social impacts across geographical scales frequently 

limit SIA’s effective implementation against good practice guidelines (Gagnon et al., 1993; Harvey, 

2011, O’Faircheallaigh, 2009; Storey & Noble, 2005). Follow-up is considered to be an essential step 

of the SIA process (Arts, 1998; Gagnon, 2003; Morrison-Saunders & Arts, 2004; Morrison-Saunders 

et al., 2003; Morrison-Saunders et al., 2007), especially in securing sustainable outcomes and 

managing uncertainty in the planning process. Unfortunately, the supportive planning and 

governance processes required across spatial and temporal scales for the effective implementation 

of SIA are not always present in the urban context, reinforcing its weaknesses in practice (Arts, 

1998). Practitioners applying SIA frequently face practical, political, methodological, and technical 

challenges in attempting to implement good practice to achieve beneficial social outcomes across 

spatial scales (Mottee, 2016). This becomes problematic, especially when urban transport 

infrastructure projects generate significant positive and negative social impacts that are 

inadequately conceptualised, assessed, and managed, which results in adverse and highly uneven 

social outcomes. Herein lies the problem that this research seeks to investigate.  

To improve decision-making processes and social outcomes from transport projects and 

secure benefits to society, improved understanding of how social impacts play out in contemporary 

urban geographical contexts and how their assessment and management is actually undertaken in 

practice is needed. As such, this research provides an evaluation of practices in assessing and 

managing social impacts and decision-making during the planning and delivery of urban transport 

infrastructure projects. Embedded in the field of urban geography, the research specifically focuses 

on relationships in the urban environment between the assessment and management of social 

impacts, follow-up, and transport megaproject management. Three exemplar cases in two 

geographical contexts – the Parramatta Rail Link (PRL, Sydney), South West Rail Link (SWRL, 

Sydney) and the North-South Metro Line (Noord/Zuid Metrolijn, NZL, Amsterdam) – are used to 

 
1.1.1.  Urban transport infrastructure megaprojects and their social impacts 

Urban government-led transport infrastructure projects have become mega-projects that span 

decades and cost billions of dollars (Flyvbjerg, 2017; Leendertse & Arts, 2020). These major 

undertakings are engineering-driven and technically complex impacting many stakeholders and 

requiring many years to plan and build (Giezen, 2012; Flyvbjerg, 2017). This, combined with the 

general urgency surrounding urban planning in major cities, sees a rush for project managers to 

design, construct and deliver projects on time and budget, and with minimal risk (and healthy 

profits wherever possible), even when faced with challenges in managing significant financial, 

environmental and political risks and uncertainties (Lenfle & Loch, 2017). In designing solutions to 

transport problems, project managers and practices in transport planning have traditionally 

focused on models of ‘predict and provide’ or ‘predict and act’ to solve transport problems (Banister, 

2008; Bertolini, 2012; Beukers et al., 2012; Heeres et al., 2012). Modelling approaches and Cost-

Benefit Analysis (CBA) are the dominant methods used by governments in decision-making during 

early project planning stages to consider options and alternatives in evaluating infrastructure 

business cases (Chamseddine & Ait Boubkr, 2020; Flyvbjerg et al., 2003; Flyvbjerg, 2014; Legacy, 

2017; Mouter et al., 2015). These approaches have often been criticised for overly focusing on the 

technical engineering and financial aspects and reducing to a limited accounting format, the non-

monetised project effects, such as social impacts and their equitable distribution, as well as 

minimising citizen participation (Bertolini, 2012; Beukers et al., 2015; Jones & Lucas, 2012; Legacy, 

2017; Mouter et al., 2013, 2015). Such criticisms recognise that decision-making based on this sort of 

information risks failing to recognise social impacts during planning. During business case 

development for megaprojects, there is a tendency towards an optimism bias, leading project 

managers and engineers working on projects to understate the financial cost and technical 

complexity and overstate the benefits to secure funding (Flyvbjerg, 2014; Siemiatycki, 2010). A clear 

analysis of how costs and benefits are distributed socially, spatially and over time is also often 

missing. With so many complexities and unknowns, and long planning timeframes, it is not 

unsurprising that priorities for projects are narrowly focused on the ‘successful’ performance 

against traditional measures of time, risks and cost, rather than sustainability and the distribution 

of effects (Flyvbjerg et al., 2003; Steele & Legacy, 2017; Sturup & Low, 2015; Van Marrewijk, 2008). 

These complexities in transport megaproject management call for the application of alternative 

methods to assess and manage the social impacts of transport in a fair, just and sustainable manner 

and in ways that benefits society and can lead to the consideration of the social issues in planning 

in a more transparent manner. There is a particularly pressing need to ensure that the negative 

impacts on affected populations are identified and dealt with openly, justly and equitably. 

The practices of assessing and managing social impacts therefore play an important role in 

the ongoing development of urban transport infrastructure megaprojects and urban contexts more 
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national scale implications of decisions which are responsive to local scale imperatives” (Howitt, 

1993, p.138). Concepts of place and scale are essential to understanding how social impacts are 

conceptualised, assessed and managed, given their complex distribution during the planning, 

construction and operation of infrastructure projects (Hamersma et al., 2018; Howitt & Jackson, 

2000). Spatiality and society are central considerations in the geographical approach of this 

research, as they are central to the social dimensions of transport planning. For instance, priorities 

for government-led transport infrastructure projects are typically made at the metropolitan and 

regional levels but have implications to both wider-scale society and at the local community level 

(Hale, 2011). These political priorities are also reflected in how the scope of the SIA is defined and 

has implications for the extent that a full and fair consideration of social impacts occurs. 

Management strategies developed during SIA have a significant spatial component, as they are 

applied within the boundaries set by the project, as defined by the proponent and the practitioner 

in the development assessment and may exclude consideration of impact that fall outside the scope 

of these boundaries. 

1.2.1. Three conceptual threads: SIA, impact management & follow-up, transport megaproject 
management 

Complexities of social impacts of infrastructure, and in particular in urban contexts, suggest the 

need to avoid adopting a single pre-determined theoretical framework for SIA (Howitt, 2011a; Ross 

& McGee, 2006). The geographical approach to this research places a necessary focus on analysing 

the interactions and relationships between assessing and managing social impacts and spatial and 

transport development within the urban environment to address the research problem. Figure 1.1 

depicts the conceptual framework for this research which is drawn from the field of urban 

geography and comprises three conceptual threads: 

1. Social Impact Assessment 

2. Impact management and follow-up  

3. Transport megaproject management. 

The overarching urban geography framing in this research alludes to other multi-disciplinary 

concepts drawn from the political sciences and urban governance and planning, as they offer 

insights and explanations for socio-spatial characteristics of the individual cases. Although not the 

main focus of the research, such theories and concepts include integrated infrastructure and spatial 

development planning (see Heeres et al., 2012) (Chapter 3), multi-level governance (see Daniell & 

Kay, 2017; Veeneman & Culley, 2018) (Chapters 5 & 6) and adaptive planning and governance (see 

Rauws & De Roo, 2016; Rijke et al., 2012; Seeliger & Turok, 2014) (Chapters 6 & 7). 

 

 
gain insights into the assessment and management of social impacts that are relevant to rapidly 

urbanising and densely populated contexts in advanced economies where there is a demand for 

new and/or upgraded infrastructure.  

This chapter introduces the key concepts informing the research and the conceptual 

framework underpinning the presentation and analysis of the research findings (Section 1.2), 

outlines the theoretical and empirical relevance of the research (Section 1.3), details the research 

aims, questions and design (Section 1.4), and explains and justifies the research methods (Section 

1.5) before concluding with an outline of the thesis structure (Section 1.6). 

1.2. Key concepts and conceptual framework underpinning the research 

A conceptual framework underpins this research, which draws from key concepts that are used to 

design the research and organise and analyse the research findings. These concepts and framework 

are drawn from the field of urban geography, as it applies a geographical lens to understanding the 

complex social and spatial relationships between professional practice, governance and society in 

the urban environment across scales. Urban geography is a sub-discipline of human geography, but 

also multidisciplinary in connecting other disciplinary areas, such as social geography, urban 

planning and political science (Latham et al., 2009). Latham et al. (2009) suggest that it can be 

described as social scientific research about urbanisation and cities, and as such is directly 

applicable to this research which is focused on understanding the social impacts of urban transport. 

Latham et al. (2009) offer five concepts of importance to urban geography: location and movement; 

constructions; envisioning and experience; social and political organisations; and sites and 

practices. Within these main concepts, they apply socio-spatial considerations of mobility, 

infrastructure and community to explain and understand spatial relations within and between 

cities. Pacione’s (2005) definition of urban geography is also relevant to the focus of this research, 

stating that urban geography involves the study of cities and towns, and the socio-spatial 

similarities between and within them. Pacione (2005, p.3) describes these similarities as the 

outcomes of interactions among different forces, such as social, demographic, cultural, economic 

and political forces that are “operating at a variety of geographic scales ranging from global to the 

local”. This research seeks to understand the socio-spatial similarities and differences in how social 

impacts are assessed and managed, and aligns with concepts in the urban geography discipline, 

particularly about politics, urban governance and power, social and spatial equity, social change 

and the movements of people into and out of cities (Pacione, 2005).  

A geographical lens is considered appropriate for this research because a geographical 

perspective offers social research a spatial perspective on society-environment relations. Geography 

is attentive to scale relations and provides a “conceptual framework which recognises the local 

effects and implications of decisions made on the basis of national scale concerns, and also the 
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al., 2015). In SIA practice, those who are ‘practitioners’ require training in qualitative social science 

research practices and to understand the effects of social change processes (Vanclay, 2003). 

Applying qualitative research practices and understanding social change processes distinguish the 

application of SIA from the application of good practice stakeholder engagement practices that may 

be required in decision-making processes, including during EIA, policy or plan-making. 

Good practice principles within the field of SIA have existed since the early 1990s as well as 

literature on the topic since the introduction of Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) in the 

1970s and 1980s. Although once considered the ‘orphan’ to EIA, the practice of SIA has evolved into 

a sub-discipline of social science, and has its own concepts, tools and theories, which draw from 

transdisciplinary perspectives, such as political science, anthropology and sociology (Esteves et al., 

2012; Howitt, 2011a; Ross & McGee, 2006). In practice, SIA is regularly combined with EIA to produce 

an integrated Environmental and Social Impact Assessment (ESIA) (Vanclay, 2020), although 

historically often social issues have typically been only a secondary consideration (Esteves et al., 

2012). The International Association of Impact Assessment’s (IAIA)’s international principles on SIA 

published by Vanclay (2003) and the more recent Vanclay et al. (2015) guidelines publication 

establish good practice methods and principles for undertaking successful SIA. However, 

theoretical discourse is rare in the SIA literature, and research has tended to focus on cases, in 

discussing good practice, rather than drawing on theory to discuss social change processes and 

affected societies (Howitt, 2011a; Ross & McGee, 2006). Conceptualising and analysis of social 

impacts, as distinct from environmental impacts, as stressed by Vanclay (2002, 2003), requires 

social science theories, methods and training to inform the scoping of social change variables, 

explain complex relationships, conduct fieldwork and engage with the affected communities in an 

ethical manner. Conceptual issues from the social sciences that are considered within this research 

include ideas of people and place interactions, community engagement, power and governance and 

‘good practice’ and ‘effective’ SIA and management practices (Esteves et al., 2012; Howitt, 2011b).  

Understanding theory on how social change is generated and achieved is a fundamental 

discourse to the practice of SIA (Howitt, 2011a). Van Schooten et al. (2003) and Slootweg et al. (2001) 

note that social change processes are enacted by interventions such as a project or policy, and may 

result in human impacts. Variables commonly measured in SIA studies (for example population 

growth) are indicators of change that may lead to social impacts. Social change can also include 

changes in values and expectations of the state by society, depending on the adaptive capacity of 

groups impacted to respond to interventions (Slootweg et al., 2001). As Slootweg et al. (2001) note, 

change is context specific, rarely linear and predictable, as people may anticipate and react to them 

(Vanclay et al., 2015). Change is also difficult to predict, as it may be slow or rapid and occurs both 

as a direct impact (human impact) or arise because of an indirect biophysical (environmental) 

impact (Slootweg et. al., 2001). An understanding of what constitutes a ‘social change’, including 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1 Conceptual framework for the research 

1. Social Impact Assessment 

The first conceptual thread for this research engages with the literature on good practice SIA and 

SIA theory. International good practice SIA guidelines define a social impact as, “something that is 

experienced or felt, in a perceptual or corporeal sense at the level of an individual, social unit 

(family/household/collectivity) or community/society” (Vanclay et al., 2015, p. 95). Impacts can 

arise from changes to people’s way of life, community, culture, political systems, health and 

wellbeing, environment, fears and aspirations and personal and property rights (Vanclay, 2003). 

SIA is the assessment and management of those social impacts as both a process and a tool during 

the project lifecycle (Vanclay et al., 2015). The purpose of SIA is to achieve better, more equitable 

social outcomes and avoid or minimise adverse impacts (Vanclay, 2003; Vanclay et al., 2015). It 

focuses on analysing, monitoring and managing the social consequences of actions and can be 

applied at all project lifecycle phases (Vanclay, 2003). The steps involved in SIA typically align with 

Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) in a regulatory and project management context. SIA, 

during the pre-feasibility, feasibility and planning phases of development, requires the assessment 

of social impacts and preparation of impact management strategies for monitoring during 

construction and operation phases of projects (Esteves et al., 2012; Vanclay, 2017). Good practice 

public consultation and stakeholder engagement is also required to scope impacts and empower 

and engage participation throughout the process (Howitt, 1993; O’Faircheallaigh, 2010; Vanclay et 
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Vanclay, 2013). However, the term ‘SIA Follow-up’ is not much researched, although EIA follow-up 

is discussed in the literature.  

In EIA practice, the concept of follow-up is well established, with the IAIA guidelines 

defining follow-up as “the monitoring, evaluation, management and communication of the 

environmental performance of a project or plan” (Morrison-Saunders & Arts, 2004; Morrison-

Saunders et al., 2007, p. 1). A fifth element of follow-up was also added by Pinto et al. (2019), which 

is ‘governance’ and refers to the processes and structures to ensure a commitment to implement 

and act on follow-up. However, it may also occur independently of EIA, being either required by 

regulation in order to manage project performance, compliance with environmental quality and 

safety standards, and ensure environmental and social outcomes, or established in policy, 

permitting or environmental management systems (Arts, 1998; Arts & Faith-Ell, 2012; Carruthers & 

Vanclay, 2007; Morrison-Saunders et al., 2003). The follow-up process is generally concerned with 

the activities that occur post-approval or post-assessment, depending whether EIA has been applied 

to a project, policy or plan. The benefits of conducting follow-up include identifying lessons 

learned, practice improvements and impact management and mitigation strategies in delivering 

projects, strategic policies, plans and programs at local and regional scales (Morrison-Saunders et 

al., 2003; Morrison-Saunders et al., 2007). Good practice EIA follow-up also assists and empowers 

affected communities to understand the environmental performance of an activity which may have 

affected their locality and improved engagement with them to resolve concerns that may have 

arisen post-approval (Gagnon, 2003; Morrison-Saunders & Arts, 2004). Given the scarcity of 

research on follow-up for SIA, this study draws from the existing discussion in EIA practice to 

understand post-approval evaluations in development assessment practice.  

Accountability for achieving project objectives is commonly monitored through individual 

projects in legally enforced adaptive management strategies and monitoring programs as form of 

follow-up evaluation (Preston, 2015). In New South Wales (NSW) (an Australian state), for example, 

the ongoing monitoring of impacts for individual projects is regulated by the Department of 

Planning, Industry and Environment (DPIE) and other agencies through approval conditions and 

legislative frameworks (see DPIE, 2020; Preston, 2015). However, it is frequently demonstrated in 

the literature that established regulations and institutional arrangements, do not always guarantee 

that follow-up occurs and that organisations comply with conditions (Arts, 1998; Berkes et al., 1991; 

Morrison-Saunders et al., 2003; Morrison-Saunders & Arts, 2004).  

 

 

 
demographic, economic, geographic, institutional and legal, sociocultural, emancipatory and 

empowerment processes, as applied in SIA, and that these processes occur at local, regional and 

global scales, form part of this integral conceptual frame for interpreting how social outcomes may 

be achieved and evaluated (Van Schooten et al., 2003).  

Critical assessment of social impact reports has often focused on cases where developments 

proposed by corporations are likely to generate significant social impacts on disadvantaged or 

minority groups (Hanna et al., 2014; Howitt & Lunkapis, 2010; O’Faircheallaigh, 1999, 2009). While 

such concerns are valid for urban government-led projects, in such contexts SIA fulfils an important 

role in empowering affected communities to voice concerns about proposed developments – an 

issue that is not often explicitly discussed in the SIA literature (Finsterbusch, 1995; Gagnon et al., 

1993; Howitt, 1993). This role can be attributed to SIA’s links to the social sciences, its use of 

qualitative social research methods, and its aim to reveal distributional impacts, empower affected 

communities, to create positive societal change, and to ensure social justice (Vanclay, 2003; Walker, 

2010). Positive societal change and social justice are relevant in transport infrastructure planning, 

as these concepts can be identified in policy aims to provide improved accessibility and mobility to 

people and places presently excluded from transport networks and the opportunities they afford 

(Martens, 2017; Preston & Rajé, 2007). The conceptualisation of social impacts and social change as 

understood in SIA signifies a shift from the traditional ways of considering social issues in transport 

planning (as highlighted by the research problem) that this research seeks to investigate further 

through this conceptual thread. 

2. Impact management and follow-up 

As discussed in the first conceptual thread, theories of social change underpin the prediction of 

impacts during SIA. Impacts identified will require mitigation to reduce the severity of potential 

impacts to an acceptable level of risk to proceed with a development. However, the complexity of 

analysing and prediction of these changes requires monitoring of impacts and flexibility in the 

management strategies to adequately anticipate and respond to change, while also ensuring 

compliance with commitments agreed to in SIA reports. Thus, an important aspect of undertaking 

SIA involves developing management strategies and undertaking monitoring follow-up effects 

(Finsterbusch, 1995; Franks & Vanclay, 2013; O’Faircheallaigh, 2009; Storey & Noble, 2005). This 

forms the second conceptual thread for this research. The development of strategies and follow-up 

should occur from the feasibility and planning phases of development right through until closure, 

and should include the development of a Social Impact Management Plan to facilitate monitoring 

and mitigation (Franks & Vanclay, 2013; Storey & Noble, 2005). A key component of good practice 

follow-up is the inclusion of adaptive management strategies, that monitor, adapt and respond to 

changes in the environment as the project moves into its post-construction phases (Franks & 
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Vanclay, 2013). However, the term ‘SIA Follow-up’ is not much researched, although EIA follow-up 

is discussed in the literature.  

In EIA practice, the concept of follow-up is well established, with the IAIA guidelines 

defining follow-up as “the monitoring, evaluation, management and communication of the 

environmental performance of a project or plan” (Morrison-Saunders & Arts, 2004; Morrison-

Saunders et al., 2007, p. 1). A fifth element of follow-up was also added by Pinto et al. (2019), which 

is ‘governance’ and refers to the processes and structures to ensure a commitment to implement 

and act on follow-up. However, it may also occur independently of EIA, being either required by 

regulation in order to manage project performance, compliance with environmental quality and 

safety standards, and ensure environmental and social outcomes, or established in policy, 

permitting or environmental management systems (Arts, 1998; Arts & Faith-Ell, 2012; Carruthers & 

Vanclay, 2007; Morrison-Saunders et al., 2003). The follow-up process is generally concerned with 

the activities that occur post-approval or post-assessment, depending whether EIA has been applied 

to a project, policy or plan. The benefits of conducting follow-up include identifying lessons 

learned, practice improvements and impact management and mitigation strategies in delivering 

projects, strategic policies, plans and programs at local and regional scales (Morrison-Saunders et 

al., 2003; Morrison-Saunders et al., 2007). Good practice EIA follow-up also assists and empowers 

affected communities to understand the environmental performance of an activity which may have 

affected their locality and improved engagement with them to resolve concerns that may have 

arisen post-approval (Gagnon, 2003; Morrison-Saunders & Arts, 2004). Given the scarcity of 

research on follow-up for SIA, this study draws from the existing discussion in EIA practice to 

understand post-approval evaluations in development assessment practice.  

Accountability for achieving project objectives is commonly monitored through individual 

projects in legally enforced adaptive management strategies and monitoring programs as form of 

follow-up evaluation (Preston, 2015). In New South Wales (NSW) (an Australian state), for example, 

the ongoing monitoring of impacts for individual projects is regulated by the Department of 

Planning, Industry and Environment (DPIE) and other agencies through approval conditions and 

legislative frameworks (see DPIE, 2020; Preston, 2015). However, it is frequently demonstrated in 

the literature that established regulations and institutional arrangements, do not always guarantee 

that follow-up occurs and that organisations comply with conditions (Arts, 1998; Berkes et al., 1991; 

Morrison-Saunders et al., 2003; Morrison-Saunders & Arts, 2004).  
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equitable development, environmental, social and economic impacts need to be managed across 

the entire lifecycle of developments and beyond (Franks & Vanclay, 2013).  

Adaptive management strategies (Holling, 1978) are commonly accepted as a method for 

managing uncertainty in the prediction of environmental impacts following the preparation of an 

EIA and for social impacts in SIA (Franks & Vanclay, 2013; Storey & Jones, 2003; Vanclay et al., 2015). 

For large-scale projects, impact predictions frequently become irrelevant or inaccurate over time 

as project planning progresses (Storey & Jones, 2003). Implementing adaptive strategies that 

include contingency planning for change are a method for managing this (Storey & Jones, 2003). 

Follow-up evaluation and monitoring of objectives established during the assessment then become 

an essential part of applying these strategies post-construction. As Burdge and Vanclay (1996) 

noted, there is a need for better integration of impact mitigation into planning processes, 

recognising that although it should ideally be an essential part of the planning and development 

process, SIA faces a significant scale problem in bridging the gap between the large metropolitan-

scale assessments needed for regional policy decisions and the local project-scale research findings. 

Scale is an important concept for the SIA practitioner to consider in their practice undertaken as 

part of these governance and decision-making processes. 

3. Transport megaproject management 

Transport megaprojects are regarded as agents of social change, transformative and city shaping 

and attract a high level of political and public interest due to their significant impacts on 

communities (Priemus et al., 2013; Siemiatycki, 2017; Vanclay, 2017b). As such, the way in which 

transport megaprojects are managed throughout the project lifecycle is linked to how project-level 

social impacts are managed. Flyvbjerg (2014, 2017) and his further extensive research on the project 

management of megaprojects thus forms a third conceptual framework for this research. According 

to Flyvbjerg (2017, p.2), megaprojects can be seen as “large-scale, complex ventures that typically 

cost $1 billion or more, take many years to develop and build, involve multiple public and private 

stakeholders, are transformational, and impact millions of people.” Flyvbjerg argued that the 

megaproject model is the preferred delivery model for a range of sectors, such as transport, and are 

specifically designed to “ambitiously change the structure of society” (Flyvbjerg, 2014, p. 6).  

Megaprojects’ success is conventionally evaluated by traditional metrics of time, cost and 

risk rather than other metrics, such as socio-economic equity, sustainability or environmental 

benefits that are quite often used to justify projects (for example, within EIAs) (Flyvbjerg 2017; 

Lehtonen, 2014; Steele & Legacy, 2017; Sturup & Low, 2015). Van Marrewijk (2008) identified that 

this conventional focus on time, costs and risk is also often at the expense of the public interest. 

Another characteristic of megaprojects identified by Siemiatycki (2010) and Flyvbjerg (2013) is that 

they suffer from optimism bias during planning. That is, the forecasts of costs and benefit during 

 
Poor follow-up evaluation practices make it difficult to hold decision-makers and project 

owners and operators publicly accountable in terms of predicted economic, social and 

environmental impacts for projects. The consequences result in excessive scrutiny and lack of 

public support for projects as well as increased distrust of decision-makers, which has historically 

contributed to failed megaprojects (Flyvbjerg et al., 2003; Flyvbjerg, 2014). One response to this has 

been an increased focus on ‘social licence to operate’ to attain ‘public support’ from affected 

communities, is relevant in urban contexts for infrastructure projects as well as for major resource 

projects (Dare et al., 2014; Jijelava & Vanclay, 2018; Parsons et al., 2014; Syn, 2014). Failure to obtain 

community acceptance exposes political-decision makers and project operators to the risk of 

reputational harm, delays, legal action and financial consequences (Vanclay et al., 2015). This 

acceptance extends beyond the scale of locally affected communities to wider scales as societies 

now expect more of organisations than to just comply with the legal and regulatory framework 

throughout the project lifecycle (Preston, 2015), thus driving efforts to improve post-approval 

follow-up evaluation. 

There are many types of EIA follow-up evaluation that may be undertaken including in 

response to requirements imposed by regulators, proponent-driven self-regulation or initiatives 

driven by community involvement and public pressure (see Morrison-Saunders & Arts, 2004; 

Morrison-Saunders et al., 2007, p. 2). In contrast, research regarding the application of these tools 

to SIA is limited. This is due in part to difficulties in developing a SIA follow-up methodology due 

to the complexities with monitoring qualitative social impacts (for example, Boothroyd et al., 1995; 

Gagnon, 2003; Storey & Noble, 2005) as well as challenges relating to methods for evaluating the 

effectiveness of good SIA practice and the weaknesses in tools for SIA management strategies, such 

as a lack of dynamic monitoring (Cashmore et al., 2009; O’Faircheallaigh, 2009). While the 

management and monitoring of environmental impacts are readily regulated through established 

practices and governance frameworks, such as environmental management systems, plans and 

standards (for example, the International Organization for Standardization (ISO) 14001; Arts & 

Faith-Ell, 2012), equivalent tools for SIA are not widely accepted (Franks & Vanclay, 2013). Arguably 

this is because many government jurisdictions’ requirements remain focused on front-end SIA and 

opportunity for incorporating ongoing community relations with SIA are unrealised (Franks & 

Vanclay, 2013).  

Recent research has added the requirement for Social Impact Management Plans (SIMP), 

suggesting that while it is important to have good practice participatory SIA processes engaging 

and empowering the community, ongoing monitoring and management post-approval is equally 

important to achieving successful social outcomes (Franks & Vanclay, 2013; Vanclay et al., 2015). 

Although Franks and Vanclay (2013) and Vanclay et al. (2015) have written about the importance of 

SIMPs, they are not commonplace. Yet, it is well understood that to achieve sustainable and 
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equitable development, environmental, social and economic impacts need to be managed across 

the entire lifecycle of developments and beyond (Franks & Vanclay, 2013).  

Adaptive management strategies (Holling, 1978) are commonly accepted as a method for 

managing uncertainty in the prediction of environmental impacts following the preparation of an 

EIA and for social impacts in SIA (Franks & Vanclay, 2013; Storey & Jones, 2003; Vanclay et al., 2015). 

For large-scale projects, impact predictions frequently become irrelevant or inaccurate over time 

as project planning progresses (Storey & Jones, 2003). Implementing adaptive strategies that 

include contingency planning for change are a method for managing this (Storey & Jones, 2003). 

Follow-up evaluation and monitoring of objectives established during the assessment then become 

an essential part of applying these strategies post-construction. As Burdge and Vanclay (1996) 

noted, there is a need for better integration of impact mitigation into planning processes, 

recognising that although it should ideally be an essential part of the planning and development 

process, SIA faces a significant scale problem in bridging the gap between the large metropolitan-

scale assessments needed for regional policy decisions and the local project-scale research findings. 

Scale is an important concept for the SIA practitioner to consider in their practice undertaken as 

part of these governance and decision-making processes. 

3. Transport megaproject management 

Transport megaprojects are regarded as agents of social change, transformative and city shaping 

and attract a high level of political and public interest due to their significant impacts on 

communities (Priemus et al., 2013; Siemiatycki, 2017; Vanclay, 2017b). As such, the way in which 

transport megaprojects are managed throughout the project lifecycle is linked to how project-level 

social impacts are managed. Flyvbjerg (2014, 2017) and his further extensive research on the project 

management of megaprojects thus forms a third conceptual framework for this research. According 

to Flyvbjerg (2017, p.2), megaprojects can be seen as “large-scale, complex ventures that typically 

cost $1 billion or more, take many years to develop and build, involve multiple public and private 

stakeholders, are transformational, and impact millions of people.” Flyvbjerg argued that the 

megaproject model is the preferred delivery model for a range of sectors, such as transport, and are 

specifically designed to “ambitiously change the structure of society” (Flyvbjerg, 2014, p. 6).  

Megaprojects’ success is conventionally evaluated by traditional metrics of time, cost and 

risk rather than other metrics, such as socio-economic equity, sustainability or environmental 

benefits that are quite often used to justify projects (for example, within EIAs) (Flyvbjerg 2017; 

Lehtonen, 2014; Steele & Legacy, 2017; Sturup & Low, 2015). Van Marrewijk (2008) identified that 

this conventional focus on time, costs and risk is also often at the expense of the public interest. 

Another characteristic of megaprojects identified by Siemiatycki (2010) and Flyvbjerg (2013) is that 

they suffer from optimism bias during planning. That is, the forecasts of costs and benefit during 
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As such, it is recognised that infrastructure projects are technically complex and challenging 

to manage, however, they also operate within political arenas that make decision-making complex 

within the urban context (Lessard & Miller, 2013). Within this context, projects are subject to 

significant political constraints, such as personal agendas, election promises and terms, public 

support, opposition and conflicts that influence their success throughout the project lifecycle 

(Clegg et al., 2017). The sublimes in Table 1.1 also tend to overshadow the attention given to more 

mundane concerns such as social equity and public interest. Interpreting infrastructure project 

management within an urban governance framework requires an engagement with social science 

theories of power (Howitt, 2011a). Flyvbjerg (2004), when discussing development planning more 

widely, and Kaika (2005), in her discussions of city flows and the urbanisation of power, also 

emphasise the consideration of power in interpreting values and interests of groups and 

understanding the consequences of who gains and loses in the process. Kemp (2011, p. 24) notes 

that “power dynamics are one of the key contextual factors that determine how project proponents 

affect SIA processes and outcomes”. The role of the state and its power is an important 

consideration both as an advocate in the public interest (as the ‘proponent’) and as the regulator 

(Howitt, 2011a), and in the way it chooses to govern during urban planning (Schatz & Rodgers, 2016). 

In most democratic governance structures, it is the elected politicians and their bureaucrats who 

propose large transport infrastructure proposals in plans and determine whether they should be 

financed to proceed. They may (or may not) choose to enact democracy through participatory, 

technocratic and neoliberal planning, which in turn set how decision-making and planning 

processes for megaprojects operate in the urban context (Schatz & Rodgers, 2016). 

Implementation of SIA and EIA in urban planning is heavily influenced by the governance 

processes and planning agenda of those in power making decisions about public infrastructure. As 

Howitt (2001) notes, impact assessment can be both intensely political and politicised, with SIA 

being a political act that implies specific power-relationships. Potentially, the state’s ‘balanced 

advice’ can become biased towards a ‘corporate-power’ view, where accountability for negative 

impacts resulting from a project are justified as in the ‘public interest’ (Ziller, 2012). Recognising 

this ethical challenge in the urban governance context, and its subsequent consequences for the 

assessment of impacts and transport megaproject management, forms part of the framing for this 

research. 

1.3. Relevance of the research 

Limitations of common planning methods, particularly their poor record in adequately recognising 

and addressing social impacts, have been widely acknowledged in transport planning research. The 

shortcomings of modelling and quantitative methods in assessing and managing the distributional 

effects of linear infrastructure in particular, have been well-canvassed (Bertolini, 2012; Beukers et 

 
front-end planning are biased and generally inaccurate, caused by a systematic fallacy in decision-

making, resulting in underestimating of costs and over-stating of benefits. Adding to this, Lenfle 

and Loch (2017) also suggested that megaprojects fail in front-end planning due to the 

underestimation of uncertainty, which then is exacerbated by a lack of flexibility in contracts and 

management in later stages. To address this optimism bias and project performance concerns, 

Flyvbjerg (2013) suggested that project management and governance should focus on high quality 

front-end management, to secure the success of projects and avoid failure.  

Flyvbjerg (2017) suggested that if done right, investment in infrastructure megaprojects 

brings significant benefits to policy (such as to create and sustain employment and create higher-

quality services to customers) and is an effective way of delivering infrastructure. However, as 

discussed previously, his earlier research (see Cantarelli et al., 2010; Cantarelli et al., 2012; Cantarelli 

& Flyvbjerg 2013; Flyvbjerg et al., 2002; Flyvbjerg et al., 2003) demonstrates that the delivery of 

infrastructure in this mode has a history of poor performance in terms of actual costs and benefits 

and delivering on time and budget when the ‘four sublimes’ that drive megaproject development 

are enacted. Flyvbjerg’s four sublimes, as shown in Table 1.1, are the drivers for the scale and 

frequency megaproject development and provide a relevant framework for understanding 

motivators of stakeholders in project management. 

Table 1.1 The ‘four sublimes’ that drive megaproject development  
(Flyvbjerg, 2017, p. 6) 

Type of sublime  Characteristic  
Technological  The excitement engineers and technologists get in pushing the 

envelope for what is possible in “longest– tallest– fastest” type of 

projects.  

Political  The rapture politicians get from building monuments to themselves 

and their causes, and from the visibility this generates with the public 

and media.  

Economic  The delight businesspeople and trade unions get from making lots of 

money and jobs from megaprojects, including for contractors, workers 

in construction and transportation, consultants, bankers, investors, 

landowners, lawyers, and developers.  

Aesthetic  The pleasure designers and people who love good design get from 

building and using something very large that is also iconic and 

beautiful, such as the Golden Gate bridge.  
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As such, it is recognised that infrastructure projects are technically complex and challenging 

to manage, however, they also operate within political arenas that make decision-making complex 

within the urban context (Lessard & Miller, 2013). Within this context, projects are subject to 

significant political constraints, such as personal agendas, election promises and terms, public 

support, opposition and conflicts that influence their success throughout the project lifecycle 

(Clegg et al., 2017). The sublimes in Table 1.1 also tend to overshadow the attention given to more 

mundane concerns such as social equity and public interest. Interpreting infrastructure project 

management within an urban governance framework requires an engagement with social science 

theories of power (Howitt, 2011a). Flyvbjerg (2004), when discussing development planning more 

widely, and Kaika (2005), in her discussions of city flows and the urbanisation of power, also 

emphasise the consideration of power in interpreting values and interests of groups and 

understanding the consequences of who gains and loses in the process. Kemp (2011, p. 24) notes 

that “power dynamics are one of the key contextual factors that determine how project proponents 

affect SIA processes and outcomes”. The role of the state and its power is an important 

consideration both as an advocate in the public interest (as the ‘proponent’) and as the regulator 

(Howitt, 2011a), and in the way it chooses to govern during urban planning (Schatz & Rodgers, 2016). 

In most democratic governance structures, it is the elected politicians and their bureaucrats who 

propose large transport infrastructure proposals in plans and determine whether they should be 

financed to proceed. They may (or may not) choose to enact democracy through participatory, 

technocratic and neoliberal planning, which in turn set how decision-making and planning 

processes for megaprojects operate in the urban context (Schatz & Rodgers, 2016). 

Implementation of SIA and EIA in urban planning is heavily influenced by the governance 

processes and planning agenda of those in power making decisions about public infrastructure. As 

Howitt (2001) notes, impact assessment can be both intensely political and politicised, with SIA 

being a political act that implies specific power-relationships. Potentially, the state’s ‘balanced 

advice’ can become biased towards a ‘corporate-power’ view, where accountability for negative 

impacts resulting from a project are justified as in the ‘public interest’ (Ziller, 2012). Recognising 

this ethical challenge in the urban governance context, and its subsequent consequences for the 

assessment of impacts and transport megaproject management, forms part of the framing for this 

research. 

1.3. Relevance of the research 

Limitations of common planning methods, particularly their poor record in adequately recognising 

and addressing social impacts, have been widely acknowledged in transport planning research. The 

shortcomings of modelling and quantitative methods in assessing and managing the distributional 

effects of linear infrastructure in particular, have been well-canvassed (Bertolini, 2012; Beukers et 
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implementation of theory is not consistently applied in practice, in particular with regarding to the 

application of management and follow-up of social impacts. Funding for follow-up evaluation case 

study research that considers whether predicted social impacts have occurred is uncommon 

(Burdge, 2002; Fortin & Gagnon, 2006; Howitt & Jackson, 2000) and has historically focused on the 

resource and industrial sectors (see for example, Asselin & Parkins, 2009; Fortin & Gagnon, 2006; 

Storey & Jones, 2003; Storey & Noble, 2005). This research seeks to contribute to the literature a 

follow-up study of three cases. However, as effective tools and established practices for undertaking 

SIA follow-up evaluation and monitoring are lacking in the literature, they limit practitioner 

influence in the management, governance and decision-making processes of transport 

infrastructure projects (Harvey, 2011; O'Faircheallaigh, 2009). Thus, this research also seeks to 

identify new understandings as to the constraints and limitations on social impact assessment, 

management and its follow-up in the wider urban environment and identify potential 

improvements in adaptive management, monitoring and follow-up practices that may address 

these weaknesses in practice. 

1.4. Research aims and questions 

To investigate the gaps in knowledge and literature mentioned (Section 1.3) in the context of the 

key concepts discussed (Section 1.2), this thesis focuses on practices in SIA and spatial planning in 

the urban context using case studies in Sydney and Amsterdam. It considers SIA as both tool and 

process, as purported by Vanclay (2003) and Vanclay et al. (2015). Recognising that not all contexts 

have formalised approval processes using SIA, the thesis also looks at urban planning and decision-

making processes more widely. It identifies and explores relationships in the urban geographical 

context that may influence how social impacts are assessed and managed during transport 

infrastructure development. The following section outlines the research aim (Section 1.4) and 

questions (Section 1.5). 

1.4.1. Research aim 

Using three exemplar case studies in the context of Amsterdam and Sydney as well as expert 

professional opinion, the aim of this research is to: 

Increase the understanding of practices in the assessment and management of social impacts and 

associated decision-making processes in the management of urban transport infrastructure, towards 

achieving improved social outcomes and securing benefits to society. 

By increasing our understanding, this research aims to improve assessment practices and decision-

making processes about urban transport infrastructure development to address weaknesses and 

gaps identified in practice and in the literature. It further aims to connect knowledge between 

 
al., 2012; Jones & Lucas, 2012; Legacy, 2017; Mouter et al., 2013, 2015). Yet a gap remains in the 

literature between discussion of the need for better conceptual framing of the social context of 

transport megaprojects and critical evaluation of the practices of planning and delivering them in 

ways that are successful in social terms. The three case studies selected as part of this research are 

exemplars of this issue. By integrating the concepts and understandings developed in SIA theory 

and practice and the findings from these case studies, this thesis makes an important contribution 

to addressing this gap in the literature. It suggests a reconceptualisation of the social impacts of 

transport planning, drawn from SIA’s origins in the social sciences, to better understand how they 

should be assessed and managed. It also considers more broadly, how and when social impacts 

should be considered throughout the transport planning lifecycle, including follow-up, by decision-

makers, to improve the chance for achieving positive social outcomes from projects. In making this 

connection between social impacts and transport planning, it addresses the project planning 

lifecycle, and to align the stages of the SIA process with project management stages and scales of 

governance to facilitate the equal weighting of social issues with engineering, economic and 

technical considerations.  

Building on the suggestions from the pilot study (Mottee, 2016) that urban political 

contexts, that is, the governance processes within cities have greater influence on the delivery of 

social and transport policy outcomes than impact assessment, this research also contributes new 

knowledge about political, project and strategic decision-making around infrastructure projects 

and spatial development at different spatial scales and governance levels. By doing this, it helps 

address the gap identified by Burdge and Vanclay (1996) between project-level assessments and the 

assessments needed for urban and regional-level issues. In considering the wider urban governance 

and planning process, this thesis also seeks to better understand how urban contexts influence the 

assessment and management of social impacts. Different planning regimes, such as collaborative 

and participatory planning and integrated spatial development planning, and governance modes, 

such as multi-level governance, shape how cities are planned. This thesis considers the role of 

assessing and managing social impacts in different urban planning regimes and relationships 

between urban governance, project management and impact assessment practices in two 

jurisdictions to identify what constrains and limits the assessment of social impacts. In considering 

two geographical contexts, the thesis offers important insights into how both urban governance 

and planning influence the assessment and management process. In applying a geographical lens, 

this research seeks to contribute new understandings of how space and scale in urban environments 

influences the theory and practice of SIA.  

Good SIA practice and theoretically informed approaches to SIA and in EIA follow-up are 

well-established in academic and grey literature and translated into both international and local 

guidelines in many jurisdictions (see Parsons et al., 2019 and Vanclay et al., 2015). Yet the 
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implementation of theory is not consistently applied in practice, in particular with regarding to the 

application of management and follow-up of social impacts. Funding for follow-up evaluation case 

study research that considers whether predicted social impacts have occurred is uncommon 

(Burdge, 2002; Fortin & Gagnon, 2006; Howitt & Jackson, 2000) and has historically focused on the 

resource and industrial sectors (see for example, Asselin & Parkins, 2009; Fortin & Gagnon, 2006; 

Storey & Jones, 2003; Storey & Noble, 2005). This research seeks to contribute to the literature a 

follow-up study of three cases. However, as effective tools and established practices for undertaking 

SIA follow-up evaluation and monitoring are lacking in the literature, they limit practitioner 

influence in the management, governance and decision-making processes of transport 

infrastructure projects (Harvey, 2011; O'Faircheallaigh, 2009). Thus, this research also seeks to 

identify new understandings as to the constraints and limitations on social impact assessment, 

management and its follow-up in the wider urban environment and identify potential 

improvements in adaptive management, monitoring and follow-up practices that may address 

these weaknesses in practice. 

1.4. Research aims and questions 

To investigate the gaps in knowledge and literature mentioned (Section 1.3) in the context of the 

key concepts discussed (Section 1.2), this thesis focuses on practices in SIA and spatial planning in 

the urban context using case studies in Sydney and Amsterdam. It considers SIA as both tool and 

process, as purported by Vanclay (2003) and Vanclay et al. (2015). Recognising that not all contexts 

have formalised approval processes using SIA, the thesis also looks at urban planning and decision-

making processes more widely. It identifies and explores relationships in the urban geographical 

context that may influence how social impacts are assessed and managed during transport 

infrastructure development. The following section outlines the research aim (Section 1.4) and 

questions (Section 1.5). 

1.4.1. Research aim 

Using three exemplar case studies in the context of Amsterdam and Sydney as well as expert 

professional opinion, the aim of this research is to: 

Increase the understanding of practices in the assessment and management of social impacts and 

associated decision-making processes in the management of urban transport infrastructure, towards 

achieving improved social outcomes and securing benefits to society. 

By increasing our understanding, this research aims to improve assessment practices and decision-

making processes about urban transport infrastructure development to address weaknesses and 

gaps identified in practice and in the literature. It further aims to connect knowledge between 



Chapter 1

18

 
Subordinate Research Question 3: How can the learnings drawn from the exemplars be applied to 

other urban contexts and transport projects to support better decision-making to the benefit of 

society? 

This question refers specifically to the transferability of the learnings and knowledge obtained from 

the case study exemplars (Chapters 2 to 5) to other urban contexts (Chapter 6). It links the case 

study findings to key concepts and issues that are common to the urban geographical context. It 

also asks whether these learnings can specifically help improve the management of social impacts 

to benefit society, specifically addressing the aim of this research. 

Subordinate Research Question 4: What are the impact evaluation and adaptive management 

practices currently applied to governance, project and process issues that can also be applied to the 

social impact follow-up of urban transport projects? 

This question focuses on what improvements to practice are needed to overcome the practice 

weaknesses and how specifically those improvements might be applied in the follow-up of social 

impacts. The weakness of the follow-up step in contemporary SIA practice was identified in the 

pilot study and is also widely discussed in the literature. It suggests that the solution may be derived 

from other impact evaluation and adaptive management processes that are applied outside of the 

SIA process. Hence this question is proposed to consider what practices (such as used in governance 

or project management) within the urban context could be applied to social impact follow-up to 

improve this. 

1.5. Methodological approach 

A multi-methods qualitative case study approach derived from both an urban and social geography 

and SIA good practice perspective (Creswell, 2003; Finsterbusch, 1995; Kemp, 2011; Stake, 1995; 

Vanclay, 2003; Winchester & Rofe, 2016) was selected for this research. This approach was selected 

as it facilitated the detailed exploration- initially of a single case (the pilot study- PRL) and then 

expanded to several cases (this doctoral research- NZL and SWRL)- as to how and why the research 

problem occurs in practice (Baxter, 2016; Flyvbjerg, 2006; Stake, 1995). That is, the investigation of 

several case studies provided detailed insight into how social impacts are conceptualised, assessed 

and managed during the lifecycle of urban transport projects and what are the resulting social 

outcomes from these activities.  

The research questions posed as part of this doctoral research aim to address the research 

problem by identifying improvements to practices in the assessment and management of social 

impacts in urban transport infrastructure projects. The research questions are built upon three key 

findings of the previous pilot study that was the starting point of this research (see Mottee, 2016):  

 
practice and academia about social impacts and their management, and ultimately achieve better 

social outcomes from projects and plans made in the urban context. 

1.4.2. Research questions 

To achieve this aim, a main research question and four subordinate questions are proposed. The 

main research question is designed to consider the knowledge gaps identified for the assessment 

and management of social impacts in the urban geographical context (Section 1.3). It also builds 

upon the findings of the pilot study (Mottee, 2016), which identified constraints on SIA practice in 

the urban context. The main research question is: 

How are the social impacts of major urban transport infrastructure projects affected by their urban 

geographical context and by impact assessment and management practice? 

Four subordinate questions contribute to answering the main question and achieving the research 

aim, while also considering how to improve professional practice in response to the constraints 

identified. Using the analysis of case study materials, semi-structured interviews, focus groups and 

field inspections, this thesis answers the following questions: 

Subordinate Research Question 1: What are the strengths and weaknesses in the assessment and 

management of social impacts that influence (or fail to influence) urban-transport infrastructure 

government decision-making in an urban geographical context? 

This question considers the material from the case studies (Chapters 2 to 5), as well as expert 

practitioner opinion drawn from interviews and focus groups (Chapter 6) and the literature to 

determine what strengths and weaknesses are present in the urban context. This question directly 

relates to the part of the main research question, that identifies constraints to assessing and 

managing social impacts. 

Subordinate Research Question 2: What learning can be drawn from the three international 

exemplars about the assessment and management of social impacts in government-led urban 

transport projects? 

Discussing the case studies (Chapters 2 to 5), this question focuses broadly on knowledge and 

learning obtained from the material gathered through the research, both about assessing and 

managing social impacts and government-led decision-making processes. 
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Subordinate Research Question 3: How can the learnings drawn from the exemplars be applied to 

other urban contexts and transport projects to support better decision-making to the benefit of 

society? 

This question refers specifically to the transferability of the learnings and knowledge obtained from 

the case study exemplars (Chapters 2 to 5) to other urban contexts (Chapter 6). It links the case 

study findings to key concepts and issues that are common to the urban geographical context. It 

also asks whether these learnings can specifically help improve the management of social impacts 

to benefit society, specifically addressing the aim of this research. 

Subordinate Research Question 4: What are the impact evaluation and adaptive management 

practices currently applied to governance, project and process issues that can also be applied to the 

social impact follow-up of urban transport projects? 

This question focuses on what improvements to practice are needed to overcome the practice 

weaknesses and how specifically those improvements might be applied in the follow-up of social 

impacts. The weakness of the follow-up step in contemporary SIA practice was identified in the 

pilot study and is also widely discussed in the literature. It suggests that the solution may be derived 

from other impact evaluation and adaptive management processes that are applied outside of the 

SIA process. Hence this question is proposed to consider what practices (such as used in governance 

or project management) within the urban context could be applied to social impact follow-up to 

improve this. 

1.5. Methodological approach 

A multi-methods qualitative case study approach derived from both an urban and social geography 

and SIA good practice perspective (Creswell, 2003; Finsterbusch, 1995; Kemp, 2011; Stake, 1995; 

Vanclay, 2003; Winchester & Rofe, 2016) was selected for this research. This approach was selected 

as it facilitated the detailed exploration- initially of a single case (the pilot study- PRL) and then 

expanded to several cases (this doctoral research- NZL and SWRL)- as to how and why the research 

problem occurs in practice (Baxter, 2016; Flyvbjerg, 2006; Stake, 1995). That is, the investigation of 

several case studies provided detailed insight into how social impacts are conceptualised, assessed 

and managed during the lifecycle of urban transport projects and what are the resulting social 

outcomes from these activities.  

The research questions posed as part of this doctoral research aim to address the research 

problem by identifying improvements to practices in the assessment and management of social 

impacts in urban transport infrastructure projects. The research questions are built upon three key 

findings of the previous pilot study that was the starting point of this research (see Mottee, 2016):  
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Table 1.2 Methods and data and research questions by chapter  

Chapter (Paper title) Methods and data Research 
Questions 

Chapter 2- Follow-up 
and Social Impact 
Assessment (SIA) in 
urban transport 
infrastructure projects: 
insights from the 
Parramatta rail link 

 Desktop review of SIA academic literature, as well as 
non-academic literature including SIA guidelines, 
policy, legislation, plans.  

 Review of the historical case study material for the 
PRL and supplementary field inspections.  

 17 key informant semi-structured interviews with 
contributors to the PRL case. 

1 and 2 

Chapter 3–- Limitations 
of technical approaches 
to transport planning 
practice in two cases: 
social issues as a critical 
component of urban 
projects 

 Multi-methods approach using document analysis 
from primary and secondary sources based on case 
materials.  

 30 semi-structured interviews with key PRL and NZL 
project stakeholders.  

 Review of urban planning, SIA and megaproject 
academic literature.  

 Focus group with five international IA experts at the 
International Association of Impact Assessment 
conference in South Africa. 

1, 2 and 4 

Chapter 4–- Metro 
infrastructure planning 
in Amsterdam: how are 
social issues managed in 
the absence of 
environmental and 
social impact 
assessment? 

 Multi-methods qualitative case study approach, using 
document analysis of case materials, academic 
literature review.  

 17 semi-structured interviews face-to-face and/or via 
email/phone/skype in English with key NZL project 
team members. One interview was in Dutch with an 
interpreter.  

 A field inspection was undertaken to familiarise 
myself with the case study location.  

 A follow up focus group was also undertaken with 
urban and transport planning departments of the 
Municipality of Amsterdam. 

1, 2 and 4 

Chapter 5–- Reflecting 
on how social impacts 
are considered in 
Transport Infrastructure 
project planning: 
Looking beyond the 
claimed success of 
Sydney’s South West 
Rail Link 

 Multi-methods approach involving academic 
literature review, field observations and document 
analysis of publicly available relevant case materials, 
media reports and policy documents.  

 Field observations were also undertaken to observe 
changes in the built environment around the new 
stations, with field notes and photos recorded in a 
research diary.  

 Nine semi-structured interviews with key SWRL 
informants undertaken via skype/phone and in 
person.  

 Workshop with seven government planners and 
regulators in Sydney to follow up on key findings.  

1, 2 and 4 

Chapter 6–- Advancing 
beyond project-scale 
Social Impact 
Assessment of transport 
infrastructure: Insights 
into contextual 
constraints on practice 

 Qualitative approach using academic literature review 
and six focus groups and workshops conducted in 
South Africa, the Netherlands and Australia and five 
interviews with European experts via phone or in 
person.  

 Focus groups and workshops and interviews was used 
to gather reflections from ESIA practitioners, 
academics, policymakers, engineers and urban 
planners internationally. 

1, 3 and 4 

The following sections 1.5.1 and 1.5.2 discuss the methods in Table 1.2 and the selection of case 

studies in further detail. 

 
1. The notion that the urban political context, external to the EIA and development 

assessment processes, intervene in the scoping, design, assessment, approval and 

management of major projects and have the greater influence on the delivery of social and 

transport policy outcomes; 

2. That there are significant constraints and limitations on implementing good practice IA;  

3. There is a need for better management and follow-up of social impacts.  

A peer-reviewed journal paper that summarises the pilot study research is included in Chapter 2. 

However, the case material and analysis of this information was reconsidered against the aims and 

questions posed in this doctoral research. 

The qualitative multi-methods adopted in this research (academic literature review, semi-

structured interviews, desktop-based archival research and document review field observations and 

workshops/focus groups) are commonly accepted in both academia and professional practice. This 

was to ensure that human research ethical standards were followed, and that the study would lead 

to research that can be published in academic journals and applied in practice. Combining this 

methodological approach with specific case studies offered the opportunity to explore in depth the 

contextual influences on infrastructure decision-making and the process of assessing and managing 

social impacts in the urban context (Baxter, 2016). Research for each case study utilised multiple 

methods to collect the relevant information sets required to address the research questions 

(Chapters 2 to 5). Additional semi-structured interviews and focus groups were undertaken with 

expert academics, infrastructure and ESIA professionals that were unrelated to the specific case 

studies (Chapter 6). Table 1.2 shows the methods and data adopted, and research questions 

addressed by each chapter of this thesis. It should be noted that the structure of the thesis is such 

that multiple chapters address multiple research questions. As such, the information gathered was 

analysed in response to the various research questions presented in Section 1.4, using the 

overarching conceptual framework presented in Section 1.2. The key findings of this thesis that were 

identified against each research question are summarised in Section 7.2. 

Stake (1995) suggests that data gathering for qualitative case study research involves 

multiple methods to answer the research question and that identifying accessible and relevant data 

sources must be an early priority. In order to establish rigour and trustworthiness in qualitative 

research, triangulation using methods, investigators, theories and multiple sources is required 

(Stratford & Bradshaw, 2016). In this thesis multiple methods and sources have been adopted 

comprising literature review, analysis of project, planning and policy documents, field observations, 

semi-structured interviews, workshops, and focus groups. Also, specific attention was paid to 

checking the sources with colleagues, participant community and secondary documentation to 

establish credibility (Baxter & Eyles, 1997; Stratford & Bradshaw, 2016). 
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Table 1.2 Methods and data and research questions by chapter  

Chapter (Paper title) Methods and data Research 
Questions 

Chapter 2- Follow-up 
and Social Impact 
Assessment (SIA) in 
urban transport 
infrastructure projects: 
insights from the 
Parramatta rail link 

 Desktop review of SIA academic literature, as well as 
non-academic literature including SIA guidelines, 
policy, legislation, plans.  

 Review of the historical case study material for the 
PRL and supplementary field inspections.  

 17 key informant semi-structured interviews with 
contributors to the PRL case. 

1 and 2 

Chapter 3–- Limitations 
of technical approaches 
to transport planning 
practice in two cases: 
social issues as a critical 
component of urban 
projects 

 Multi-methods approach using document analysis 
from primary and secondary sources based on case 
materials.  

 30 semi-structured interviews with key PRL and NZL 
project stakeholders.  

 Review of urban planning, SIA and megaproject 
academic literature.  

 Focus group with five international IA experts at the 
International Association of Impact Assessment 
conference in South Africa. 

1, 2 and 4 

Chapter 4–- Metro 
infrastructure planning 
in Amsterdam: how are 
social issues managed in 
the absence of 
environmental and 
social impact 
assessment? 

 Multi-methods qualitative case study approach, using 
document analysis of case materials, academic 
literature review.  

 17 semi-structured interviews face-to-face and/or via 
email/phone/skype in English with key NZL project 
team members. One interview was in Dutch with an 
interpreter.  

 A field inspection was undertaken to familiarise 
myself with the case study location.  

 A follow up focus group was also undertaken with 
urban and transport planning departments of the 
Municipality of Amsterdam. 

1, 2 and 4 

Chapter 5–- Reflecting 
on how social impacts 
are considered in 
Transport Infrastructure 
project planning: 
Looking beyond the 
claimed success of 
Sydney’s South West 
Rail Link 

 Multi-methods approach involving academic 
literature review, field observations and document 
analysis of publicly available relevant case materials, 
media reports and policy documents.  

 Field observations were also undertaken to observe 
changes in the built environment around the new 
stations, with field notes and photos recorded in a 
research diary.  

 Nine semi-structured interviews with key SWRL 
informants undertaken via skype/phone and in 
person.  

 Workshop with seven government planners and 
regulators in Sydney to follow up on key findings.  

1, 2 and 4 

Chapter 6–- Advancing 
beyond project-scale 
Social Impact 
Assessment of transport 
infrastructure: Insights 
into contextual 
constraints on practice 

 Qualitative approach using academic literature review 
and six focus groups and workshops conducted in 
South Africa, the Netherlands and Australia and five 
interviews with European experts via phone or in 
person.  

 Focus groups and workshops and interviews was used 
to gather reflections from ESIA practitioners, 
academics, policymakers, engineers and urban 
planners internationally. 

1, 3 and 4 

The following sections 1.5.1 and 1.5.2 discuss the methods in Table 1.2 and the selection of case 

studies in further detail. 
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Semi-structured interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted following the document review to obtain the 

interpretations and descriptions of others significantly involved in each case study project (Stake, 

1995). This style of interview not only also allowed for flexibility in pacing and structure of 

questions, but also allowed participants to lead the discussion if there was something else related 

to the themes and the project they wanted to share with me. Interviews were undertaken with high-

level decision-makers involved in the ESIA teams, industry experts and consultants, academic 

consultants, government officials, construction personnel and directly affected key stakeholders 

where relevant. Additionally, I undertook interviews with academic experts and infrastructure 

professionals to obtain their expert opinion on the constraints and limitations to assessing and 

managing social impacts in the urban context. 

Interview guides were developed based on the conceptual framework (Section 1.2) for the 

research, the research questions and the pilot study findings. I tailored the interview guides based 

on each individual’s role in the projects, as well as the participants’ experience with the research 

topic. Examples of the interview guides are provided in Appendix A.  

In general, the following topics were covered: 

• Business case development, policy and strategic need  

• Planning approval pathway and impact assessment 

• Initial and ongoing stakeholders and community engagement 

• Key political decisions, governance and proposal modifications 

• Costs, funding arrangements and project management 

• Long-term socio-economic effects of the project / Long-term management and monitoring 

of social impacts / future infrastructure projects 

• Adequacy of the post-construction management strategies and monitoring of the social 

impacts of the project. 

These topics contributed to answering Research Questions 2 to 4. Topics selected for the expert 

interviews were focused on answering Research Question 1, but often participants reflected on their 

own case studies and on what an improved system of planning and governance may look like 

(Research Question 4). 

Initially the background review of information for the cases helped to identify key 

participants that were involved in decision-making processes about the assessment and 

management of social impacts (Stratford & Bradshaw, 2016). I targeted important project reports, 

such as the impact assessments and policy documents to identify potential names to contact. For 

 
1.5.1. Research methods 

Document review and analysis, field observations 

Each case study, started with a desktop review of current and historical information relating to that 

case study, which was supplemented with a field-informed review and observation to obtain a 

greater understanding of the case and establish the study context (Roche, 2016; Stake, 1995). These 

methods were primarily used to answer Research Questions 2 and 3. The initial desktop review 

involved reviewing publicly available (in English and Dutch) key historical materials to identify how 

social impacts were assessed and managed, as well as the urban strategic priorities at the time of 

planning each project. The review focused on:  

• Reports on assessing environmental and social impacts 

• Technical reports e.g. engineering and scientific studies 

• Planning approval documentation e.g. permits and approval conditions 

• Environmental and Planning Laws 

• Policy documents e.g. historical city plans, spatial plans, metropolitan plans 

• Online Media reports 

• Personal accounts/blogs/social media. 

A native Dutch speaker assisted with the review and translation of materials in the Dutch language. 

A timeline of events that influenced the decision-making process about the assessment and 

management of social impacts was put together for each project based on this initial review and 

later cross-verified with the information collected in the semi-structured interviews. 

An important part of geographical practice that also supports qualitative research are field 

observations (Howitt & Stevens, 2016). I undertook field observations and recorded notes and 

photos in a research diary before and after the document review at the location of each project. The 

purpose of these observations was to obtain a greater understanding of the cases and establish a 

study context. For the partially completed PRL and SWRL, I observed how the predicted project 

impacts as assessed in their respective ESIAs have manifested in the built environment and whether 

management strategies were effective. For the NZL, the project was not yet operational during my 

first visit, so field observations when I first arrived in The Netherlands in 2017, initially helped 

improve my familiarity with the project locality. Later in July 2018, I was also able to also visit the 

operational project and take further observations and photos. 
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Semi-structured interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted following the document review to obtain the 

interpretations and descriptions of others significantly involved in each case study project (Stake, 

1995). This style of interview not only also allowed for flexibility in pacing and structure of 

questions, but also allowed participants to lead the discussion if there was something else related 

to the themes and the project they wanted to share with me. Interviews were undertaken with high-

level decision-makers involved in the ESIA teams, industry experts and consultants, academic 

consultants, government officials, construction personnel and directly affected key stakeholders 

where relevant. Additionally, I undertook interviews with academic experts and infrastructure 

professionals to obtain their expert opinion on the constraints and limitations to assessing and 

managing social impacts in the urban context. 

Interview guides were developed based on the conceptual framework (Section 1.2) for the 

research, the research questions and the pilot study findings. I tailored the interview guides based 

on each individual’s role in the projects, as well as the participants’ experience with the research 

topic. Examples of the interview guides are provided in Appendix A.  

In general, the following topics were covered: 

• Business case development, policy and strategic need  

• Planning approval pathway and impact assessment 

• Initial and ongoing stakeholders and community engagement 

• Key political decisions, governance and proposal modifications 

• Costs, funding arrangements and project management 

• Long-term socio-economic effects of the project / Long-term management and monitoring 

of social impacts / future infrastructure projects 

• Adequacy of the post-construction management strategies and monitoring of the social 

impacts of the project. 

These topics contributed to answering Research Questions 2 to 4. Topics selected for the expert 

interviews were focused on answering Research Question 1, but often participants reflected on their 

own case studies and on what an improved system of planning and governance may look like 

(Research Question 4). 

Initially the background review of information for the cases helped to identify key 

participants that were involved in decision-making processes about the assessment and 

management of social impacts (Stratford & Bradshaw, 2016). I targeted important project reports, 

such as the impact assessments and policy documents to identify potential names to contact. For 
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Thus, the workshops/focus groups predominately respond to Research Question 1 and the 

main research question (see Chapter 6). However, two of the focus groups included participants 

who had participated in the NZL and SWRL case studies and also specific findings from the cases 

were discussed in these forums. Some participants were involved in more than one focus group. A 

facilitator directed the course of the discussions, while I took extensive research notes and 

introduced each question. At the two focus groups in The Netherlands, the facilitator was a native 

Dutch speaker and assisted with any translation issues during the discussions. 

Participants were recruited at the International Association for Impact Assessment (IAIA) 

annual conference (2018) in South Africa based on their expertise with applying impact assessment 

to transport infrastructure, through an open call to those attending the Environmental Institute of 

Australian and New Zealand (EIANZ) annual conference (2018) in Sydney, Dutch professionals 

working with EIA in transport as general practitioners, Sydney-based government planners (all 

from the same workplace), and the Municipality of Amsterdam as discussed in Chapter 6. A list of 

participants by focus group/workshop and their roles is provided in Appendix B. The identities of 

participants remained anonymous to maintain privacy throughout the research. 

Participants were asked to reflect on a number of questions and/or statements (see 

Appendix C). In general, participants were asked to reflect on these statements/questions based on 

their experiences and provide their recommendations under a number of broad topics such as, 

assessing and managing social impacts, international ESIA practice and limitations, EIA follow-up, 

strategic and transport planning, stakeholder engagement and public participation. Similar, to the 

interviews, I used reflexive memos from my diary notes to identify common constraints, weaknesses 

and limitations between the literature and information collected. 

1.5.2. Case study selection 

The first case selected for the doctoral research was from the pilot study. The pilot study case, the 

Parramatta Rail Link (PRL), was initiated at Macquarie University, Sydney, Australia (which funded 

the research to conduct the pilot study) and was able to be expanded for comparison with other 

cases in future research. The PRL was selected as a case because Macquarie University was intended 

to be one of the stations on the proposed train line. The project was also chosen because sufficient 

time had passed from the assessment of the project to be able to evaluate whether the management 

strategies that were proposed had been effective. As such, sufficient temporal distance from the 

decisions allows participants to freely reflect on issues, as well as the project having significant 

social and transport goals as a major urban transport undertaking for Sydney.  

To identify additional cases for investigation in this doctoral research, criteria were 

developed based on: a background literature review of issues that influence the assessment and 

 
the Sydney cases, I also used my personal contacts through my workplace, who may have either 

worked on the projects or knew those who had. In the Dutch case, I also utilised the contacts of my 

supervisors and colleagues. After contacting the first participants, I then adopted a snowball 

sampling approach to identify further participants (Stratford & Bradshaw, 2016). Participants were 

selected because of their key involvement in the political decision-making, social impact 

assessment and management, stakeholder engagement and public participants, project 

management or governance aspects of the projects; thus they could reflect on constraints and 

limitations to the assessment and management of social impacts in their experience. Expert 

academics and infrastructure professionals were also recruited based on their international 

experience and expertise in ESIA and/or transport planning for similar reasons.  

More than 50 formal and informal semi-structured interviews were undertaken across the 

course of the research during 2016 to 2019 (including those undertaken during the pilot study) (see 

Appendix B for an overview of interviewees). Throughout the research I agreed with participants 

that their identity would remain anonymous. Interviews were approximately 1 to 2 hours in 

duration and conducted in English, except for one interview that was conducted in Dutch with a 

translator present. All interviews were undertaken in a public space (Sydney/Europe), or via 

phone/skype or email as indicated in Appendix B. Not all interviews were quoted in the research 

and some participants were interviewed twice to follow up on earlier discussions or if they were 

involved in more than one project. Where permission was granted, I recorded the interviews, while 

also taking extensive diary notes during the session. Most interviews were recorded and transcribed 

for further analysis using coding and theming (Cope, 2016; Dunn, 2016). I used a combination of 

reflexive memos from my diary notes, as well as NVivo software to identify common themes and 

relationships based on the conceptual framework I have proposed in this chapter. 

Workshops and Focus Groups 

Six focus groups and/or workshops were undertaken as part of the research, ranging from 5 to 12 

participants, over 1-2 hours duration (see Appendix B for an overview of workshop and focus group 

participants). I proposed focus groups for the synergistic benefit of having different stakeholders 

together to:  

1. validate the findings of my research as a form of quality checking to ensure rigour (Stratford 

& Bradshaw, 2016) and  

2. refine findings and identify any new insights on constraints and limitations to assessing and 

managing social impacts from practitioners and government representatives (Cameron, 

2016).  
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Thus, the workshops/focus groups predominately respond to Research Question 1 and the 

main research question (see Chapter 6). However, two of the focus groups included participants 

who had participated in the NZL and SWRL case studies and also specific findings from the cases 

were discussed in these forums. Some participants were involved in more than one focus group. A 

facilitator directed the course of the discussions, while I took extensive research notes and 

introduced each question. At the two focus groups in The Netherlands, the facilitator was a native 

Dutch speaker and assisted with any translation issues during the discussions. 

Participants were recruited at the International Association for Impact Assessment (IAIA) 

annual conference (2018) in South Africa based on their expertise with applying impact assessment 

to transport infrastructure, through an open call to those attending the Environmental Institute of 

Australian and New Zealand (EIANZ) annual conference (2018) in Sydney, Dutch professionals 

working with EIA in transport as general practitioners, Sydney-based government planners (all 

from the same workplace), and the Municipality of Amsterdam as discussed in Chapter 6. A list of 

participants by focus group/workshop and their roles is provided in Appendix B. The identities of 

participants remained anonymous to maintain privacy throughout the research. 

Participants were asked to reflect on a number of questions and/or statements (see 

Appendix C). In general, participants were asked to reflect on these statements/questions based on 

their experiences and provide their recommendations under a number of broad topics such as, 

assessing and managing social impacts, international ESIA practice and limitations, EIA follow-up, 

strategic and transport planning, stakeholder engagement and public participation. Similar, to the 

interviews, I used reflexive memos from my diary notes to identify common constraints, weaknesses 

and limitations between the literature and information collected. 

1.5.2. Case study selection 

The first case selected for the doctoral research was from the pilot study. The pilot study case, the 

Parramatta Rail Link (PRL), was initiated at Macquarie University, Sydney, Australia (which funded 

the research to conduct the pilot study) and was able to be expanded for comparison with other 

cases in future research. The PRL was selected as a case because Macquarie University was intended 

to be one of the stations on the proposed train line. The project was also chosen because sufficient 

time had passed from the assessment of the project to be able to evaluate whether the management 

strategies that were proposed had been effective. As such, sufficient temporal distance from the 

decisions allows participants to freely reflect on issues, as well as the project having significant 

social and transport goals as a major urban transport undertaking for Sydney.  

To identify additional cases for investigation in this doctoral research, criteria were 

developed based on: a background literature review of issues that influence the assessment and 
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The additional Sydney case study, the SWRL was selected for its location, but also as it was 

approved under a different regulatory framework to the PRL. Further, the project was unique from 

a project management perspective as when it was announced as complete, it was considered to be 

successful by traditional measures of success (from both a political and project management 

perspective). Yet, within a year after it opened, media reports reflecting community feedback 

suggested that it was unsuccessful in achieving its social aims. 

The geographical contexts of Sydney and Amsterdam were also selected as they both have 

established formal EIA processes. However, the two Australian cases had an EIA prepared and the 

Dutch case did not. Thus, the Dutch case was atypical, which allowed for a deeper exploration into 

politics and planning and identifying reasons for failures in assessing and managing social impacts 

in the urban context (Flyvbjerg, 2006). This also meant that although this research advocates for 

the potential role of formal ESIA systems (see Chapter 3), other influences on the assessment and 

management of social impacts during decision-making could be compared in the absence of ESIA. 

A brief description of each case study and the relevant chapter is provided below. 

Parramatta Rail Link (Sydney, Australia) (Chapters 2 and 3) 

The PRL project was a 27 km extension to the existing Sydney rail network, which would link 

Parramatta and Chatswood via Epping proposed in Action for Transport 2010, an integrated 

transport plan for Sydney (Action for Transport 2010) in 1998 and approved over 15 years ago (see 

Figure 1.2) (Department of Planning (NSW), 2002; Department of Transport (DoT), 1998). In the 

Environmental Impact Statement (EIS), the PRL was proposed to connect commuters in the 

western suburbs with employment in northern suburbs of Sydney and included policy objectives: 

to reduce car dependency, increase public transport usage and create more accessible, transport 

opportunities to access employment and economic centres cross-regionally in Sydney (ERMK, 

1999). The PRL was significantly modified, before its first stage construction as the Epping to 

Chatswood Rail Link (ECRL) in 2009, due to insufficient approved budget to construct the finalised 

design of the full proposal. The Parramatta to Epping Rail Link (PERL) section was later cancelled 

in favour of funding another project in the Action for Transport 2010 Plan, the North West Rail Link 

(Aston, 2013; Keneally, 2011). The Sydney Metro Northwest (formerly North-West Rail Link) project 

forms part of the new Sydney Metro network and links Chatswood to a new station at Rouse Hill 

over 36 km (Transport for NSW (TfNSW), 2020). It involved replacing the ECRL with a rapid transit 

metro system. As a result, the as-constructed project did not achieve a key public policy purpose 

articulated in Action for Transport 2010 (DoT 1998). 

 
management of social impacts of urban transport; their relevance to practice; similarities to the 

PRL as a basis of comparison and practicality in terms of location and knowledge of the researcher 

(based in Australia or The Netherlands, as the co-sponsor of the research).  

The case studies for selection needed to meet the following criteria as exemplars: 

1. Megaproject / large infrastructure 

2. Different planning jurisdiction / planning regime within Australia 

3. Sufficiently distanced from construction to evaluate the outcome of ongoing effects post-

construction. 

4. Transport project, designed using traditional technical modelling approaches 

5. With or without formal EIA/SIA prepared 

6. Regionally significant – identified on state or federal policy documents 

7. Participant contacts – established contacts relating to the case study 

8. Have a social change impact – serve a public transport purpose / social need. 

Based on these criteria, two additional case studies were selected: the South-West Rail Link (SWRL) 

(Sydney, Australia); and the North-South Metro Line (NZL) (Amsterdam, The Netherlands). The 

selection of these exemplars allowed for the further exploration of the findings from the pilot study 

in other urban contexts. Furthermore, the selection of three case studies whilst providing a 

boundary in project scope, allowed comparison across geographical, political and project 

infrastructure development contexts. 

Selecting a Dutch-based case study for comparison was based on the literature (see 

Cantarelli et al., 2010; Cantarelli et al., 2012) that indicates that Northern-European and Dutch rail 

infrastructure projects are not subject to the same cost over-runs as other countries. However, the 

Amsterdam NZL, was not only geographically different to Australia, but also different to other 

projects in the Netherlands, in that it faced significant challenges with cost-overruns and as noted 

previously, did not trigger EIA under Dutch law. Although no ESIA was completed, the Municipality 

of Amsterdam is well known internationally for its innovative collaborative governance processes, 

socially ‘just’ and ‘bottom-up’ planning and citizen participation in their smart city model (Capra, 

2018; Fainstein, 2014; GSC, 2017). This provided a relevant comparison for the purposes of answering 

the broad research question, as project outcomes and decision-making processes may be limited 

by different contextual factors to case studies in Australia.  

The additional Sydney case study, the SWRL was selected for its location, but also as it was 

approved under a different regulatory framework to the PRL. Further, the project was unique from 

a project management perspective as when it was announced as complete, it was considered to be 

successful by traditional measures of success (from both a political and project management 
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transport plan for Sydney (Action for Transport 2010) in 1998 and approved over 15 years ago (see 

Figure 1.2) (Department of Planning (NSW), 2002; Department of Transport (DoT), 1998). In the 

Environmental Impact Statement (EIS), the PRL was proposed to connect commuters in the 

western suburbs with employment in northern suburbs of Sydney and included policy objectives: 

to reduce car dependency, increase public transport usage and create more accessible, transport 

opportunities to access employment and economic centres cross-regionally in Sydney (ERMK, 

1999). The PRL was significantly modified, before its first stage construction as the Epping to 

Chatswood Rail Link (ECRL) in 2009, due to insufficient approved budget to construct the finalised 

design of the full proposal. The Parramatta to Epping Rail Link (PERL) section was later cancelled 

in favour of funding another project in the Action for Transport 2010 Plan, the North West Rail Link 

(Aston, 2013; Keneally, 2011). The Sydney Metro Northwest (formerly North-West Rail Link) project 

forms part of the new Sydney Metro network and links Chatswood to a new station at Rouse Hill 

over 36 km (Transport for NSW (TfNSW), 2020). It involved replacing the ECRL with a rapid transit 

metro system. As a result, the as-constructed project did not achieve a key public policy purpose 

articulated in Action for Transport 2010 (DoT 1998). 
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Figure 1.3 South West Rail Link 

North-South Metro (Amsterdam, The Netherlands) (Chapters 3 and 4) 

The North-South Metro line [Noord/ZuidMetrolijn] (NZL) is a 9.7 km underground link in 

Amsterdam, between the Office District ‘Zuidas’ passing under the city centre, via central station 

to the suburbs north of the River Ij. The project was first proposed in the 1968 city rail metroplan 

(Stadsspoor) for Amsterdam to help provide public transport for the growing population and 

reduce the number of vehicles through the city centre. The project was approved for construction 

in the 1990s by the Municipality of Amsterdam, following the decision to use underground boring 

techniques to avoid damage to buildings. Due to its location within the built-up area of the city 

limits, no formal EIA was required under Dutch law. The project had a 16-year construction period 

that was plagued with engineering, political and financial problems, totalling billions of euros. A 

geotechnical incident that occurred mid-construction in 2008 in the neighbourhood of 

Vijzelgracht, resulted in complete loss of trust by the local community in the municipal 

government. After a significant investment to address the social and engineering concerns 

(including a new public communications strategy), the project was finally completed in July 2018 

and praised as a success by the Municipality. 

 

 

Figure 1.2 Parramatta Rail Link 

South West Rail Link (Sydney, Australia) (Chapter 5) 

The SWRL is an 11 km passenger line service between Glenfield and Leppington in Western Sydney, 

proposed to service the future urban land release areas in the South West Growth Centre (SWGC) 

(see Figure 1.3) (Department of Planning (NSW), 2010). The SWGC was proposed to house 300,000 

people and help address the housing shortage to cater for the future growing population of Sydney, 

thus classified as critical infrastructure for the State of NSW (NSW Minister for Planning, 2010). In 

addition, the project also provides operational support for the rail network in Sydney through a 

station upgrade at Glenfield and a new train stabling facility (Parsons, Brinckerhoff, 2006; Parsons 

Brinckerhoff, 2010). Several Environmental Assessments, including an SIA were prepared during 

planning. These were associated with a concept plan and Stage A works, which were approved in 

2007 and Stage B works in 2010 (Parsons Brinckerhoff, 2010). Unlike the PRL, the project was 

finished a year ahead of schedule in 2015, AUD$300 million under budget and promoted as a major 

success story by the NSW Government (NSW Government, 2015). Yet, within a year of operation, 

media reports appeared suggesting over-crowding on trains in commuter carparks and traffic 

problems on the local streets at the location of the new stations. 
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Figure 1.3 South West Rail Link 

North-South Metro (Amsterdam, The Netherlands) (Chapters 3 and 4) 

The North-South Metro line [Noord/ZuidMetrolijn] (NZL) is a 9.7 km underground link in 

Amsterdam, between the Office District ‘Zuidas’ passing under the city centre, via central station 

to the suburbs north of the River Ij. The project was first proposed in the 1968 city rail metroplan 

(Stadsspoor) for Amsterdam to help provide public transport for the growing population and 

reduce the number of vehicles through the city centre. The project was approved for construction 

in the 1990s by the Municipality of Amsterdam, following the decision to use underground boring 

techniques to avoid damage to buildings. Due to its location within the built-up area of the city 

limits, no formal EIA was required under Dutch law. The project had a 16-year construction period 

that was plagued with engineering, political and financial problems, totalling billions of euros. A 

geotechnical incident that occurred mid-construction in 2008 in the neighbourhood of 

Vijzelgracht, resulted in complete loss of trust by the local community in the municipal 

government. After a significant investment to address the social and engineering concerns 

(including a new public communications strategy), the project was finally completed in July 2018 

and praised as a success by the Municipality. 
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of whether to sign the English or Dutch form. Examples of the informed consent forms are included 

in Appendix E. I informed all participants that their participation would remain anonymous to 

protect their identity and confidentiality. Some participants requested I keep specific information 

provided confidential, however, it was discussed to assist in contextualising the research. No 

identifiable data was recorded about the demographic characteristics (such as age, gender etc) of 

the participants. I advised that, should they be quoted in the research, they would be consulted in 

the first instance. 

1.6. Outline of the thesis 

After introducing the research background and rationale, conceptual framework, aims, questions 

and methodology in this chapter, the following chapters present the empirical findings as a series 

of publications that have either been published in peer reviewed journals (Chapters 2 to 5) or are 

presented as a conventional chapter, proposed to be further refined and submitted to a journal 

(Chapter 6). Each chapter is preceded by an introductory page that details my main contribution 

as the lead author and a brief background to the empirical findings of the proceeding paper. 

Chapter 2 is a summary of the work undertaken as part of the pilot study and introduces the PRL 

case study in significant detail. It focuses on constraints and limitations to SIA and EIA Follow-up 

using insights from the historical case. Chapter 3 considers how social impacts are perceived, 

assessed and managed in current transport planning discourses and practices, using the PRL and 

the NZL cases as examples to illustrate the findings. It also discusses the potential role of SIA as 

offering opportunities to better consider social issues in urban transport projects. Chapter 4 

engages more deeply with the case study material from the NZL case, to investigate how social 

impacts are assessed and managed in the absence of formal impact assessment processes. Chapter 

5 discusses the politically successful SWRL as an example of metropolitan-scale integrated urban 

spatial development. It identifies the practice challenges and governance barriers to applying ESIA 

and EIA Follow-up across spatial scales that occurred during its planning and development. 

Chapter 6 brings together the key findings from the case studies presented in previous chapters, 

along with the material from the focus groups and semi-structured interviews with expert 

infrastructure professionals, to present a critical reflection on the constraints and limitations to 

practice in the urban context. Chapter 7 is the concluding chapter, which connects the empirical 

findings from the previous chapters into a discussion about their wider relevance in the urban 

context and provides recommendations for future practices in assessing and managing the social 

impacts of urban transport infrastructure projects. The chapter concludes with a reflection on the 

research questions, methods and potential areas for future research.  

 

 

Figure 1.4 North-South Metro Line [Noord/Zuid MetroLijn] 

1.5.3. Research ethics 

Ethical research principles are applied in social science to ensure morally acceptable standards in 

research practices are adopted and to protect the interests of participants. This research was given 

approval by the Macquarie University Human Research Ethics Committee (Project 5201700424) 

under Australian requirements on 5 May 2017. An earlier approval (Project 5201600247) was granted 

on 18 May 2016 for the pilot study research. A copy of both the ethics approvals are included in 

Appendix D. The Macquarie University approval was also endorsed by the Head of Department for 

Cultural Geography at the University of Groningen. The research was also undertaken in 

accordance with ethical social research standards (Vanclay et al., 2013). Informed consent 

procedures were adopted for the semi-structured interviews and focus groups conducted in Europe 

and Australia (Vanclay et al., 2013). Participants were asked to sign an informed consent form if 

they felt comfortable doing so or alternatively verbal consent was agreed. A copy of the signed form 

was also offered to participants after the interview. Where the interviews were conducted in The 

Netherlands, the informed consent form was translated into Dutch and participants had the choice 
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of whether to sign the English or Dutch form. Examples of the informed consent forms are included 

in Appendix E. I informed all participants that their participation would remain anonymous to 

protect their identity and confidentiality. Some participants requested I keep specific information 

provided confidential, however, it was discussed to assist in contextualising the research. No 

identifiable data was recorded about the demographic characteristics (such as age, gender etc) of 

the participants. I advised that, should they be quoted in the research, they would be consulted in 

the first instance. 

1.6. Outline of the thesis 

After introducing the research background and rationale, conceptual framework, aims, questions 

and methodology in this chapter, the following chapters present the empirical findings as a series 

of publications that have either been published in peer reviewed journals (Chapters 2 to 5) or are 

presented as a conventional chapter, proposed to be further refined and submitted to a journal 

(Chapter 6). Each chapter is preceded by an introductory page that details my main contribution 

as the lead author and a brief background to the empirical findings of the proceeding paper. 

Chapter 2 is a summary of the work undertaken as part of the pilot study and introduces the PRL 

case study in significant detail. It focuses on constraints and limitations to SIA and EIA Follow-up 

using insights from the historical case. Chapter 3 considers how social impacts are perceived, 

assessed and managed in current transport planning discourses and practices, using the PRL and 

the NZL cases as examples to illustrate the findings. It also discusses the potential role of SIA as 

offering opportunities to better consider social issues in urban transport projects. Chapter 4 

engages more deeply with the case study material from the NZL case, to investigate how social 

impacts are assessed and managed in the absence of formal impact assessment processes. Chapter 

5 discusses the politically successful SWRL as an example of metropolitan-scale integrated urban 

spatial development. It identifies the practice challenges and governance barriers to applying ESIA 

and EIA Follow-up across spatial scales that occurred during its planning and development. 

Chapter 6 brings together the key findings from the case studies presented in previous chapters, 

along with the material from the focus groups and semi-structured interviews with expert 

infrastructure professionals, to present a critical reflection on the constraints and limitations to 

practice in the urban context. Chapter 7 is the concluding chapter, which connects the empirical 

findings from the previous chapters into a discussion about their wider relevance in the urban 

context and provides recommendations for future practices in assessing and managing the social 

impacts of urban transport infrastructure projects. The chapter concludes with a reflection on the 

research questions, methods and potential areas for future research.  
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