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Chapter 7  
 

 

Conclusion: Improving social outcomes from urban 
transport infrastructure projects 
 

 



 
7.1 Introduction 

The initial motivation for this research reflected my personal ambition to advocate for 

improvements in SIA practice and increase public, professional and institutional awareness of its 

value in decision-making for better social outcomes from major projects. The intellectual journey 

that evolved in following that ambition has, at times, been surprising and unexpected. It has 

demanded attention not only to the professional practice of SIA, but also to a wider set of 

discourses, practices and concerns. Rather than producing a straightforward manual or toolkit, it 

has identified that fundamental structural change is needed in the practices of planners, policy 

makers, political leaders, urban governance and impact assessment professionals. The vision – and 

hopefully understanding – has been drawn well beyond that of a lone practitioner wanting to 

advocate for improvements among the practice of her professional community. 

This research investigated how the urban geographical context constrained assessment and 

management of social impacts of major urban transport projects, and how the social outcomes from 

such projects, could be influenced and improved by implementation of so-called best practice 

methods and approaches. The research set out to enrich the SIA profession’s understanding of their 

assessment and management practices and identify pathways to influence associated decision-

making processes towards achieving improved social outcomes and social benefits. The research 

has recognised that the complex relationships between urban governance, project management 

and impact assessment and management practices are integral to the uneven outcomes of major 

urban transport infrastructure projects, and that identifying constraints to practice demands a 

critical understanding of those relationships. The pilot study to this research (Chapter 2) identified 

political decision-making in the urban context as having substantial influence over the social 

outcomes generated by transport projects. The research reinforced my initial recognition of the 

value of SIA as a key tool and process for understanding, assessing and managing social impacts in 

the urban environment. However, it has also highlighted that much more support for utilising SIA 

and using SIA follow-up, in addition to application of SIA methods in initial prediction and 

assessment reporting, is needed in many aspects of urban governance, planning and project 

management processes. This is needed to realise the full potential of major projects to contribute 

towards more sustainable and equitable post-delivery environments, as anticipated in much of the 

SIA discourse about good practice and theory. 

Using three case studies – Sydney’s Parramatta Rail Link (PRL) and South West Rail Link 

(SWRL) and Amsterdam’s North-South Metro Line (NZL) – this research has focused on the 

planning and development of public transport infrastructure, in particular rail transport. These case 

studies provided insights into decision-making processes about major urban infrastructure at both 

the levels of project management and urban governance. They also demonstrated how delivery of 
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7.2 Key findings 

To critically analyse the assessment and management of social impacts of urban transport 

infrastructure projects across geographical contexts, this thesis proposed five research questions as 

outlined in Chapter 1, which were investigated in Chapters 2 to 6. The research design was 

structured such that the subordinate questions, contributed to answering the main broad research 

question for the study, which was: How are the social impacts of major urban transport 

infrastructure projects affected by their urban geographical context and by impact assessment and 

management practice? This section of the thesis addresses how the various chapters respond to the 

research questions proposed, beginning first with the subordinate questions, and then ending with 

the main research question. 

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 research question has been addressed through the literature review and empirical research 

presented in Chapters 2 to 6. Three key points are discussed in this thesis. Strengths were identified 

in the assessment and management of social impacts for informing decision-making that centred 

around the benefits of implementing SIA, as good practice and theory intended. Weaknesses 

emerged in the dominant methods for planning transport – technical modelled approaches – that 

fail to adequately capture social impacts, consider distributional effects and inform decision-

making. Furthermore, a recurring theme in the weaknesses of SIA practice was the poor 

implementation of follow-up on management strategies post-approval. 

In Chapter 2, a discussion of the ‘strengths’ of SIA is reflected in the good practice and 

theoretical intentions of the process. It is argued that the ability for SIA to inform decision-making 

is through its strengths in empowering and engaging the affected populations, by applying ethical 

social research methods from the social sciences. A fairer representation of voices in decision-

making can be achieved through empowering the participation of those marginalised due to 

unequal societal power relations. In both Chapters 2 and 3, it is argued that the application of SIA 

will deliver policy outcomes desired by governmental decision-makers and lead to more 

sustainable, equitable, fair and justifiable distribution of project impacts. It is concluded that if SIA 

is applied in strategic stages and in business cases, it has the potential to inform decision-making 

about different transport options. Furthermore, it is also concluded that if SIA is applied during the 

planning approvals process as proposed by good practice guidance and theory, it ensures that social 

issues are considered in project assessments. However, the ongoing management of social impacts 

in the project lifecycle, which requires monitoring to continually inform project operation and 

 
intended social outcomes for transport infrastructure is affected by those decision-making 

processes and how those processes connect to impact assessment procedures in different 

jurisdictions. The case studies were also used to investigate how the assessment and management 

of social impacts occurred in practice against good practice SIA and theory. Expert opinion and the 

literature were used to take a critical look at the traditional ‘predict and provide’ transport planning 

processes in Chapter 3 using two of these cases (PRL and NZL). This showed that social impacts 

continue to be undervalued and poorly understood and assessed in the technical modelled 

approaches that are typically applied in transport planning practice. Further, in this chapter it was 

suggested that SIA, with its foundations in the social sciences and qualitative participative 

approaches, offers a potential solution to overcome this. The two Australian cases applied 

Environmental and Social Impact Assessment (ESIA) as a tool during their planning approvals 

processes with partial success; however, the Dutch case did not use ESIA at all in the absence of a 

legal mandate. Taking this further, in Chapters 3, 4, and 5, this study considered in more detail the 

various relationships between urban governance and planning and project management processes 

on assessing and managing the social impacts of these cases in the geographical contexts of Sydney 

and Amsterdam. Chapter 6 considered the effect of these same relationships in the experiences of 

infrastructure professionals working nationally and internationally. Most significantly, this 

research identified that in all three cases there was tension between planning priorities at the 

national/regional and city-level, as well as the local project-level interests in the assessment and 

management of social impacts across geographical scales. To overcome this tension, and other 

limitations and constraints to the implementation of good practice SIA and theory as identified in 

this research, systematic adjustments in urban governance and planning, and project management 

processes, as well as the implementation of adaptive approaches are required. Overall, the study 

has reaffirmed the finding of the pilot study (Chapter 2) that regardless of whether good practice 

SIA is formally applied or not, political decision-making, budgets and technical issues have the 

greater effect on whether project social objectives and outcomes are achieved. 

This thesis provides an international practice and academic audience insight into the 

importance of valuing social issues equally alongside economic, environmental and technical 

concerns in decision-making and planning, while also acknowledging the limitations of SIA as the 

tool to achieve this. It offers practical and theoretical contributions to knowledge in urban 

geography, urban planning and SIA. This final chapter draws together the conclusions from 

throughout the thesis by: responding to each research question in a discussion of the key findings 

(Section 7.2); reflecting on the key aims, objectives, methodological constraints and limitations, 

and new knowledge and contributions of this study to the literature (Section 7.3); and identifying 

future directions for research and providing recommendations for practice and decision-makers 

(Section 7.4).  
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to substantial weaknesses in later stages of decision-making. In many settings, even where some 

form of SIA is required, its purpose is mandated to inform the decision-making around project 

approval rather than the longer-term achievement of policy goals. In disconnecting the individual 

project from the wider policy purpose in this way, the value of impact monitoring and post-approval 

follow-up is dismissed because the narrow objective (informing a project approval decision) has 

been achieved, and the learning derived from the assessment process is no longer seen as current.  

Where follow-up becomes significant is in monitoring of management and strategies put in 

place to mitigate impacts. If follow-up is poorly executed in monitoring for the effectiveness of 

management strategies post-approval, then the decision-making process has failed in its 

commitment to protect the urban environment and ensure public benefit – yet the decision-makers 

involved in delivering decisions at different stages of the policy cycle may be different people in 

different institutional settings to those involved in planning, design and approval of a specific 

megaproject. They may be simply unaware of the information underpinning the original approval 

decision, and even unaware of the conditions of approval that might require ongoing monitoring, 

reporting and engagement with social impacts over the lifecycle of the project. Indeed, in many 

cases, the design and configuration approved at the commencement of a megaproject may well be 

quite different to what is actually delivered and has become the source of social impacts that were 

either unanticipated or unrecognised. This further reinforces the need for a theoretically informed 

understanding of social change, and its interactions with wider scale processes such as urban 

governance. For example, in Chapter 5, the project planning approval conditions for the South-

West Rail Link (SWRL) should have reflected the management strategies proposed in the SIA; 

however, through the staged impact assessment process, the need for monitoring was ‘forgotten’. 

The monitoring proposed in the project approval conditions to facilitate the regulation of project 

impacts reflected the state-level objectives, rather than the social local-scale impacts. Similarly, in 

Chapter 2, poorly worded management strategies from the PRL EIA meant that there were no 

approval conditions that mandated monitoring of social issues and no accountability for the 

evaluation of management strategies against meeting policy objectives for the project. As such, it 

is concluded poor follow-up and a lack of accountability for its deficiencies are significant 

contributors to a failure of the assessment and management of social impacts to influence decision-

making. It also suggests a disconnect between the project-level and the government-level 

objectives. 

 

 

 
governmental decision-making, needs to be supported by good practice follow-up and adaptive 

management to be effective. 

In Chapter 3, the value of including consideration of social impacts in transport planning 

was considered more generally. The chapter shows that where transport planning practice limits 

the inclusion of social impacts in assessments to quantifiable metrics in technical models, this fails 

to adequately influence urban decision-making. This is because that approach fails to prioritise 

social issues equally with economic and technical engineering aspects of planning. It also fails 

because it does not capture distributional social effects of linear transport across cities, such as the 

individual mobility needs along a proposed route. Instead it is often the case that transport projects 

are justified in terms of the positive aggregated economic benefits to the region, rather than 

identifying and promoting benefits to mitigate the negative impacts on those who experience them 

the most, typically at the local-scale. Indeed as highlighted in Chapters 2, 3 and again in Chapter 6, 

a weakness in the assessment of social impacts is that they are often considered too late in the 

planning process (usually once the project is already designed and in its planning approval phases) 

to influence decision-making in ways that reduce negative impacts or even enhance positive 

impacts. It was also identified in Chapters 5 and 6, that practitioners are rarely offered the 

opportunity to identify social benefits and opportunities as they are forced into a narrow focus on 

the mitigation of negative effects to justify the predefined present and future needs of the diverse 

public interest groups. Yet, identifying these positive effects is a significant contribution to SIA 

achieving the sustainability aims of transport policies. 

While it can be concluded that public participation in transport infrastructure decision-

making would broaden public decision-making away from relying too heavily on quantifiable 

metrics, several chapters highlighted that participation itself can be become highly politicised by 

the neoliberal planning agenda and corrupted by unequal power relations in the urban context. As 

discussed in Chapter 2 and 4, during the design and planning process of the Amsterdam NZL metro 

project, public advice was overlooked and the true impact and costs of the project were 

downplayed, resulting in a loss of trust in the project among the people of Amsterdam. Yet, one 

politically powerful group ‘Friends of the Beatrixpark’, – was enough to move the entire alignment 

into a working-class neighbourhood. Thus, as noted in Chapter 6, public participation is no panacea 

and cannot be relied on as the sole solution to ensuring that the social impacts of transport 

infrastructure are appropriately assessed and managed to inform decision-making.  

Based on the findings of this research, follow-up and monitoring of social impacts are 

common weaknesses of current SIA practice that further exacerbate its failure to influence decision-

making. Both the literature (see reviews in Chapters 2 and 3), and the empirical research (Chapter 

6), identify the absence of appropriate follow-up as a weakness of current SIA practice, contributing 
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overlooked public needs. A change in Transport Minister between political terms resulted in the 

budget priority for the second section of the PRL being cancelled and a social connectivity need for 

Sydney being overlooked. For the NZL, the lack of political transparency in planning resulted in a 

loss of trust among the public, due to the fear of failing to deliver on a promise that no open cut 

trench excavation would be undertaken and no houses damaged. This contributed to an 

underestimation of costs and risks in the project management of the NZL, which ultimately 

contributed to significant cost over-runs and time delays, thus extending the impact on the people 

of Amsterdam. For the SWRL, (Chapter 5) the state policy priorities to service the future population 

of the South West Growth Centre overshadowed the needs of the current local population and 

resulting in unanticipated and unmitigated social impacts. These and many more examples in 

Chapters 2 to 5 demonstrate how planning and delivering infrastructure is highly political and 

managing social risks early on is essential to facilitating a successful project delivery. 

Third, in all three cases, the long planning and delivery timeframes for the transport 

projects meant there were challenges for practitioners assessing impacts and subsequently 

governments to manage impacts over time. This was particularly evident for the SWRL case 

(Chapter 5) where practitioners were attempting to assess social impacts on a future population 

and cumulative impacts with development that was proposed over 30 years. In the NZL case 

(Chapter 4), a strategic justification for the project was applied from the 1960s, and not revisited to 

determine whether it was still applicable. Yet, the public were informing the designers their needs 

had changed, as well as the transport needs of Amsterdam. 

Finally, all three cases demonstrate that public participation and consideration of social 

issues must occur early in the planning process if it is to influence decision-making about 

alternatives and set priorities throughout the project lifecycle and beyond. During the PRL (Chapter 

2) the public were not consulted prior to the EIA during the assessment of concept design 

alternatives, so they were able to mount a case against the alignment proposed in the EIA and 

completely change the project, significantly increasing the cost. In the NZL case (Chapter 3), a 

failure to engage the community and listen to their concerns early in the project planning, led to a 

loss of trust and social licence in later stages of the project that required a significant investment in 

engagement to regain public support. In contrast, in the case of the SWRL (Chapter 5), the public 

were consulted early on, and practitioners considered this one of the reasons there was little 

opposition to the project during the ESIA process. 

 

 
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? 

The learnings drawn from the exemplars which are referred to in this research question are 

presented in Chapters 2 to 5. While many specific learnings can be drawn from all three cases 

related to the assessment and management of social impacts as highlighted in the various chapters, 

four significant common themes emerge. 

The first and the most significant is that there is a tension between priorities at the 

national/regional-level and city-level, as well as local project-level interests. This tension manifests 

itself in several ways and has implications for assessment, planning and governance around social 

impacts. Chapters 2 and 3 showed that one implication of this tension is initially methodological in 

determining the study area and scales of impact, as well as significance of impacts. For linear 

transport, project justification and need are often set at the metropolitan-level, yet the impacts are 

experienced at the local-scale. The SWRL case in Chapter 5 exemplifies this, as the ESIA 

practitioners had difficulty assessing local impacts within the South West Growth Centre as it was 

not yet densely populated when the assessment was undertaken. Yet, defining the boundary for the 

study area of the SWRL both spatially and temporally should have required consideration of key 

elements of the Growth Centre’s development given the cumulative impacts of the railway project 

and the Growth Centre development. This tension is also significant in terms of the ongoing 

management of impacts. In all three cases presented, the social changes generated by new 

infrastructure that is designed to meet national/state-level priorities resulted in social impacts in 

the local environments the projects affected. These were changes for which neither the planning 

officials, government decision-makers nor project managers could be held accountable due to an 

absence of follow-up monitoring and/or management strategies, and supportive governance 

frameworks to regulate project approvals. As such, how social change is conceptualised in planning 

can have significant implications for the outcomes of projects and on impacted communities. 

The second key learning is that transport infrastructure planning and decision-making 

processes become easily politicised by power relations, public opinions, budgets, policy priorities 

and political interests. In each of the cases presented, there is an example of how this occurs. 

Political pressures on the EIA practitioners to deliver the PRL (Chapter 2), meant that their EIA was 

rushed, and a proper scoping of project alternatives could not be undertaken. A significant design 

change from a bridge to a tunnel was imposed by political intervention without adequate review of 

budget, environmental or social impacts, or its consequences on the public policy objective of 

linking Parramatta and Chatswood, which was the original justification for the project. In 

discussing both the PRL and NZL (Chapter 3), political timeframes for budgets and technical issues 
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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 research question was proposed with the expectation that a solution to the constraints to 

practice identified in the pilot study could be addressed through improved SIA practices or in other 

planning processes. ESIA practitioners at the focus groups presented in Chapter 6 were asked what 

improvements could be made to overcome constraints to impact management practice. Relevant 

suggestions were made, including drawing from interdisciplinary methodologies to improve 

monitoring practices such as program evaluation, theory of change and social return on investment. 

It was suggested to use existing customer feedback mechanisms as a way of monitoring social 

impacts. However, while these suggestions could improve impact management practices, 

systematic adjustments (and even structural change) to urban governance and planning and project 

management processes are still required that will support the implementation of good practice SIA 

and theory as intended (Chapter 6). Adaptivity and flexibility in planning processes requires further 

improvement in the specific urban contexts explored in this research as neither approach to the 

planning and management of social issues was consistently applied in all three cases (Chapters 2 to 

5).  

Main Research Question: How are the social impacts of major urban transport infrastructure projects 

affected by their urban geographical context and by impact assessment and management practice?  

The conclusions drawn in response to the subordinate questions 1 - 4 contribute to how this 

research has answered the main research question. As indicated in the response to Research 

Question 2, the empirical data analysed from the case studies, highlights constraints to the 

assessment and management of social impacts in urban contexts with ESIA (Sydney) and without 

(Amsterdam). In Chapters 2 and 5, the application of ESIA is constrained not only by 

methodological challenges to practice, such as poor scoping by practitioners and regulators, but 

also by political challenges that limited the projects to a technical focus and constrained the 

planning timeframes, community engagement opportunities and budgets for the PRL and SWRL. 

The PRL and NZL cases (Chapter 3), as well as the literature and the advice of focus group 

participants highlighted how the typical assessment methods used in urban transport planning and 

project management also give preference to technical and economic issues. Further in Chapters 3 

and 4, the NZL case is discussed, as an exemplar where no ESIA is implemented at all. This posed a 

significant constraint to the equal consideration and follow-up of social issues alongside the 

technical and economic issues, which plagued the project for several years. In doing this, they also 

give preference to objective technical modelling methods that allow impacts to be quantified, which 

however, are recognised to be inadequate to assess social change and associated impacts relevant 

 
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? 

The learnings identified in response to Research Question 2 are transferrable to other urban 

transport projects as they are focused on constraints and limitations that arise in the densely 

populated urban contexts of advanced economies more generally. As clarified in Chapter 6, the four 

key learnings identified are not unique to the three case studies investigated nor are they unique 

to the urban contexts of Sydney and Amsterdam. In particular, the tension between 

national/regional-level and city-level, as well as local-scale project-level impacts is reported in the 

literature in Chapter 6 as a common challenge for cities with advanced economies that operate in 

multi-level governance modes (see Chapter 6). Also discussed in Chapter 6 is the disciplinary shift 

to encourage greater public participation around social issues in urban planning using collaborative 

strategic planning processes. This aligns with the finding identified in the case studies that social 

issues should be considered earlier in strategic processes to inform later reporting, review and 

monitoring of social impacts. However, to adequately respond to this research question and deeply 

explore the transferability of these findings, further research is needed as discussed in Section 7.5.  

The participants who contributed to the research in Chapter 6 are from different countries 

and cities and provided their opinion based on their experiences internationally. These participants 

echoed the case study findings in Research Question 2 by concluding that systematic adjustments 

in urban governance and planning, and project management processes are needed to implement 

good practice reporting, review and monitoring of social impacts and to improve social outcomes 

from projects. Participants were in accord with the findings, concerns and conclusions of this 

research in the various international settings in which they have worked. They also recognised the 

broader issues of fragmentation and tensions between project-level decision-making and city-level 

decision-making, which appear across multiple geographical contexts. 

The four key learnings presented in Research Question 2 reflect relationships between 

transport planning, society and urban planning in cities, rather than specific findings unique to the 

individual cases. Thus implementing the recommended adjustments in other contexts would 

potentially support better decision-making and enhance the ongoing reporting, review and 

monitoring of social impacts to the benefit of society. 
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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 research question was proposed with the expectation that a solution to the constraints to 

practice identified in the pilot study could be addressed through improved SIA practices or in other 

planning processes. ESIA practitioners at the focus groups presented in Chapter 6 were asked what 

improvements could be made to overcome constraints to impact management practice. Relevant 

suggestions were made, including drawing from interdisciplinary methodologies to improve 

monitoring practices such as program evaluation, theory of change and social return on investment. 

It was suggested to use existing customer feedback mechanisms as a way of monitoring social 

impacts. However, while these suggestions could improve impact management practices, 

systematic adjustments (and even structural change) to urban governance and planning and project 

management processes are still required that will support the implementation of good practice SIA 

and theory as intended (Chapter 6). Adaptivity and flexibility in planning processes requires further 

improvement in the specific urban contexts explored in this research as neither approach to the 

planning and management of social issues was consistently applied in all three cases (Chapters 2 to 

5).  

Main Research Question: How are the social impacts of major urban transport infrastructure projects 

affected by their urban geographical context and by impact assessment and management practice?  

The conclusions drawn in response to the subordinate questions 1 - 4 contribute to how this 

research has answered the main research question. As indicated in the response to Research 

Question 2, the empirical data analysed from the case studies, highlights constraints to the 

assessment and management of social impacts in urban contexts with ESIA (Sydney) and without 

(Amsterdam). In Chapters 2 and 5, the application of ESIA is constrained not only by 

methodological challenges to practice, such as poor scoping by practitioners and regulators, but 

also by political challenges that limited the projects to a technical focus and constrained the 

planning timeframes, community engagement opportunities and budgets for the PRL and SWRL. 

The PRL and NZL cases (Chapter 3), as well as the literature and the advice of focus group 

participants highlighted how the typical assessment methods used in urban transport planning and 

project management also give preference to technical and economic issues. Further in Chapters 3 

and 4, the NZL case is discussed, as an exemplar where no ESIA is implemented at all. This posed a 

significant constraint to the equal consideration and follow-up of social issues alongside the 

technical and economic issues, which plagued the project for several years. In doing this, they also 

give preference to objective technical modelling methods that allow impacts to be quantified, which 

however, are recognised to be inadequate to assess social change and associated impacts relevant 
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7.3 Urban governance, project management and impact assessment practices: their 

interactions in different geographical contexts 

In reflecting on the research journey, it is important to recognise the limitation of applying a narrow 

focus on SIA practice, if the broad research aim is to be addressed, which was 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. 

The significant contribution made in this thesis is its clear demonstration that not only must there 

be improvements to practice, but improvements are also needed in the supportive governance 

arrangements and planning processes – i.e. institutional frameworks – in order to deliver improved 

social outcomes and secure social benefits from major urban transport infrastructure 

developments. The thesis title, The assessment and management of social impacts in urban 

transport infrastructure projects, reflects that aim of the thesis. The subtitle, Exploring relationships 

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

geographical contexts, however, is more telling of the contributions this research has made to the 

literature. In attempting to identify ways to achieve improved social outcomes and benefits, this 

research has explored the spatial relationships between urban decision-making and planning 

processes in the geographical contexts of Sydney and Amsterdam. While the cases explored are 

situated within these two contexts, the learnings can be transferred to other contexts, as the 

dilemmas and characteristics of these cities are shared by many cities globally (Pacione 2009). In 

Chapter 1, Figure 1.1 showed the conceptual framework for the thesis, which focused on the 

relationships between socio-spatial elements in the urban geographical context and three 

conceptual threads: SIA, impact management and follow-up, and transport megaproject 

development. The findings of this research expand on this framework as shown in Figure 7.1. The 

conceptual framing extends beyond the challenges faced in assessing and managing social impacts 

of transport megaprojects to also major transport infrastructure more generally in the wider urban 

context, as well as highlights how the relationships are more connected than originally considered. 

Figure 7.1 shows the key socio-spatial elements in the urban geographical context and their 

interrelatedness with practices and discourses (urban governance, and transport development, 

urban planning and SIA) in the iterative stages of identifying, assessing and managing social 

impacts of urban transport (Latham et al., 2009). The sub-elements to practices and discourses 

show areas which decision-makers and practitioners in this research considered during the 

assessment of social impacts. The cross-links shown demonstrate how governance, management, 

planning and assessment practices should be equally integrated and prioritised, rather than in the 

silos which were frequently highlighted by participants in this research. In managing social impacts, 

an adaptive approach that includes the development of management strategies and monitoring is 

 
to urban society (Chapter 3). These methods also limit the opportunity for public participation in 

the urban and project planning processes of transport infrastructure. However, the NZL case 

(Chapter 4) also demonstrated that even in the absence of ESIA, practitioners can intervene in 

decision-making process provided the project and urban governance structures are supportive, as 

occurred following the Veerman Committee investigation (see Chapters 3 and 4). This intervention 

shows how a political process can be supportive of improved assessment and management of social 

impacts when necessary. 

The research presented in this thesis suggests that improved impact management practice 

would constructively influence the assessment and management of social impacts. This is because 

good practice SIA, as intended by guidance and theory, is not consistently implemented. As noted 

in Chapter 6, and in Chapters 2 and 5, SIA often falls short of good practice. Chapters 2, 3 and 6 all 

refer to the inconsistent application of SIA and the lack of mandatory implementation and 

guidelines contributing to this. In the context of Sydney (Chapter 2), guidance is only available for 

state significant resource sector projects and it is the responsibility of the practitioner scoping the 

ESIA and the regulator to determine the need for SIA (Chapter 5). Weaknesses in follow-up and 

monitoring of management strategies are well-known as evidenced in the literature, the cases 

presented and as reported by the focus group participants in Chapter 6. Although good practice is 

not implemented as intended, a conclusion can still be drawn that SIA and management practice 

is not sufficient alone to address the constraints arising from contextual issues.  

When workshop/focus group participants were asked how to overcome constraints to 

implementing good practice as noted in Chapter 6, their conclusion was that practitioners cannot 

be entirely responsible for improving the assessment and management of social impacts. The 

findings of Chapters 2 to 5 conclude a strong connection between urban governance, planning and 

project management processes, and whether a project will facilitate an improved social outcome. 

Systematic adjustments towards a more flexible and adaptive approach to urban governance and 

planning, and project management as discussed in Chapter 6 will help to achieve this. This research 

also concludes these adjustments are needed in addition to improved impact assessment and 

management practices, particularly to include social issues earlier in transport planning (as part of 

strategic assessments) and prioritise them equally with technical and economic issues. In multi-

level governance contexts, these adjustments are needed to recognise and account for the tension 

between managing the local impacts experienced at the project-scale and the urban planning 

associated with achieving state-level policy objectives. More supportive arrangements in urban 

governance and planning, as well as project management include the implementation of SIA in 

contexts such as Amsterdam where it is presently underutilised for the assessment and 

management of social impacts. 
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7.3 Urban governance, project management and impact assessment practices: their 

interactions in different geographical contexts 

In reflecting on the research journey, it is important to recognise the limitation of applying a narrow 

focus on SIA practice, if the broad research aim is to be addressed, which was 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. 

The significant contribution made in this thesis is its clear demonstration that not only must there 

be improvements to practice, but improvements are also needed in the supportive governance 

arrangements and planning processes – i.e. institutional frameworks – in order to deliver improved 

social outcomes and secure social benefits from major urban transport infrastructure 

developments. The thesis title, The assessment and management of social impacts in urban 

transport infrastructure projects, reflects that aim of the thesis. The subtitle, Exploring relationships 

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

geographical contexts, however, is more telling of the contributions this research has made to the 

literature. In attempting to identify ways to achieve improved social outcomes and benefits, this 

research has explored the spatial relationships between urban decision-making and planning 

processes in the geographical contexts of Sydney and Amsterdam. While the cases explored are 

situated within these two contexts, the learnings can be transferred to other contexts, as the 

dilemmas and characteristics of these cities are shared by many cities globally (Pacione 2009). In 

Chapter 1, Figure 1.1 showed the conceptual framework for the thesis, which focused on the 

relationships between socio-spatial elements in the urban geographical context and three 

conceptual threads: SIA, impact management and follow-up, and transport megaproject 

development. The findings of this research expand on this framework as shown in Figure 7.1. The 

conceptual framing extends beyond the challenges faced in assessing and managing social impacts 

of transport megaprojects to also major transport infrastructure more generally in the wider urban 

context, as well as highlights how the relationships are more connected than originally considered. 

Figure 7.1 shows the key socio-spatial elements in the urban geographical context and their 

interrelatedness with practices and discourses (urban governance, and transport development, 

urban planning and SIA) in the iterative stages of identifying, assessing and managing social 

impacts of urban transport (Latham et al., 2009). The sub-elements to practices and discourses 

show areas which decision-makers and practitioners in this research considered during the 

assessment of social impacts. The cross-links shown demonstrate how governance, management, 

planning and assessment practices should be equally integrated and prioritised, rather than in the 

silos which were frequently highlighted by participants in this research. In managing social impacts, 

an adaptive approach that includes the development of management strategies and monitoring is 
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The complex processes that shape the dynamic urban environment present dilemmas and 

challenges that are regularly studied by several disciplines (e.g. urban planning, urban geography, 

political science) (Latham et al., 2009). Drawing from multi-disciplinary approaches to 

understanding these relationships in the urban environment, this research has provided important 

insights into how the assessment and management of social impacts in urban transport 

infrastructure projects engage with urban decision-making processes, by applying interdisciplinary 

thinking from urban governance and planning, project management and SIA. Specifically, the 

thesis offers integrative insights across six key themes: 

• Social issues in infrastructure and megaproject decision-making (Section 7.3.1) 

• Reconceptualising the social impacts in transport planning (Section 7.3.2) 

• Urban governance and planning tensions in scale (Section 7.3.3) 

• Limitations of SIA in an urban context (Section 7.3.4) 

• Assessing impacts without impact assessment (Section 7.3.5) 

• Adaptive responses to social impacts in dynamic urban environments (Section 7.3.6) 

Using these six key themes, this section of the thesis discusses the key contributions of the research 

to multi-disciplinary literatures and offers recommendations for theory and practice to support 

improved social outcomes from projects. 

7.3.1. Social issues in infrastructure and megaproject decision-making 

This research reaffirmed the suggestion made by various authors (see Beukers et al., 2012; Geurs et 

al., 2009; Flyvbjerg, 2007, 2009, Legacy, 2017; Searle & Legacy, 2019) that in planning and decision-

making for infrastructure development technical assessments continually misunderstand and 

overlook social impacts particularly in an attempt to quantify and monetise impacts. Furthermore, 

these technical assessments are commonly used to inform decisions about major transport projects, 

meaning that social issues are often not valued equally with economic and environmental reporting 

in shaping decisions and development processes.  

As demonstrated through the PRL and NZL cases (Chapter 2), transport planning practice 

often focuses narrowly on project management, technical issues and engineering design. This is an 

approach that is needed because risks, time and budget must be carefully controlled to manage the 

technical complexities (see Figure 7.1). It is, however, also an approach that easily sees social 

impacts overlooked and undervalued. In focusing more closely on the reason why this occurs, this 

research has identified practices in the assessment and management of social impacts that are 

undervalued by politicians, project managers, engineers and planners during decision making for 

urban transport planning. Exacerbating this concern, the cases presented in this research also 

confirm the influence of the optimism bias, as identified by Flyvbjerg (2009, 2007, 2014), whereby 

 
needed not just in good practice SIA but integrated across all four discourses. As is found in good 

practice SIA and theory (Vanclay, 2003, Vanclay et al., 2015), stakeholder engagement and public 

participation also informs the different stages, continuously providing feedback to improve 

knowledge and inform decision-makers. In this way, adaptive approaches can inform the planning 

and project lifecycle over-time, which in turn can support decision-makers in responding to the 

complex changing urban environment and better manage social impacts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7.1 Conceptualising influences on the assessment and management of social impacts in urban 
transport infrastructure planning 
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The complex processes that shape the dynamic urban environment present dilemmas and 

challenges that are regularly studied by several disciplines (e.g. urban planning, urban geography, 

political science) (Latham et al., 2009). Drawing from multi-disciplinary approaches to 

understanding these relationships in the urban environment, this research has provided important 

insights into how the assessment and management of social impacts in urban transport 

infrastructure projects engage with urban decision-making processes, by applying interdisciplinary 

thinking from urban governance and planning, project management and SIA. Specifically, the 

thesis offers integrative insights across six key themes: 

• Social issues in infrastructure and megaproject decision-making (Section 7.3.1) 

• Reconceptualising the social impacts in transport planning (Section 7.3.2) 

• Urban governance and planning tensions in scale (Section 7.3.3) 

• Limitations of SIA in an urban context (Section 7.3.4) 

• Assessing impacts without impact assessment (Section 7.3.5) 

• Adaptive responses to social impacts in dynamic urban environments (Section 7.3.6) 

Using these six key themes, this section of the thesis discusses the key contributions of the research 

to multi-disciplinary literatures and offers recommendations for theory and practice to support 

improved social outcomes from projects. 

7.3.1. Social issues in infrastructure and megaproject decision-making 

This research reaffirmed the suggestion made by various authors (see Beukers et al., 2012; Geurs et 

al., 2009; Flyvbjerg, 2007, 2009, Legacy, 2017; Searle & Legacy, 2019) that in planning and decision-

making for infrastructure development technical assessments continually misunderstand and 

overlook social impacts particularly in an attempt to quantify and monetise impacts. Furthermore, 

these technical assessments are commonly used to inform decisions about major transport projects, 

meaning that social issues are often not valued equally with economic and environmental reporting 

in shaping decisions and development processes.  

As demonstrated through the PRL and NZL cases (Chapter 2), transport planning practice 

often focuses narrowly on project management, technical issues and engineering design. This is an 

approach that is needed because risks, time and budget must be carefully controlled to manage the 

technical complexities (see Figure 7.1). It is, however, also an approach that easily sees social 

impacts overlooked and undervalued. In focusing more closely on the reason why this occurs, this 

research has identified practices in the assessment and management of social impacts that are 

undervalued by politicians, project managers, engineers and planners during decision making for 

urban transport planning. Exacerbating this concern, the cases presented in this research also 

confirm the influence of the optimism bias, as identified by Flyvbjerg (2009, 2007, 2014), whereby 
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The case studies are all exemplars of poor ex-ante considerations of social issues in transport 

projects resulting in negative impacts, particularly in the unequal distribution of burdens on local 

populations (including, for example, displacement, higher costs, and significant opportunity costs). 

The findings of Chapters 4 and 5 clarify that poor consideration of social impacts early on, led to 

unintended consequences later in the projects. The results of Chapter 6 suggest that defining a 

‘social impact’, emphasising the importance of assessing social change and managing social risks, 

and ensuring these are included in the scoping guidelines for project assessments, will all help to 

address the narrow technical and economic focus of impact assessments in transport planning. 

Continuing failure to reconceptualise social impacts, moreover, risks exacerbating social issues 

such as social inclusion-exclusion, disadvantage and poor well-being and health. Social impacts 

must be recognised as more than measurable noise, dust, air pollution and real estate value changes 

(Chapter 3). They encompass changes in the distribution of burdens and benefits, mobility, 

accessibility and community structure (inter alia) across space and time as a result of new 

infrastructure and subsequent spatial development. As this research demonstrates, SIA should play 

a much greater role in facilitating integration of social issues into transport planning.  

These findings also recognise that the consideration of social impacts, opportunities and 

benefits must occur early during integrated urban and transport planning processes (Chapters 2 

and 5). In current practice, by the time the project reaches the project approval stage, when SIA is 

usually applied (if it is applied at all), it is already too late because many negative impacts 

(displacement and gentrification, shifting patterns of opportunity, loss of amenity etc) have already 

been set in motion. This research demonstrates that good practice SIA has potential to contribute 

far more in terms of achieving equitable and sustainable outcomes if it is supported appropriately 

throughout the urban planning process and project lifecycle. This includes ex-post monitoring and 

follow-up in order to manage the project’s ‘afterlife’ when the transport infrastructure has become 

part of the city’s overall transportation network and urban fabric. It must be noted, however, that 

applying SIA in the strategic planning phases, would require a significant extension beyond the 

original purpose of SIA and calls for better integration of SIA specifically, and social issues generally, 

into strategic spatial and infrastructure planning and in Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) 

or even development of an approach that might be thought of as ‘strategic social impact 

assessment’.  

 

 

 

 

 
engineers and designers overstate the social benefits, such as increased mobility and accessibility, 

and understate negative impacts, such as noise disturbance over long construction periods, without 

their adequate consideration, to justify projects in the public interest and secure business cases. 

The combined effects of the continual oversight and overstatement of benefits by those with 

decision-making powers are detrimental to the adequate assessment and management of social 

impacts of transport infrastructure projects. These negative consequences are demonstrated 

through the cases and in the findings of Chapter 6, which show that the outcomes of projects 

continually fail at managing negative social effects, but also identify opportunities for benefits that 

help to improve the overall quality of life for city populations.  

7.3.2. Reconceptualising the social impacts of transport planning 

The research leads to a conclusion that a fundamental reconceptualisation of social impacts in 

urban transport planning is needed to shift from the traditional technical approaches to planning 

to better assess and manage social issues. This conclusion has also been reached by others (such as 

Bertolini, 2012; Bertolini, Le Clercq & Straatemeier, 2008; Geurs et al., 2009; Jones & Lucas, 2012; 

Legacy, 2012; Martens, 2017; Lee, 2020). This research invites new approaches that will improve the 

outcomes of urban transport planning practice by connecting an improved understanding of social 

impacts and social change offered in SIA theory and practice (Esteves et al., 2012; Vanclay, 2002; 

Vanclay, 2003; Vanclay, et al. 2015) to current issues in transport planning (Chapter 3). Furthermore, 

there is a value proposition in the relatively successful implementation of SIA in the Australian 

mining sector, which highlights the benefits of applying SIA to achieve positive public participation 

outcomes, reducing social risks and assisting to secure a social licence to operate, good governance 

and corporate social responsibility (Esteves et al., 2012; Dare et al., 2014; Esteves, 2008; Franks, 2012; 

Harvey, 2011, Parsons & Moffat, 2014). 

It is important for project assessment and management to include qualitative approaches 

from the social sciences and understandings drawn from social sciences about social impacts and 

change processes to reconceptualise the ways that transport planning assesses social issues. As this 

research identifies (Chapter 3), a focus on quantitative socio-economic indicators rarely accurately 

captures the dynamic, complex, and differentiated nature of social impacts (Vanclay, 2015). 

Qualitative approaches and understandings drawn from the social sciences will support increased, 

and more effective, public participation and bottom up collaborative planning around urban 

mobility. All three cases presented reflect the ways that linear projects often have complex 

challenges which are poorly understood and result in direct impacts on communities, and affect 

different groups in different ways, which require the community to participate as ‘experts by 

experience’ in the assessment process (Hamersma et al., 2018). 
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The case studies are all exemplars of poor ex-ante considerations of social issues in transport 

projects resulting in negative impacts, particularly in the unequal distribution of burdens on local 

populations (including, for example, displacement, higher costs, and significant opportunity costs). 

The findings of Chapters 4 and 5 clarify that poor consideration of social impacts early on, led to 

unintended consequences later in the projects. The results of Chapter 6 suggest that defining a 

‘social impact’, emphasising the importance of assessing social change and managing social risks, 

and ensuring these are included in the scoping guidelines for project assessments, will all help to 

address the narrow technical and economic focus of impact assessments in transport planning. 

Continuing failure to reconceptualise social impacts, moreover, risks exacerbating social issues 

such as social inclusion-exclusion, disadvantage and poor well-being and health. Social impacts 

must be recognised as more than measurable noise, dust, air pollution and real estate value changes 

(Chapter 3). They encompass changes in the distribution of burdens and benefits, mobility, 

accessibility and community structure (inter alia) across space and time as a result of new 

infrastructure and subsequent spatial development. As this research demonstrates, SIA should play 

a much greater role in facilitating integration of social issues into transport planning.  

These findings also recognise that the consideration of social impacts, opportunities and 

benefits must occur early during integrated urban and transport planning processes (Chapters 2 

and 5). In current practice, by the time the project reaches the project approval stage, when SIA is 

usually applied (if it is applied at all), it is already too late because many negative impacts 

(displacement and gentrification, shifting patterns of opportunity, loss of amenity etc) have already 

been set in motion. This research demonstrates that good practice SIA has potential to contribute 

far more in terms of achieving equitable and sustainable outcomes if it is supported appropriately 

throughout the urban planning process and project lifecycle. This includes ex-post monitoring and 

follow-up in order to manage the project’s ‘afterlife’ when the transport infrastructure has become 

part of the city’s overall transportation network and urban fabric. It must be noted, however, that 

applying SIA in the strategic planning phases, would require a significant extension beyond the 

original purpose of SIA and calls for better integration of SIA specifically, and social issues generally, 

into strategic spatial and infrastructure planning and in Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) 

or even development of an approach that might be thought of as ‘strategic social impact 

assessment’.  
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democracies, this should be supported through inclusive public participation at all stages from 

policy formulation, through project design and delivery, to operational and closure phases. SIA 

practitioners can only add value when the business case recognises that social impacts, broadly 

conceptualised, are part of the decision context and when planning includes funding for exploring 

potential additional opportunities or benefits, rather than focusing on building a business case that 

frames a justification around narrowly-modelled future need. 

As highlighted in Chapter 5, the tension between urban governance and project 

management as critical scales in decision making about transport infrastructure also influences the 

governance of impact management and monitoring, including changes across space, time and scale. 

This results in adequate resources for the local governments who need to manage the residual local 

effects of transport megaprojects. It places an additional burden on the other local government 

complaints mechanisms to monitor and address local impacts and in the process, shifting 

accountability from the higher levels of government at city, regional and national levels. It 

perpetuates the political power imbalance between the spatial scales of the nation state and lower 

level local governments– often related to differences in the tax base of governmental levels 

(Meadowcroft, 2002). Transport infrastructure involving huge budgets is generally deemed to be of 

‘national’, ‘state’ or ‘city’ importance in ways that reinforce the perceived importance of 

metropolitan-scale issues over the needs of sub-urban local populations and communities. This in 

turn reinforces social problems facing cities by exacerbating inequalities and disadvantage, and 

producing outcomes that are contrary to the purpose of SIA, which is about achieving beneficial 

social outcomes. While others such as Birk, (2017), Daniell & Kay, (2017), Hall (2019) and 

Meadowcroft (2002) have written about this tension, this research has shown the significance of 

this tension between scales of governance as an influence on how practitioners conduct their work, 

particularly in developing strategies to manage social impacts of transport megaprojects. 

Regulators, communities and practitioners must work together to address these challenges and 

develop governance and management approaches that protect the interests of communities and 

groups affected by projects in the short and long-term. This requires that through this collaboration 

they challenge the existing power dynamics in the urban context and the authority of traditional 

methods and knowledge (that is, modelled approaches) in transport planning decision-making. 

This tension also reflects the need for a shift from line-oriented or ‘predict and provide’ 

infrastructure planning to an integrated spatial development planning (integrated planning) or 

place-oriented planning approach to planning infrastructure in the urban environment as 

identified in other studies (Chapter 3) (Fensham 2015, Heeres et al., 2012a, 2012b). This represents 

a shift from considering the act of planning transport infrastructure as a siloed standalone activity 

towards the integration of urban infrastructure with spatial planning (Arts et al., 2016; Dodson, 

2009; Heeres et al., 2012a). Integrated planning can also help to overcome this tension, by including 

 
7.3.3. Urban governance and planning tensions in scale  

A major finding of this research is that there is tension between strategic planning at the 

national/regional-level, city-wide-level and the project-level. This tension is played out both in 

planning priorities and in the geographical scales at which impacts are generated and experienced. 

As Veeneman & Mulley, (2018), Daniell & Kay, (2017), Howitt (2003), Van Geet (2020) and others 

have identified, this tension often arises in multi-level governance contexts and causes complexities 

in planning budgets, making decisions and distributing benefits and burdens of change across 

urban settings and communities. Effective multi-level governance requires collaboration across 

governance scales to achieve integrated policy aims (Van Geet, 2020). 

The cases discussed in the thesis are all examples of projects that are planned at the 

metropolitan or city-wide scale, with the view to serving a demonstrated public need, but impose 

their most negative effects on more localised communities. Transport megaprojects such as these 

are justified in businesses cases that emphasise long-term economic benefits and future needs, 

rather than considering the opportunities for integrating the local social needs of a population. 

When considering this in the context of the SIA literature and practical experience in assessing and 

managing social impacts of transport megaprojects, the appropriateness of fragmented, project-

based assessments in guiding urban governance and transport planning at the whole-of-city scale 

is inadequate. The cases in this research demonstrate that, when applying SIA as a project-based 

tool to projects planned at this scale, problems arise in assessing strategic social objectives – even 

though these are often articulated as what justifies government investment of public funds in 

transport infrastructure projects (Burdge & Vanclay, 1996). 

In Chapter 6 (and throughout the case study chapters), participants in this research 

suggested SIA’s potential to inform strategic thinking about both urban governance and transport 

planning has been underutilised. The social dimensions of projects are certainly part of the 

responsibility of governments in established democracies such as The Netherlands and Australia, 

but the business cases for major projects are more aligned to economic values than social concerns 

regarding social equity, inclusiveness and accessibility. This is because megaprojects trigger 

multiple financial concerns, and the business cases are typically prepared in the financial and 

economic portfolios and bureaucracies. Social issues, however, should be considered during 

strategic planning processes that transform broad policy propositions about a city’s future spatial 

development and transport network development into concrete changes in a city’s function and 

form to achieve policy goals over timeframes that exceed the mandate of any particular elected 

government and affect the lives of city populations long into the future. The conceptualisation and 

early planning of projects intended to deliver on broad policy visions should maintain the social, 

environmental and economic dimensions of delivery in focus from the outset, and, in established 
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democracies, this should be supported through inclusive public participation at all stages from 

policy formulation, through project design and delivery, to operational and closure phases. SIA 

practitioners can only add value when the business case recognises that social impacts, broadly 

conceptualised, are part of the decision context and when planning includes funding for exploring 

potential additional opportunities or benefits, rather than focusing on building a business case that 

frames a justification around narrowly-modelled future need. 

As highlighted in Chapter 5, the tension between urban governance and project 

management as critical scales in decision making about transport infrastructure also influences the 

governance of impact management and monitoring, including changes across space, time and scale. 

This results in adequate resources for the local governments who need to manage the residual local 

effects of transport megaprojects. It places an additional burden on the other local government 

complaints mechanisms to monitor and address local impacts and in the process, shifting 

accountability from the higher levels of government at city, regional and national levels. It 

perpetuates the political power imbalance between the spatial scales of the nation state and lower 

level local governments– often related to differences in the tax base of governmental levels 

(Meadowcroft, 2002). Transport infrastructure involving huge budgets is generally deemed to be of 

‘national’, ‘state’ or ‘city’ importance in ways that reinforce the perceived importance of 

metropolitan-scale issues over the needs of sub-urban local populations and communities. This in 

turn reinforces social problems facing cities by exacerbating inequalities and disadvantage, and 

producing outcomes that are contrary to the purpose of SIA, which is about achieving beneficial 

social outcomes. While others such as Birk, (2017), Daniell & Kay, (2017), Hall (2019) and 

Meadowcroft (2002) have written about this tension, this research has shown the significance of 

this tension between scales of governance as an influence on how practitioners conduct their work, 

particularly in developing strategies to manage social impacts of transport megaprojects. 

Regulators, communities and practitioners must work together to address these challenges and 

develop governance and management approaches that protect the interests of communities and 

groups affected by projects in the short and long-term. This requires that through this collaboration 

they challenge the existing power dynamics in the urban context and the authority of traditional 

methods and knowledge (that is, modelled approaches) in transport planning decision-making. 

This tension also reflects the need for a shift from line-oriented or ‘predict and provide’ 

infrastructure planning to an integrated spatial development planning (integrated planning) or 

place-oriented planning approach to planning infrastructure in the urban environment as 

identified in other studies (Chapter 3) (Fensham 2015, Heeres et al., 2012a, 2012b). This represents 

a shift from considering the act of planning transport infrastructure as a siloed standalone activity 

towards the integration of urban infrastructure with spatial planning (Arts et al., 2016; Dodson, 

2009; Heeres et al., 2012a). Integrated planning can also help to overcome this tension, by including 



Chapter 7

182

 
project approval and support decision-making, rather than on the potential opportunity to manage 

social impacts across the project lifecycle.  

While this is current state of practice persists, the management of impacts post-approval 

will continue to create unmitigated social impacts with no accountability for their effect. This 

research has identified that, what exacerbates this weakness and reinforces this assessment focus 

on project approval, is the absence of supportive governance arrangements that facilitate the 

implementation of good practice SIA. The cases presented in this research exemplify the 

importance of governance to the implementation of good practice SIA. Thus, this research 

contributes to the understanding that if commitment to SIA is not entrenched and mandated in 

urban governance and planning processes, it will continue to fall short of its aims. While SIA 

reporting is treated primarily as a minor element of a project approval process, rather than used as 

tool for continuous assessment of, response to and management of the social dimensions of a 

project – including cancellation, redesign, rescheduling and changed budget or other operational 

context of projects, SIA will be limited in its scope to a project-approval tool rather than achieve its 

value as a management tool. Also linking SIA to wider adaptive management and governance 

processes over the long-term will help to generate the flexibility, responsiveness and adaptivity to 

respond to changes and problems as they emerge (see Section 7.3.6) 

The case study findings demonstrate that it is not sufficient to have management strategies 

set solely at the project-level for major transport infrastructure projects. Major projects not only 

have direct connectivity benefits and impacts, but also have key social public benefit aims and 

complex integrated spatial development objectives, such as coordinating land-use and 

infrastructure delivery. Projects of this size and significance need to have appropriate management 

strategies set across multiple timescales at the strategic-level and indicators used to monitor them, 

as well as strategies set at the local-level to ensure the fair and equitable distribution of impacts. 

The tension between project management and urban governance and failures in managing that 

tension have direct implications on cost, timeliness, efficacy as well as amplify social impacts, and 

cause the loss of opportunities for positive social impacts and public benefit.  

Most significantly, this research exemplifies the suggestion of Pinto et al.’s (2019) that 

supportive governance is required to support good practice and follow-up of project-scale impacts. 

This governance is not only about the project management but also about urban governance of the 

wider context – for transport development. Follow-up by regulation typically only occurs at the 

project-scale (Chapter 6), rather than at the strategic-level which has a higher degree of 

accountability and scrutiny. As governments and politicians change between terms of office, 

accountability assigned for the strategic justification and commitment to the public can easily be 

lost (Chapter 2). Unlike in the mining sector, where practitioners can argue for SIA’s value in 

 
local interests and public participation in future plans and in turn ensure the projects proposed are 

the best fit for the city long into the future. The findings of this research confirm the need for 

integrated goal setting and land use planning to achieve the best outcomes from projects in 

alignment with metropolitan planning (Chapter 5). The cases also highlight that the wider strategic 

urban planning issues that arise due to the complex cumulative nature of impacts in a city cannot 

be resolved solely by using a standalone project-based tool such as SIA. Ongoing stakeholder 

engagement and public participation are needed to inform the planning and assessment process in 

an integrated manner, rather than in silos, to specifically identify opportunities of both local and 

strategic social benefit (see Figure 7.1). Similarly, accountability for decision-making in these 

contexts must be supported more widely than by a project-driven regulation of management 

strategies. The findings from the cases and reflections from infrastructure professionals on 

transport planning (Chapters 3 and 6) are also a reminder that planning and infrastructure 

dilemmas in the urban environment require multi-disciplinary approaches to address. 

7.3.4. Limitations of SIA in an urban context 

This research contributes to the SIA literature by identifying the limitations to applying good 

practice within the urban context. Although it identifies that mandatory good practice guidance 

and regulation are necessary for SIA to be implemented successfully (Chapter 6, see Parsons et al., 

2019, Parsons, 2020), it acknowledges that good urban governance, planning and project 

management processes are also necessary. It is, thus, important to recognise the limitations and 

weaknesses of good practice SIA guidance in achieving the sorts of outcomes that I had hoped 

might be achieved by improving SIA practice.  

The literature advocates developing good practice SIA as a process that begins early and 

continues through project planning, development and delivery and even post-project operational 

and maintenance stages (Chapter 3, see Arce-Gomez et al., 2015; Esteves et al., 2012; Franks & 

Vanclay, 2013; Vanclay 2003; Vanclay et al., 2015). However, insights from this research suggest that 

SIA in urban transport planning is typically applied as part of a project approval process, if at all. 

SIA processes often stop completely once the project assessment report is finished, and rarely 

continue beyond project delivery; post-construction monitoring and follow-up is rare. As several 

participants reported (see Chapters 2 and 6), weaknesses in management and monitoring of social 

impacts identified in the literature (see Burdge & Vanclay, 1996; Fortin & Gagnon 2006; Franks & 

Vanclay, 2013; Gagnon, 2003; Harvey, 2011) continue to be problematic in practice and much more 

work is needed in this area to address this problem. Few case studies in the literature document 

the weaknesses of EIA follow-up and management of social impacts (see e.g. Storey & Jones, 2003; 

Storey & Noble, 2005), and this research contributes to understanding the constraints to practice 

in three cases. ESIA in infrastructure planning continues to be focused on assessment to attain a 
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project approval and support decision-making, rather than on the potential opportunity to manage 

social impacts across the project lifecycle.  

While this is current state of practice persists, the management of impacts post-approval 

will continue to create unmitigated social impacts with no accountability for their effect. This 

research has identified that, what exacerbates this weakness and reinforces this assessment focus 

on project approval, is the absence of supportive governance arrangements that facilitate the 

implementation of good practice SIA. The cases presented in this research exemplify the 

importance of governance to the implementation of good practice SIA. Thus, this research 

contributes to the understanding that if commitment to SIA is not entrenched and mandated in 

urban governance and planning processes, it will continue to fall short of its aims. While SIA 

reporting is treated primarily as a minor element of a project approval process, rather than used as 

tool for continuous assessment of, response to and management of the social dimensions of a 

project – including cancellation, redesign, rescheduling and changed budget or other operational 

context of projects, SIA will be limited in its scope to a project-approval tool rather than achieve its 

value as a management tool. Also linking SIA to wider adaptive management and governance 

processes over the long-term will help to generate the flexibility, responsiveness and adaptivity to 

respond to changes and problems as they emerge (see Section 7.3.6) 

The case study findings demonstrate that it is not sufficient to have management strategies 

set solely at the project-level for major transport infrastructure projects. Major projects not only 

have direct connectivity benefits and impacts, but also have key social public benefit aims and 

complex integrated spatial development objectives, such as coordinating land-use and 

infrastructure delivery. Projects of this size and significance need to have appropriate management 

strategies set across multiple timescales at the strategic-level and indicators used to monitor them, 

as well as strategies set at the local-level to ensure the fair and equitable distribution of impacts. 

The tension between project management and urban governance and failures in managing that 

tension have direct implications on cost, timeliness, efficacy as well as amplify social impacts, and 

cause the loss of opportunities for positive social impacts and public benefit.  

Most significantly, this research exemplifies the suggestion of Pinto et al.’s (2019) that 

supportive governance is required to support good practice and follow-up of project-scale impacts. 

This governance is not only about the project management but also about urban governance of the 

wider context – for transport development. Follow-up by regulation typically only occurs at the 

project-scale (Chapter 6), rather than at the strategic-level which has a higher degree of 

accountability and scrutiny. As governments and politicians change between terms of office, 

accountability assigned for the strategic justification and commitment to the public can easily be 

lost (Chapter 2). Unlike in the mining sector, where practitioners can argue for SIA’s value in 
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decision-making and challenge unjust decisions. This research concludes that follow-up 

management processes are essential to achieving successful social outcomes for projects, especially 

in urban contexts without formal SIA processes. 

7.3.6. Adaptive responses to social impacts in dynamic urban environments 

In applying an urban geographical lens, this research recognised that a defining characteristic of 

the modern urban city is its dynamism. It is evident both in the landscape and the built 

environment as the skyline changes and in the movement of people and changes in the 

communities that comprise the human environment. Failures to account for that dynamism in the 

urban governance, planning and project management processes present significant challenges for 

the identification and management of social impacts generated by projects, including transport 

megaprojects. Thus, applying theories of social change as adopted by good practice SIA are 

increasingly important in transport project management, particularly as these theories recognise 

social change is non-linear, unpredictable and slow (Slootweg et al., 2001; Van Schooten et al., 

2003). Yet, as this research has noted, impact assessments usually continue to focus on the static 

report to attain the planning approval, rather than the ongoing adaptive management of impacts 

(Holling, 1978).  

The ESIA report needs to have spatial and temporal limits; however, with the long planning 

timeframes for megaprojects, an iterative feedback process in post-approval stages is needed. The 

case studies and findings of this research demonstrate that social impact management strategies 

for projects need to include follow-up to monitor, evaluate and respond to social change in the 

rapidly changing urban environment over time. While such adaptive management is discussed in 

the literature by Franks (2012) and Franks and Vanclay (2013) as essential for the development of 

Social Impact Management Plans (SIMPs) post-SIA, this research suggests its implementation is 

insufficient in transport infrastructure planning. Consequently, iterative learning for practitioners 

and regulators, re-assessments and adaptive responses do not occur, leading to unjust and 

unsustainable outcomes which are unmitigated and cumulative over time. In the absence of follow-

up, infrastructure professionals continue to move onto the next project and the opportunity to learn 

from the previous projects to improve prediction, opportunities, benefits and mitigation strategies 

for future projects is lost.  

How to adapt and address social change over time does not only apply to assessments, but 

also to the way governments respond to long planning timeframes for project planning and to the 

management of impacts on metropolitan and city-wide scales. In megaproject management, 

discussions of dynamic and adaptive approaches are promoted as crucial to cope with uncertainty, 

dynamism and complexity in the long timeframes of megaproject planning and to monitor and 

measure the success of projects (Giezen, 2012, 2013). Project evaluations (such as ex post audits for 

 
minimising social risks to a corporate proponent and maintaining reputation to retain a social 

licence to operate (Esteves et al., 2012; Parsons & Moffat, 2014), in transport planning public 

participation and regulation are the main mechanisms to keep governments accountable for the 

commitments they have made (Legacy, 2016). If governments continually fail to meet their 

commitments in a democratic context, communities may respond accordingly at election time. This 

research concludes, however, that while major transport infrastructure projects are highly political, 

and that this is desirable to encourage debate (Legacy, 2016), the prospect for accountability on a 

specific project being exercised via the ballot box is very limited and often this comes too late to 

change the outcomes. Empowering public interest groups to be able to challenge unjust decisions 

or unanticipated social impacts through SIA requires a different understanding of the politics of 

accountability in mature democratic urban settings. Shifting power from the political decision-

makers to the diverse communities and populations that are represented within cities is essential 

for facilitating accountability for the decisions made in the public interest about transport 

infrastructure and improving social outcomes from projects. This would contribute to better 

inclusion of community perspectives in infrastructure planning but also requires improved 

coordination of responsibilities between multi-level governance to achieve. SIA is just one avenue 

for this to occur and wider systematic adjustments are required to shift from the dominant mode 

of neoliberalist planning present today (Schatz & Rogers, 2016). 

7.3.5. Assessing impacts without impact assessment 

SIA, and even ESIA or Strategic SIA, cannot be a ‘silver bullet’ for achieving optimal societal 

outcomes from transport megaprojects because of the way it is currently structured in urban 

decision-making processes as a project-based assessment tool. The final product, the SIA report 

that is used by decision-makers to inform their decision, is not what will ensure that the mitigation, 

management and follow-up of social impacts will occur after a project is delivered. Other forms of 

regulation, such as licensing and permits are key to facilitating this. As such, while this thesis also 

advocates for formal, mandatory ESIA to inform decision-making, this is not the only way that 

impact assessment is framed.  

Formal ESIA is not the only mechanism by which environmental and stakeholder 

engagement practitioners are engaged within the transport planning process to assess and manage 

social impacts (Chapters 2 and 4). Consequently, follow-up, mitigation and management of social 

impacts are not tied to ESIA studies. It shows that follow-up can be triggered in the event of a 

catastrophic failure, such as a loss of trust or an engineering disaster or undertaken as a result of 

cost over-runs as part of good practice project management as the findings show in Chapter 3 and 

4 (Lehtonen et al., 2017). Follow-up processes will occur while there are practitioners advocating 

for the interests of the public and while the diverse public interest groups can contribute to 
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decision-making and challenge unjust decisions. This research concludes that follow-up 

management processes are essential to achieving successful social outcomes for projects, especially 

in urban contexts without formal SIA processes. 

7.3.6. Adaptive responses to social impacts in dynamic urban environments 

In applying an urban geographical lens, this research recognised that a defining characteristic of 

the modern urban city is its dynamism. It is evident both in the landscape and the built 

environment as the skyline changes and in the movement of people and changes in the 

communities that comprise the human environment. Failures to account for that dynamism in the 

urban governance, planning and project management processes present significant challenges for 

the identification and management of social impacts generated by projects, including transport 

megaprojects. Thus, applying theories of social change as adopted by good practice SIA are 

increasingly important in transport project management, particularly as these theories recognise 

social change is non-linear, unpredictable and slow (Slootweg et al., 2001; Van Schooten et al., 

2003). Yet, as this research has noted, impact assessments usually continue to focus on the static 

report to attain the planning approval, rather than the ongoing adaptive management of impacts 

(Holling, 1978).  

The ESIA report needs to have spatial and temporal limits; however, with the long planning 

timeframes for megaprojects, an iterative feedback process in post-approval stages is needed. The 

case studies and findings of this research demonstrate that social impact management strategies 

for projects need to include follow-up to monitor, evaluate and respond to social change in the 

rapidly changing urban environment over time. While such adaptive management is discussed in 

the literature by Franks (2012) and Franks and Vanclay (2013) as essential for the development of 

Social Impact Management Plans (SIMPs) post-SIA, this research suggests its implementation is 

insufficient in transport infrastructure planning. Consequently, iterative learning for practitioners 

and regulators, re-assessments and adaptive responses do not occur, leading to unjust and 

unsustainable outcomes which are unmitigated and cumulative over time. In the absence of follow-

up, infrastructure professionals continue to move onto the next project and the opportunity to learn 

from the previous projects to improve prediction, opportunities, benefits and mitigation strategies 

for future projects is lost.  

How to adapt and address social change over time does not only apply to assessments, but 

also to the way governments respond to long planning timeframes for project planning and to the 

management of impacts on metropolitan and city-wide scales. In megaproject management, 

discussions of dynamic and adaptive approaches are promoted as crucial to cope with uncertainty, 

dynamism and complexity in the long timeframes of megaproject planning and to monitor and 

measure the success of projects (Giezen, 2012, 2013). Project evaluations (such as ex post audits for 
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in this research (see Figure 7.1). This connection is needed to adapt to change during planning 

timeframes to ensure that the strategies in place remain continually relevant in a changing 

environment, but also so that any new information not previously considered by decision-makers 

is also accounted for. Without this, communities are likely to be negatively impacted as 

governments will continue to fall short of meeting the needs of the public as well as social 

sustainability objectives and goals for cities. 

7.4 Reflections on the research journey  

I began my research by considering what practice improvements were needed to achieve better 

social outcomes from major urban transport infrastructure projects. However, my doctoral program 

took me on a different journey to the one I had anticipated. Exploring many discourses and 

understandings of processes within the urban context offered in multi-disciplinary approaches 

opened new understanding of the value of SIA. These investigations into the relationships between 

urban governance and planning processes in decision-making, and connections between project 

management, governance and planning, highlighted that the problems with assessing and 

managing social impacts extended well beyond the actions of the practitioner. Identifying this 

tension of good governance between spatial scales is actually a source of loss of democratic process 

and a loss in the value of planning, which can have catastrophic implications on the ability to 

produce sustainable futures. Identifying and demonstrating this tension from the case material has 

been a major contribution of this thesis. The pilot study (Chapter 2) identified that political interest, 

technical issues and project management had greater influence than the EIA practitioner over 

whether projects would meet their social policy objectives. This finding was reaffirmed in the NZL 

case (Chapter 3 and 5), as key decisions throughout that project’s history were heavily influenced 

by technical issues, with transport and project planning being privileged by project teams over the 

needs of the public. In measuring and evaluating the success of the SWRL, Chapter 4 showed that 

traditional metrics in project management and technical engineering design were promoted ahead 

of assessing whether the intended social outcomes were achieved. In Chapter 6, a range of 

practitioners confirmed their practice was constrained by the same contextual dilemmas and 

tensions as was revealed in the case studies.  

Good practice guidance and ESIA and its follow-up as mandated by legislation, continues 

to have an important role to play in the assessment and management of social impacts in the urban 

context. Ensuring distributional justice and sustainable development outcomes, in terms of social 

risks, burdens and benefits at all spatial scales, is a key function of the SIA process in the planning 

of transport. SIA practitioners will naturally adopt continuous improvement and innovation in their 

own work, to advocate for the interests of affected communities, but they cannot achieve good 

practice alone. The research journey has convinced me that for SIA to be the quintessence of 

assessing and managing social impacts in the urban context, supportive adaptive approaches across 

 
example, Flyvbjerg, 2009) may also provide a mechanism for project managers to engage in 

learnings about the impacts of projects, which in turn may help improve designs and budget 

planning for future projects, even when there is no role for the SIA practitioner to facilitate the 

follow-up (Lehtonen et al., 2017; Schudder, 2017). This research has demonstrated the link between 

poor project definition and budget established during the conceptual stages, and project success 

identified by Flyvbjerg et al. (2002) and Lehtonen et al. (2017) (see Chapters 3 and 4). To improve 

this link, aligning adaptive project management strategies with strategies to manage social impacts 

and uncertainty around decisions, contributes to the resource capacity and knowledge of project 

leadership teams to manage future impacts as new knowledge becomes available. Similarly, this 

research demonstrates that aligning megaproject evaluation to social impact management 

strategies will also facilitate achieving common social outcomes for the project and benefits to the 

wider affected population. It enhances the benefits of applying SIA in planning, when adaptive 

management strategies are adopted, but also instances where SIA was not formally undertaken, or 

required. 

A system of adaptive multi-level governance may also support the planning and management 

of projects (see also Figure 7.1). There are those who make the decisions on how to manage projects 

(that is, project governance), but also those who govern the wider urban context (that is, urban 

governance), on how a project will affect cities. Professionals involved in both project and urban 

governance must also manage uncertainty and unpredictability to generate resilience for cities and 

projects to adapt to change (Dietz et al., 2003; Gunderson & Light, 2006, Folke et al., 2005). Within 

this governance system, adaptive planning, which in cities recognises the urban environment as a 

complex adaptive system (Axelrod & Cohen, 2000) allows management of uncertainty and creates 

conditions for development that respond to change in the environment and society, as such, 

“learning by doing” rather than following the traditional predict and control responses (Ahern, 2011; 

Rauws & De Roo, 2016; Rijke et al., 2012). These urban governance and planning processes which 

sit outside the project-led assessment and management process allow for different possibilities in 

urban spaces, thus addressing the limitations in space time of implementing project-based SIA. The 

application of adaptive multi-level governance is also needed to support this type of co-evolving 

planning, which applies continuous learning and involvement of multiple stakeholders to monitor 

strategic impacts beyond the budgetary and timeframe boundaries of the individual projects, to 

manage adaptively the project and its urban context, and build resilience in an unpredictable 

political context (Rijke et al., 2012; Seeliger & Turok, 2014). For this to occur, governance priorities 

established in policy must include the relevant indicators to monitor and adapt management 

strategies as identified in effective governance practices for incorporation into the SIA process 

(Dietz et al., 2003). Adaptive approaches also emphasise the need for a stronger link between 

strategic assessments and the planning approval processes in the urban context that was identified 
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in this research (see Figure 7.1). This connection is needed to adapt to change during planning 

timeframes to ensure that the strategies in place remain continually relevant in a changing 

environment, but also so that any new information not previously considered by decision-makers 

is also accounted for. Without this, communities are likely to be negatively impacted as 

governments will continue to fall short of meeting the needs of the public as well as social 

sustainability objectives and goals for cities. 

7.4 Reflections on the research journey  

I began my research by considering what practice improvements were needed to achieve better 

social outcomes from major urban transport infrastructure projects. However, my doctoral program 

took me on a different journey to the one I had anticipated. Exploring many discourses and 

understandings of processes within the urban context offered in multi-disciplinary approaches 

opened new understanding of the value of SIA. These investigations into the relationships between 

urban governance and planning processes in decision-making, and connections between project 

management, governance and planning, highlighted that the problems with assessing and 

managing social impacts extended well beyond the actions of the practitioner. Identifying this 

tension of good governance between spatial scales is actually a source of loss of democratic process 

and a loss in the value of planning, which can have catastrophic implications on the ability to 

produce sustainable futures. Identifying and demonstrating this tension from the case material has 

been a major contribution of this thesis. The pilot study (Chapter 2) identified that political interest, 

technical issues and project management had greater influence than the EIA practitioner over 

whether projects would meet their social policy objectives. This finding was reaffirmed in the NZL 

case (Chapter 3 and 5), as key decisions throughout that project’s history were heavily influenced 

by technical issues, with transport and project planning being privileged by project teams over the 

needs of the public. In measuring and evaluating the success of the SWRL, Chapter 4 showed that 

traditional metrics in project management and technical engineering design were promoted ahead 

of assessing whether the intended social outcomes were achieved. In Chapter 6, a range of 

practitioners confirmed their practice was constrained by the same contextual dilemmas and 

tensions as was revealed in the case studies.  

Good practice guidance and ESIA and its follow-up as mandated by legislation, continues 

to have an important role to play in the assessment and management of social impacts in the urban 

context. Ensuring distributional justice and sustainable development outcomes, in terms of social 

risks, burdens and benefits at all spatial scales, is a key function of the SIA process in the planning 

of transport. SIA practitioners will naturally adopt continuous improvement and innovation in their 

own work, to advocate for the interests of affected communities, but they cannot achieve good 

practice alone. The research journey has convinced me that for SIA to be the quintessence of 

assessing and managing social impacts in the urban context, supportive adaptive approaches across 
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party to convey messages. There was also an issue with the recruitment of participants as some 

people involved in early project planning had retired or passed away. There were also some 

challenges with gathering secondary information for document analysis (such as planning 

documents) due to age of the projects as digital records have only been recently kept. For the NZL 

case in particular, records were in Dutch and needed the assistance of a Dutch translator to help 

interpret.  

In the selection of case studies, two geographical contexts were selected: Sydney and 

Amsterdam. Time constraints limited the research to three cases, with two selected from Sydney 

(one from the pilot study) and one from Amsterdam. To provide a more balanced perspective in 

exploring different geographical contexts and planning systems, a second Dutch case study would 

have been useful had time permitted. However, a strength of choosing cases in these cities is that 

they can provide exemplars that are transferrable to other projects within the same city or in urban 

cities of comparable size. The case studies were also limited to rail projects as the only type of major 

‘transport’ as this facilitated their comparison as cases in the research. Nevertheless, the findings 

regarding the relationships in the urban contexts that affect the assessment and management of 

social impacts are generalisable to other types of transport. This is because the relationships are 

influenced by the urban geographical context, rather than the actions of individuals during the 

processes of individual projects. By combining the case study analysis with other methods in the 

research (i.e. the focus groups and workshops and expert interviews in Chapter 6 that engaged 

professionals and academics in The Netherlands, Sydney and internationally) facilitated transfer of 

learnings from the individual cases to more generalised conclusions relevant to the wider urban 

context and infrastructure and urban planning.  

The number of participants for the expert focus groups and workshops was limited by the 

availability of participants and practical considerations for conducting the sessions, such as the 

venue, location or timing at conferences. This potentially meant that those in attendance may not 

have had experiences that are fully representative of ESIA practitioners, and planning and 

infrastructure professionals in every urban context. Those who participated were more likely to be 

those who are strong advocates for change and improvement, given the title and description of the 

research used to recruit them. However, the informed consent process that was implemented 

during the recruitment process and the ethical protocol as set by Macquarie University, ensured 

participants felt comfortable to participate and were aware of the nature of the research, and of my 

background as a practitioner and motivations for the research. An alternative method of obtaining 

the experiences of practitioners could have been to use a questionnaire or survey and circulated 

this among the professional community. However, the benefit of the synergistic effect from the 

open discussion at the focus group and workshops would not have been possible in the more rigid 
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semi-structured interviews. To conduct a follow-up analysis, the cases selected needed to be 
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influenced by the urban geographical context, rather than the actions of individuals during the 

processes of individual projects. By combining the case study analysis with other methods in the 

research (i.e. the focus groups and workshops and expert interviews in Chapter 6 that engaged 

professionals and academics in The Netherlands, Sydney and internationally) facilitated transfer of 

learnings from the individual cases to more generalised conclusions relevant to the wider urban 

context and infrastructure and urban planning.  

The number of participants for the expert focus groups and workshops was limited by the 

availability of participants and practical considerations for conducting the sessions, such as the 

venue, location or timing at conferences. This potentially meant that those in attendance may not 

have had experiences that are fully representative of ESIA practitioners, and planning and 

infrastructure professionals in every urban context. Those who participated were more likely to be 

those who are strong advocates for change and improvement, given the title and description of the 

research used to recruit them. However, the informed consent process that was implemented 

during the recruitment process and the ethical protocol as set by Macquarie University, ensured 

participants felt comfortable to participate and were aware of the nature of the research, and of my 

background as a practitioner and motivations for the research. An alternative method of obtaining 

the experiences of practitioners could have been to use a questionnaire or survey and circulated 

this among the professional community. However, the benefit of the synergistic effect from the 

open discussion at the focus group and workshops would not have been possible in the more rigid 
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al., 2015), and in the context of Sydney, local guidelines in 2017 (Parsons et al. 2019). The discourses 

within the transport planning discipline have also shifted to acknowledge the need for more 

qualitative approaches and the importance of including knowledge from the social sciences to 

address social issues, such as social exclusion, distributional effects and mobility during planning 

(e.g. see Chapter 2 and the work of Sheller (2018), Bertolini (2012) and Jones & Lucas (2012). As such 

it would be useful to consider if the relationships between transport planning, impact assessment 

practices and decision-making have changed or improved in response to these adjustments in 

planning for major urban transport projects. The findings of this research suggest otherwise, but 

the effects may take several years to become apparent, given the long planning timeframes for 

infrastructure planning. As indicated in Section 7.4.1 the research timeframes were limited in the 

number of cases and the type of transport infrastructure investigated. This limited the focus of the 

research to two developed world geographical contexts. Given that much of the future urban 

transport infrastructure development is likely to occur in countries facing considerably greater 

resource constraints and political pressures than those of the established democracies of The 

Netherlands and Australia, there is avenue for future research that considers more cases in other 

cities and other geographical (local, national and global) contexts for further comparative research 

on the influence of contextual issues. In addition to other contexts, exploring different types of 

government-led infrastructure projects would provide a deeper look at the contextual issues and 

their effect on project-specificities to determine what changes in the urban governance and 

planning system are needed. 

SSIIAA  aanndd  UUrrbbaann  MMoobbiilliittyy  TTrraannssiittiioonnss  

Ex-ante investigations using good practice SIA to understand the positive and negative effects of 

these transformative changes on society will be needed to manage the mobility transitions 

(Greenblatt & Shaheen, 2015). In many cities, governments have prioritised transport-oriented 

urban development, with huge consequences for both existing and future communities. An 

interdisciplinary understanding of the complex urban relationships transport, environment and 

society that influence the beneficial implementation of these new infrastructure types is needed 

particularly given the radical spatial and behavioural change required. Managing their impacts, 

both ex-ante and ex-post will require adaptive adjustments in governance, planning and project 

management to support mobility and sustainability transitions across long timeframes. I would be 

also interested to explore further the idea of applying SIA as a social impact management process 

embedded within an urban mobility transition for new transport technologies to minimise social 

impacts and maximise synergistic benefits for cities. 

 

 
structure of set questions such as in a survey. Thus, the mix and experience of participants in the 

focus group and workshops yielded richer sources of information. 

There is also a limitation in the application of a conceptual framework that draws from multi-

disciplinary perspective. As discussed in Chapter 1, this research is situated within the urban 

geography discipline and has applied a geographical lens that considers relationships and patterns 

in terms of space and scale in the urban context. However, a multi-disciplinary approach was 

adopted for the conceptual framework, drawing from theories and concepts in urban planning, 

project management, EIA and SIA. While I recognise that as a geographer and as a practitioner my 

knowledge and experience in applying these concepts is varied and limited, drawing from this 

literature allowed me to understand the contextual constraints placed on the assessment and 

management of social impacts in decision-making. In undertaking this analysis, the knowledge was 

applied to strengthen the research and contribute new perspectives to urban geography literature. 

7.5 Avenues for future research  

Reflecting on the findings and limitations of the research methods (Sections 7.3 and 7.4), this 

research study identified several directions for future research possibilities. Chapters 2 to 6 also 

included specific recommendations and concluded potential opportunities for further investigating 

the dilemmas identified. In this section, several avenues for future research are discussed.  

CCrriittiiccaall  tthhiinnkkiinngg  ttoo  aaddddrreessss  ddiilleemmmmaass  iinn  ppllaannnniinngg  

Overall, this thesis identified constraints and contextual dilemmas that impact upon the 

implementation of good practice of SIA, reflecting the complex relationships between governance, 

project management and power. These dilemmas require systematic and institutional adjustments 

to facilitate change. Why these problems keep occurring and this complexity perpetuates requires 

further consideration beyond the boundaries of this study. Future research based on social theory 

using, for example, critical systems thinking as proposed by Jackson (2000), would help with this 

understanding. This type of thinking acknowledges that SIA practice operates within a social 

system that interacts with the wider urban environmental context. Mapping these relationships 

within the system would allow for further critical analysis of the complexity to help better address 

the contextual dilemmas and identify the systematic changes needed.  

IInnvveessttiiggaattiinngg  ccoonntteexxttuuaall  iissssuueess  iinn  mmoorree  tthhee  ccaasseess  aanndd  ggeeooggrraapphhiiccaall  ccoonntteexxttss  

Applying the conceptual framing of urban governance, project management and SIA practice 

presented in this thesis to a wider range of, and more recent transport projects, may also present 

different perspectives, particularly on the urban contextual constraints. The cases presented in this 

thesis were planned and delivered prior to the development of international guidelines (Vanclay et 
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al., 2015), and in the context of Sydney, local guidelines in 2017 (Parsons et al. 2019). The discourses 

within the transport planning discipline have also shifted to acknowledge the need for more 

qualitative approaches and the importance of including knowledge from the social sciences to 

address social issues, such as social exclusion, distributional effects and mobility during planning 

(e.g. see Chapter 2 and the work of Sheller (2018), Bertolini (2012) and Jones & Lucas (2012). As such 

it would be useful to consider if the relationships between transport planning, impact assessment 

practices and decision-making have changed or improved in response to these adjustments in 

planning for major urban transport projects. The findings of this research suggest otherwise, but 

the effects may take several years to become apparent, given the long planning timeframes for 

infrastructure planning. As indicated in Section 7.4.1 the research timeframes were limited in the 

number of cases and the type of transport infrastructure investigated. This limited the focus of the 

research to two developed world geographical contexts. Given that much of the future urban 

transport infrastructure development is likely to occur in countries facing considerably greater 

resource constraints and political pressures than those of the established democracies of The 

Netherlands and Australia, there is avenue for future research that considers more cases in other 

cities and other geographical (local, national and global) contexts for further comparative research 

on the influence of contextual issues. In addition to other contexts, exploring different types of 

government-led infrastructure projects would provide a deeper look at the contextual issues and 

their effect on project-specificities to determine what changes in the urban governance and 

planning system are needed. 

SSIIAA  aanndd  UUrrbbaann  MMoobbiilliittyy  TTrraannssiittiioonnss  

Ex-ante investigations using good practice SIA to understand the positive and negative effects of 

these transformative changes on society will be needed to manage the mobility transitions 

(Greenblatt & Shaheen, 2015). In many cities, governments have prioritised transport-oriented 

urban development, with huge consequences for both existing and future communities. An 

interdisciplinary understanding of the complex urban relationships transport, environment and 

society that influence the beneficial implementation of these new infrastructure types is needed 

particularly given the radical spatial and behavioural change required. Managing their impacts, 

both ex-ante and ex-post will require adaptive adjustments in governance, planning and project 

management to support mobility and sustainability transitions across long timeframes. I would be 

also interested to explore further the idea of applying SIA as a social impact management process 

embedded within an urban mobility transition for new transport technologies to minimise social 

impacts and maximise synergistic benefits for cities. 
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be to examine its effectiveness in the European context in terms of achieving social outcomes. 

Further comparative research then could be undertaken to consider how it may be applied to 

project planning in other contexts (such as Sydney) where it is not yet commonplace. This type of 

research would also call to other planning concepts, including to the body of literature around 

‘tiering’ of SEA and Environmental Impact Assessment (Arts et al., 2011). The tiering concept 

separates certain decision-making and planning to be undertaken during SEA, as distinct from the 

project-level planning process that applies EIA. It also refers to SEA as a tiered assessment of policy, 

plans and programs (group of projects) (or PPPs), where each tier also has a separate decision-

making process. While it must be acknowledged that the application of this concept has its own 

challenges to address (see Arts et al., 2011), this concept could potentially address constraints to 

project-level SIA practice. It would require shifting the assessment of social policy objectives to the 

strategic-level and then transferring this knowledge to ESIAs and planning approvals for transport 

projects. It also reflects the finding that an SIA or ‘strategic social impact assessment’ is required to 

better address social impacts in the earlier stages of planning lifecycles and beyond, to achieve 

improved social outcomes from transport infrastructure projects. 

7.6 A final word 

Cities and their transport networks are inseparable – as are the populations that they house and 

service. Engaging the public in decision-making and understanding the ways that transport 

planning affects the sociality of our cities is fundamental to planning and governing cities. Planning 

decisions can positively influence the lives of people by being productive, fair and just and result in 

plans that are adaptable and flexible to changes in the urban context. SIA has been shown to be 

valuable but underutilised in the task of delivering transport projects that enhance and sustain 

liveable cities. By using SIA to manage impacts throughout the project lifecycle, transport planning 

can achieve improved social outcomes for present and future generations.  

 
IInn--ddeepptthh  ffooccuuss  oonn  uurrbbaann  ppllaannnniinngg  tthheeoorryy  

Stepping away from the SIA lens and repeating the case study analysis, with a more in-depth focus 

on urban planning practices would also make a useful further contribution to the literature for both 

Impact Assessment and urban planning practice. This is because, even in the absence of SIA, there 

are contextual constraints in the planning of projects in the urban environment, which influence 

whether the delivery of social outcomes will be achieved. In particular, there is considerable 

theoretical work about collaborative planning by researchers and the ‘communicative turn’ in the 

urban planning discipline (for example, the extensive work of Patsy Healey) that is relevant to the 

achievement of transport policy objectives and alignment with social goals for projects. A future 

direction for the research would be to use this theory to better understand how these modes of 

planning in practice are effective towards achieving improved social outcomes, using more recent 

case studies. A qualitative analysis of their influence on social outcomes would be an additional 

worthwhile contribution to the literature on the assessment and management of social impacts.  

MMuullttii--ddiisscciipplliinnaarryy  rreesseeaarrcchh  iinnttoo  aaddaappttiivvee  aapppprrooaacchheess  

Restructuring the urban governance and planning system to address the contextual issues 

identified in this research would also need further consideration from an interdisciplinary 

perspective. Adaptive planning, management and governance approaches which are drawn from 

political science, policy studies, urban planning, project management and law would offer more 

supportive solutions to facilitate good practice and better social outcomes. A future investigation 

involving an interdisciplinary team to consider more adaptive forms of planning and governance 

and their success at delivering on public need would be a useful comparison to the existing 

governance forms in Sydney and Amsterdam. Adaptive approaches will also become more 

important as many new and alternative modes of sustainable transport, such as autonomous 

vehicles and mobility as a service (MaaS) or on-demand mobility are implemented in cities. 

EExxpplloorriinngg  aa  ‘‘ssttrraatteeggiicc  ssoocciiaall  iimmppaacctt  aasssseessssmmeenntt’’  aanndd  iinntteeggrraattiinngg  SSIIAA  iinnttoo  ppllaannnniinngg  lliiffeeccyycclleess  

During the research it was suggested that the planning process needed to be ‘inverted’ to place 

greater focus on strategic assessments upfront and alleviate the pressure placed on the project-level 

planning approvals and assessment to address broader strategic aims and objectives. It would also 

give opportunity to better integrate SIA into a project lifecycle approach to planning that could 

extend beyond the project-focus of SIA. Adopting a participatory action research approach to 

investigating this idea which places the researcher inside the planning organisation to conduct their 

research with practitioners, would be an effective way to consider this type of planning in practice 

(Bradbury & Reason, 2003; Herr & Anderson, 2005; Sharkey et al., 2019). SEA is commonplace in 

the Dutch context (given the European SEA directive) and one suggested thread of research could 
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be to examine its effectiveness in the European context in terms of achieving social outcomes. 

Further comparative research then could be undertaken to consider how it may be applied to 

project planning in other contexts (such as Sydney) where it is not yet commonplace. This type of 

research would also call to other planning concepts, including to the body of literature around 

‘tiering’ of SEA and Environmental Impact Assessment (Arts et al., 2011). The tiering concept 

separates certain decision-making and planning to be undertaken during SEA, as distinct from the 

project-level planning process that applies EIA. It also refers to SEA as a tiered assessment of policy, 

plans and programs (group of projects) (or PPPs), where each tier also has a separate decision-

making process. While it must be acknowledged that the application of this concept has its own 

challenges to address (see Arts et al., 2011), this concept could potentially address constraints to 

project-level SIA practice. It would require shifting the assessment of social policy objectives to the 

strategic-level and then transferring this knowledge to ESIAs and planning approvals for transport 

projects. It also reflects the finding that an SIA or ‘strategic social impact assessment’ is required to 

better address social impacts in the earlier stages of planning lifecycles and beyond, to achieve 

improved social outcomes from transport infrastructure projects. 

7.6 A final word 

Cities and their transport networks are inseparable – as are the populations that they house and 

service. Engaging the public in decision-making and understanding the ways that transport 

planning affects the sociality of our cities is fundamental to planning and governing cities. Planning 

decisions can positively influence the lives of people by being productive, fair and just and result in 

plans that are adaptable and flexible to changes in the urban context. SIA has been shown to be 

valuable but underutilised in the task of delivering transport projects that enhance and sustain 

liveable cities. By using SIA to manage impacts throughout the project lifecycle, transport planning 

can achieve improved social outcomes for present and future generations.  
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