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Does local planning culture influence the effectiveness of impact 
assessments?: reflecting on infrastructure projects in a Dutch UNESCO World 
Heritage site
Patrick R. Patiwael , Peter Groote and Frank Vanclay

Department of Cultural Geography, Faculty of Spatial Sciences, University of Groningen, Groningen, The Netherlands

ABSTRACT
We explore whether local planning culture influences the effectiveness of heritage impact 
assessment (HIA) and we discuss the legitimacy of ICOMOS, the international advisory body to 
UNESCO on cultural heritage. We examined the HIA processes for two proposed infrastructure 
projects that potentially could affect the Defence Line of Amsterdam World Heritage site in the 
Netherlands. We interviewed key stakeholders involved in decision-making about these pro-
jects, and found that the Dutch planning culture positively influenced the effectiveness of the 
HIA processes. The interviewees predominantly discussed the substantive and transactive 
effectiveness of the HIA processes in that they praised the practitioner for facilitating a clear, 
inclusive and transparent process and having a solution-oriented mindset, which is common 
practice in the Dutch planning culture. However, in contrast to the Dutch planning culture, the 
role of ICOMOS was perceived as opaque and a ‘black box’, although this did not decrease its 
legitimacy among the key stakeholders.
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1 Introduction

The way cultural World Heritage sites are managed 
and the legitimacy of ICOMOS (the advisory body to 
UNESCO on cultural heritage matters) have been 
criticized over the last decades (Affolder 2007; 
Patiwael et al. 2019, 2020). This criticism has 
become especially apparent in controversies about 
the acceptability of spatial developments in World 
Heritage sites that threaten the Outstanding 
Universal Value (OUV) of these sites, for example: 
(1) the construction of a bridge in the Dresden Elbe 
Valley (Gaillard and Rodwell 2015); (2) a proposed 
expressway near Stonehenge (Fielden 2019); and (3) 
a redevelopment scheme partially located in the 
Maritime Mercantile City of Liverpool (Patiwael 
et al. 2020).

ICOMOS (2011) introduced its Heritage Impact 
Assessment (HIA) framework as a tool to assist in mana-
ging World Heritage sites. National governments are now 
required to conduct an HIA for each proposed spatial 
development project that potentially could negatively 
affect the OUV of a World Heritage site. After completion 
of an HIA, ICOMOS reviews the report and management 
plans for the World Heritage site, making it the interna-
tional competent authority in the context of HIA.

The purpose of this paper is to explore whether the 
local planning culture can influence the effectiveness 
of an HIA process, and we also discuss the legitimacy of 
ICOMOS. We analysed two proposed infrastructure 

projects – the construction of a link road, and the 
construction of a train depot – that were planned 
within the ‘Defence Line of Amsterdam’ (Stelling van 
Amsterdam), a World Heritage area in the Netherlands 
since 1996 (UNESCO 2021). Independent HIAs were 
conducted for these projects by Land-id, a small 
Netherlands-based consulting firm (Land-id 2015a, 
2015b). These HIAs were considered by ICOMOS 
(2015) to be examples of good practice, although the 
decision-making about these projects was lengthy and 
complex. We analysed the decision-making processes 
and interviewed the key institutional stakeholders.

2 Understanding effectiveness, legitimacy 
and planning culture

2.1 Effectiveness

In general, effectiveness is the extent of success in achiev-
ing specified goals. In considering the effectiveness of 
impact assessments, many things are intertwined, includ-
ing the purpose; the process used; the adequacy of 
resources (e.g. time, cost); the various stakeholders and 
their varying expectations; the values of the decision 
makers; and the extent of learning from the process 
(Chanchitpricha and Bond 2013). The effectiveness of 
impact assessment is highly subjective (Cashmore et al. 
2008), context dependent (O’Faircheallaigh 2009; Arts 
et al. 2012), and multidimensional (Rozema and Bond 
2015).
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Effectiveness is generally considered to have four 
dimensions: (1) procedural, which refers to compliance 
with applicable institutional procedures and legislation; 
(2) substantive, which refers to the degree to which an 
impact assessment mitigates negative impacts, 
enhances outcomes, and influences decision-making; 
(3) transactive, which refers to level of satisfaction 
with the expertise of the people involved and time/ 
cost efficiency; and (4) normative, which refers to the 
degree to which there are outcomes that go beyond 
the immediate scope of the present HIA and project 
(Baker and McLelland 2003; Chanchitpricha and Bond 
2013; Rozema and Bond 2015; Pope et al. 2018).

These four dimensions are reflected in empirical 
research about HIA. For example, Kloos (2017) argued 
that HIA was most effective when: (1) it was commis-
sioned and conducted early in the decision-making 
process; (2) it was used as a solution-oriented tool 
rather than as a preventive tool; and (3) it was con-
ducted in a participatory way. Patiwael et al. (2020) 
stressed the importance of transparency and participa-
tion of local stakeholders. Ashrafi et al. (2021) argued 
that effectiveness is influenced by (1) methodology; (2) 
applicable legislation; (3) the extent of multi-sectoral 
collaboration; and (4) the adequacy of communication 
and capacity-building. They also stressed the impor-
tance of conducting an HIA early in the planning 
process.

2.2 Legitimacy

Legitimacy is generally defined as the extent to which 
something is fair, reasonable and acceptable (Jijelava 
and Vanclay 2017). In the context of government deci-
sion-making, Bodansky (1999, p.601) defined legiti-
macy as ‘the justification of authority’, which has 
sociological (i.e. popular attitudes about authority) 
and normative (i.e. a claim of authority being justified 
in some objective sense) dimensions.

The legitimacy of international organizations such 
as ICOMOS can also be considered in terms of: (1) input 
legitimacy (i.e. the quality of the inputs into their deci-
sion-making processes, including the extent of partici-
pation); (2) throughput legitimacy (i.e. the quality of 
the actual decision-making processes); and (3) output 
legitimacy (i.e. the extent to which the decisions are 
considered legitimate or acceptable by the stake-
holders and, for example, contribute to solving pro-
blems) (Schmidt 2013; Strebel et al. 2019; Patiwael 
et al. 2020). However, the internal governance pro-
cesses of international organizations are often seen as 
being ‘black boxes’, which is why throughput legiti-
macy focuses on accountability, efficacy, inclusiveness, 
openness and transparency (Schmidt 2013).

Empirical research about the success of participa-
tory initiatives in increasing throughput legitimacy 
suggests that the introduction of participatory 

mechanisms has been problematic. For example, 
Doberstein and Millar (2014) found that throughput 
legitimacy can positively affect the input and output 
legitimacy of institutions, but when compromised their 
legitimacy is negatively affected. Iusmen and Boswell 
(2017) argue that participatory mechanisms are not 
a quick fix and often require parallel strategies to 
improve the perceived legitimacy of organizations.

2.3 Planning culture

Given their context dependency, we argue that the 
effectiveness of an HIA process and the legitimacy of 
ICOMOS are influenced by the local spatial planning 
culture. Spatial planning is influenced by cultural fac-
tors (Sanyal 2005; Othengrafen 2010; de Vries 2015; 
Valler and Phelps 2018). This results in different 
approaches to spatial planning across locations, due 
to the differences in practices, knowledge, beliefs, 
norms and values among spatial planning profes-
sionals (Othengrafen 2010). Local culture affects the 
organizational structure of spatial planning, resulting 
in different styles of project management (Hurn 2007; 
Ochieng and Price 2009; de Bony 2010). This creates 
different approaches to communication (Ochieng and 
Price 2009), negotiation (Hurn 2007), and leadership 
(de Bony 2010).

In response to these differences, the concept of 
‘planning culture’ has emerged, and is defined by 
Sanyal (2005, p.xxi) as ‘the collective ethos and domi-
nant attitudes of planners regarding the appropriate 
role of the state, market forces and civil society in 
influencing social outcomes’. In other words, planning 
culture is the paradigm or worldview of the planning 
profession in a particular place, and it influences cog-
nitive frames, planning practice, and planning out-
comes (Taylor 2013; Stead et al. 2015; Valler and 
Phelps 2018). Defining planning culture in terms of 
‘cognitive framing’ suggests that its role may be some-
what hidden or subdued, but nevertheless is still influ-
ential for effectiveness and the extent to which an HIA 
report and its handling by ICOMOS are regarded as 
legitimate.

3 The planning culture of the Dutch planning 
profession

Dutch decision-making culture is arguably character-
ized by cooperation, consultation and consensus 
building (Visser and Hemerijck 1997; de Bony 2010; 
Breukel 2018). Decisions are typically not made in 
a hierarchical system that must be followed, rather 
they are negotiated towards a consensus that all key 
institutional stakeholders agree on. Dutch decision- 
making tends to be a process of negotiating solutions 
rather than only deciding from a set of predetermined 
options. This style of working towards consensus 
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assumes the equal standing of all persons in the pro-
cess (van Lente 1997) and their in-principle right to 
disagree (de Bony 2010). A characteristic of the Dutch 
decision-making culture is the frequent informal con-
tact between participants (Gerrits et al. 2012). While 
this may sound inclusive, in practice it has often 
resulted in lengthy negotiation processes centred 
around formal procedures and meetings. It also has 
the tendency to result in outcomes accepted by the 
key stakeholders involved in the process, but, due to 
the compromises made to achieve consensus, might 
be unacceptable to people who were not included.

The Dutch decision-making culture is evident in the 
Dutch planning culture, which is often regarded as 
mature and exemplary (Faludi and van de Valk 1994; 
Buitelaar and Bregman 2016). The planning culture has 
been participatory with the public being invited to 
comment on spatial plans throughout the decision- 
making process (Driessen et al. 2001; Woltjer 2002). 
Known as ‘inspraak’, this form of community involve-
ment is embedded in spatial planning legislation in the 
Netherlands (Arts et al. 2016).

Around 2000, the Dutch planning culture shifted 
towards a more area-oriented development approach 
in which local stakeholders gained more importance, 
and the key concepts at the time (e.g. participation, 
social inclusion, transparency, openness) were incor-
porated into the decision-making process (Hajer and 
Zonneveld 2000; Louw et al. 2003; van Straalen et al. 
2016). With the 2012 introduction of the Vision on 
Infrastructure and Spatial Development (Structuurvisie 
Infrastructuur en Ruimte), decentralization was com-
bined with deregulation (Ministerie van Infrastructuur 
en Ruimte 2012), and Dutch planning culture began to 
focus on trust and shared responsibility (Warsen et al. 
2019). Stimulating economic development gained 
importance in Dutch national spatial planning, while 
other national interests (e.g. spatial quality) seemed to 
have lost importance (Zonneveld and Evers 2014).

Requiring impact assessments has been common 
practice in Dutch spatial planning (Runhaar et al. 
2013) and heritage protection has traditionally been 
integrated in the EIA framework. Dutch EIA practice 
was considered as being extensive and advanced, 
because it had a strong legal foundation, went beyond 
the standards set by the EU, and had a specific focus on 
the development and assessment of alternatives to the 
proposed project (Arts et al. 2012). Arts et al. (2012) 
researched what Dutch EIA practitioners considered 
most important in EIA effectiveness and found an 
emphasis on four contextual elements that stood out 
from other nations: (1) legal requirements; (2) quality 
of EIA; (3) transparency; and (4) environmental atti-
tudes of proponents and competent authorities. 
Openness and stakeholder participation were also 
seen as important. We argue that these contextual 
elements reflect the general characteristics of Dutch 

planning culture. Similar to Dutch planning culture, 
Dutch EIA practice underwent a shift in 2010 to 
increase its time and cost efficiency by simplifying 
regulations and reducing safeguards. Participatory 
mechanisms became more flexible and more power 
was given to competent authorities, but this resulted 
in an overall decrease in Dutch EIA quality (Arts et al. 
2012). For example, while consultation is an accepted 
and valued part of the Dutch impact assessment pro-
cess (Runhaar et al. 2013), there have been examples of 
infrastructure projects where the impact assessment 
process and local stakeholder involvement did not 
meet international standards (Mottee et al. 2020).

Dutch decision-making culture and the planning 
culture influence the way heritage is managed in the 
Netherlands. At present, the protection of World 
Heritage sites is regulated by the Heritage Act 
(Erfgoedwet) of 2016 and by the Spatial Planning Act 
(Wet Ruimtelijke Ordening) of 2006. Three parties are 
involved in the management of Dutch cultural World 
Heritage sites: (1) the site holder (i.e. the management 
entity for a particular site); (2) the national govern-
ment, especially through the Ministry of Education, 
Culture and Science (Ministerie van Onderwijs, Cultuur 
en Wetenschap, OCW); and (3) the Cultural Heritage 
Agency (Rijksdienst Cultureel Erfgoed, RCE), an execu-
tive body of OCW. The site holder is the individual 
owner, organization or government body directly 
responsible for safeguarding a particular site; the 
national government is responsible for the Dutch 
World Heritage policy in general; and the RCE func-
tions as a ‘focal point’ (i.e. the liaison with UNESCO) 
and is responsible for the creation and coordination of 
World Heritage site management plans (RCE 2020b). 
HIA was introduced into the management of Dutch 
cultural World Heritage sites in 2011, when the 
ICOMOS guidelines were endorsed. While there is no 
specific legal requirement to conduct an HIA in Dutch 
heritage legislation, site holders and the RCE can 
demand an HIA to be conducted before a proposal 
would be considered further.

4 Infrastructure projects in the defence line of 
Amsterdam World Heritage site

The Defence Line of Amsterdam is a circular network of 
45 forts along a 135 km perimeter around the city of 
Amsterdam that was built between 1883 and 1920 (see 
Figure 1). The site was inscribed on the World Heritage 
register in 1996 for its ‘important place in the develop-
ment of military engineering worldwide’ and as an 
example of an ‘extensive integrated European defence 
system of the modern period’ as well as of ‘the unique 
way in which the Dutch genius for hydraulic engineer-
ing has been incorporated into the defences of the 
nation’s capital city’ (UNESCO 2021, online). The 
Defence Line was based on the idea that temporarily 
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flooding the land surrounding Amsterdam, making it 
an Island, would make it easier to defend. By flooding 
the fields with 50 cm of water, enemy foot soldiers 
would be slowed down, while it would still be too 
shallow for boats to cross (van Rotterdam 2015). The 
site consists of the interconnected ring of fortifications 
together with the open areas that were to be flooded 
(called ‘inundation fields’) (UNESCO 2021).

4.1 Case 1: the link road A8-A9

In 2014, the Province of North Holland considered the 
construction of a link road between the A8 and A9 
highways as an option to address the increasing traffic 
to the north of Amsterdam while improving the live-
ability of nearby villages (Ministerie van Infrastructuur 
en Milieu 2013; Provincie Noord Holland 2014). The 
Netherlands Commission for Environmental 
Assessment (NCEA) was asked for advice and seven 
possible locations were identified (see Figure 2) after 
considering technical issues as well as the impact on 
noise, ecology, air, soil and water quality, traffic flows 
and ‘special qualities’ (e.g. landscape features and heri-
tage values). Because all seven locations were within 

the World Heritage site, an analysis of the impacts on 
the OUV was evidently needed. The consultancy firm, 
Land-id, was commissioned to conduct the HIA in 
2015.

The HIA report (Land-id 2015a) indicated that the 
seven options would incur negative impacts on the 
OUV to various degrees (see Table 1). The report was 
sent to ICOMOS who preferred Alternative 7, which 
was mostly located outside of the Defence Line 
(ICOMOS 2015). However, in July 2016, the Provincial 
Executive of North Holland argued that Alternative 7 
would not solve the problems of traffic congestion and 
health-related issues, and reduced the active options 
to three: the ‘Zero-Plus Alternative’ (Alternative 2), the 
‘Golf Course Alternative’ (Alternative 3) and the 
‘Heemskerk Alternative’ (Alternative 5). The Provincial 
Executive then asked ICOMOS to visit the site to recon-
sider the remaining options. ICOMOS agreed to this 
visit and sent a Spanish expert in cultural landscape 
conservation and management to the area in 
November 2017. Based on this visit, ICOMOS con-
cluded that ‘at the current time, there is no [remaining] 
alternative that can be supported’ (ICOMOS 2017, p.4). 
This resulted in a stalemate. At the time of writing (mid 

Figure 1. Map of the Defence Line of Amsterdam. Source: Stelling van Amsterdam (2021).

IMPACT ASSESSMENT AND PROJECT APPRAISAL 257



2021), the decision-making process about the link road 
is still ongoing, but the Provincial Executive has 
deemed the Golf Course Alternative to be the pre-
ferred alternative and is exploring how to realize this 
with minimal impact on the World Heritage site.

4.2 Case 2: the train depot near Uitgeest

In anticipation of increased future rail demand in the 
Province of North Holland, in 2010 the Dutch Ministry 
of Infrastructure developed a plan for high-frequency 
rail transport between Amsterdam and Alkmaar that 
would utilize the existing railway network without new 
tracks being required. To cater for this higher fre-
quency, a train depot would be needed along this 
section so that several trains could be parked over-
night and for maintenance to be conducted. ProRail, 
the agency responsible for the Dutch national railway 
infrastructure, was tasked by the Ministry with plan-
ning and developing the new rail depot.

ProRail conducted a location study, which included 
several public participation meetings, resulting in eight 
options. These locations were then compared for: (1) 
railway logistics and sustainability; (2) environmental 
impact; (3) compatibility with existing spatial structure 
(ruimtelijke inpassing) and cultural heritage; and (4) cost 
effectiveness (ProRail 2014). In January 2015, the 
Ministry of Infrastructure and Environment and five 
municipalities (Beverwijk, Castricum, Heemskerk, 
Uitgeest and Velsen) decided that the preferred loca-
tion for the depot would be ‘location N203’ (see 
Figure 2). The Province of North Holland agreed, but 
only on the condition that the project would not have 
too many negative impacts on the OUV of the Defence 
Line of Amsterdam. The parties agreed that an HIA 
would be conducted by Land-id, the Dutch consultancy 
firm that was conducting the HIA for the link road.

Three public meetings were organized to enable 
public input into the HIA process. The HIA report con-
cluded that the train depot would have a moderate 
negative impact on the OUV, predominantly caused by 
the reduced integrity of the open landscape (Land-id 
2015b). Land-id proposed several mitigation measures 
to decrease this negative impact. The HIA report was 
sent to ICOMOS for their review in October 2015. Their 
response was that:

For the train depot, if there is absolutely no other loca-
tion to construct it out of the WH property, the visual 
impact must be the least possible, taking into account 
the very visual aspect of moving stocks at the depot: 
a depot of short or medium length along the existing 
line is preferable with the addition of visual fences 
(dikes, line of trees); this may be negatively qualified 
as “camouflage” but it seems not possible to carry out 
the project in [any] other way (ICOMOS 2015, p.6).

Figure 2. Map of the proposed infrastructure projects in the Defence Line of Amsterdam. Adjusted from (Land-id 2015a; Stelling 
van Amsterdam 2021).

Table 1. Assessment of the impact of the 7 alternatives for the 
link road on heritage values (based on Land-id 2015a).

Assessed alternative
Assessed impact on 

heritage values

Alternative 1: no change Neutral
Alternative 2: Zero-Plus (enhancement of the 

existing infrastructure)
Neutral

Alternative 3: Golf Course (new link road goes 
through the existing golf course).

Moderately negative

Alternative 4: Around the Golf Course Large negative
Alternative 5: Heemskerk (new link road is 

connected to the existing highway 
connection at Heemskerk)

Moderately negative

Alternative 6: N203 West (the A8 is connected 
to the N203 through the WHS)

Large negative

Alternative 7: N203 East (the A8 is connected 
to the N203 outside of the WHS)

Slight to moderate 
negative
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Considering the decision-making process that led to 
location N203 being selected, ProRail interpreted the 
ICOMOS statement as being approval of their plans 
and started finalizing the project design including the 
mitigation measures suggested by the HIA and 
ICOMOS (RCE 2020a). However, local resistance to the 
project increased over time (De Uitgeester 2019; Ton 
2019), and consequently the project stalled. Eventually 
in January 2019, the Ministry of Infrastructure 
announced that a train depot was no longer needed 
at location N203 because a depot would be con-
structed at a location outside the World Heritage site 
(ProRail 2019). The stated rationale for this change was 
the high cost of construction at location N203.

5 Methodology

To consider the effectiveness of the HIA processes, we 
used a qualitative case study approach, which included 
document analysis, a media analysis of the cases, and 
semi-structured interviews with the key stakeholders. 
The two projects were selected because the HIAs for 
these projects were praised by ICOMOS (2015):

The HIA is undoubtedly well done in technical terms and 
it offers a good example of the implementation of the 
ICOMOS recommendations for studying Outstanding 
Universal Value and integrity-authenticity, with a real 
effort to propose a large number of possible solutions. . . . 
ICOMOS notes with satisfaction the State Party’s efforts 
to try to design adapted solutions to maintain and to 
express all the dimensions of the property’s Outstanding 
Universal Value (ICOMOS 2015, p. 3–4).

Although there were separate HIAs, the two projects 
were intertwined in that they were done by the same 
consultancy firm (Land-id), were under assessment 
around the same time (2014–2015), and each HIA con-
sidered the possible cumulative impacts of the projects. 
The latter was also praised by ICOMOS (2015, p.3): 
‘Combined impacts [of the link road] with the Train 
Depot project have also properly been studied and 
a conclusion providing the degree of effect of the differ-
ent possibilities appears well established’. Based on these 
comments, we considered both HIAs as examples of best 
practice.

In 2017 and 2018, six people who were directly 
involved in the HIA process of one or both projects 
were interviewed (see Table 2). The interviewees were 
identified by contacting the key organizations, which 
then nominated the specific people who had worked 
on the projects. We decided against interviewing the 
HIA practitioner because our research focuses on effec-
tiveness as seen by the key stakeholders.

The interviews were conducted face-to-face and all 
were audio recorded with permission of the intervie-
wees. Informed consent was given by the interviewees 
prior to the interviews and other aspects of ethical 
social research were followed (Vanclay et al. 2013). An 

interview guide was used, which included general 
themes about World Heritage management, followed 
by specific questions about the HIA process and its role 
in decision-making. The interviews were conducted and 
were transcribed in Dutch. For this paper, some selected 
excerpts were translated from Dutch into English by the 
authors. This translation was difficult because of the use 
of some culturally specific statements, but we did our 
best to find appropriate equivalent English expressions.

A coding scheme was developed (see Table 3) 
based on the characteristics of Dutch planning 
culture, the four dimensions of impact assessment 
effectiveness (procedural, substantive, transactive, 
and normative), and the three dimensions of legiti-
macy (input, throughput and output). Effectiveness 
directly related to the two HIAs that were con-
ducted, and legitimacy referred to ICOMOS. The 
HIA report and subsequent data gathering by 
ICOMOS was seen as being input legitimacy, the 
decision-making process by ICOMOS was seen as 
being throughput legitimacy, and the official 
response of ICOMOS was seen as being output 
legitimacy.

With only six interview transcripts, the coding could 
be efficiently done using Microsoft Word. The interviews 
were analysed by grouping the coded quotes for each 
code. The connections between the coding families 
were analysed to find links between planning culture 
and HIA effectiveness and the legitimacy of ICOMOS.

Table 2. Overview of interviewees.
Participant Role

P1 Site holder (Province of North Holland)
P2 Staff member (Province of North Holland)
P3 Focal point (RCE)
P4 Executive project manager (ProRail)
P5 Heritage specialist (Rijkswaterstaat)
P6 Project manager (Province of North Holland)

Table 3. Coding scheme.

Code
Term 

applied Description Code Family

PCP Poldering Consensus and Cooperation 
(poldering is the Dutch concept 
of consensus decision making)

Planning 
Culture

PCG Goals Solution-oriented Planning 
Culture

PCS Support Public support Planning 
Culture

PCE Egalitarian Equal weight of opinions/stakes Planning 
Culture

LI Input Participatory quality Legitimacy
LT Throughput Decision making process Legitimacy
LO Output Problem-solving quality Legitimacy
EP Procedural Adherence to institutional design/ 

legislation
Effectiveness

ES Substantive Degree mitigation of impacts/affect 
decision making

Effectiveness

ET Transactive Quality practitioner/time and cost 
efficiency

Effectiveness

EN Normative Overarching goals/minimization 
trade-offs (added learning)

Effectiveness
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6 Results

6.1 Planning culture

All interviewees expressed a desire to reach consensus 
in the decision-making processes of the infrastructure 
projects. In dealing with heritage protection in spatial 
development, P5 stated that, rather than decisions 
being imposed: ‘I always think that, yes actually, you 
need to sit down and talk to find a solution together’. 
When discussing the application of the ICOMOS HIA 
framework in the Netherlands, P3 argued that this was 
perhaps best practice because the starting point was 
a commitment to achieving consensus, not only in 
terms of the process to be followed, but also in terms 
of a commitment to abide by the outcome of the 
process. P4 described how a desire to reach consensus 
was implemented in relation to the train depot 
throughout the whole HIA process:

We just had ample consultations with the key stake-
holders. So when we got the final report, it met the 
expectations . . . of all stakeholders. That is always impor-
tant with these kinds of assessments, that you do not 
happily and naively make a beautiful report that nobody 
understands or nobody knows where it came from.

Several interviewees referred to the solution-oriented 
focus in the Dutch planning culture. Some mentioned 
experiences with other projects involving heritage 
management. For example, P3 described the planned 
widening of a canal that would destroy historical mili-
tary structures (specifically ‘casemates’):

What can you do? Will they disappear? Do you move 
them a little bit to the side? But then you are falsifying 
history. Or do you move them, but explain that there 
have been modifications? [In this case,] the latter 
option was chosen.

This example shows that, rather than obstructing the 
project, the RCE was actively involved in finding solu-
tions that would minimize the loss of heritage values 
while still allowing the project to be realized. Referring 
to the link road, P3 said: ‘we kept on searching for 
a solution, which makes this [the HIA process] good 
practice’. P4 also described this search for solutions in 
relation to the train depot: ‘The main thing we do is to 
consider [in kaart brengen] as much as possible to see 
whether we can turn it into a feasible project’.

Public support in relation to the projects was only 
discussed by the proponents (and not by the other 
stakeholders). Both P4 and P6 discussed the ‘not in 
my backyard’ (NIMBY) phenomenon in relation to 
their projects. P6 stated that ‘obviously NIMBY played 
a role in the link road A8-A9’. In both projects, public 
participation meetings were held before the location 
of the project was decided. As P4 described:

there was much resistance . . . Nobody wanted it [the 
train depot]. So the “not in my backyard” idea . . . made 
us get into conversation with the local inhabitants – who 

asked very critical questions – and [got us into conversa-
tion] with the municipality and the Province. . . . [Because 
of this communication] in no time, we suddenly had 
eight possible locations [for the train depot].

All interviewees mentioned the egalitarian nature of 
Dutch spatial planning. Dealing with different, possibly 
conflicting, interests is an accepted and normal part of 
spatial planning in the Netherlands. For example, P4 
stated that

it is fine that there is resistance and that there are 
different interests . . . that is our daily job. . . . For 
every square meter of the Netherlands, there are 
many different interests, so you always need to pro-
vide some sort of mix.

Or, in the words of P3: ‘here you have the essence of 
spatial planning . . .: the weighing-up of interests’. P6 
added that ‘of course it is up to the authorities to 
decide what they want to do and how they want to 
handle the recommendations’.

6.2 HIA effectiveness

The interviewees discussed the procedural effective-
ness of the HIA processes predominantly in terms of 
timeliness. P3 stated that a nation has a duty to report 
certain spatial planning initiatives to ICOMOS before 
irreversible decisions are made and argued that:

In general, we [the Netherlands] . . . report early [in the 
process]. And then we also try to already conduct 
an HIA somewhere around this [early] stage. . . . This 
applied to the A8-A9 link road, to be very early in the 
process to steer the entire decision making process.

P6 described the implementation of HIA after the 
scoping stage in the decision-making process for the 
link road, which had seven feasible alternatives:

We then funneled-down in two stages. The first fun-
neling . . . went from seven to three. We are now work-
ing on the funneling from three to one. . . . The HIA 
played a role in the funneling from seven to three . . . 
a significant role.

In contrast, the HIA for the train depot was conducted 
after the location had been decided. P4 questioned 
this timing, arguing that it should have been con-
ducted earlier in the process when there still were 
eight feasible locations: ‘If ICOMOS had just said at 
that moment “yes, there are eight locations, but one 
[i.e. the N203 location] is not possible”, then seven 
locations would have remained [to be considered 
further]’.

The interviewees discussed the substantive effects 
of the HIAs, although the decision-making processes 
for both projects were not yet completed at the time of 
the interviews. The proponents of each project com-
mented on how the HIA process helped them under-
stand the heritage values and their importance. 
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Initially, P4 was critical about the transparency and 
clarity of the OUV of the Defence Line of Amsterdam 
as described by UNESCO, but argued that the HIA had 
been very effective in creating greater clarity about 
this. P5 confirmed this by arguing that HIA ‘better 
articulates the values . . . at least then you know what 
you are talking about’. P6 stressed the influence of the 
HIA in the decision-making process for the link road.

The interviewees only discussed transactive effec-
tiveness of the HIA process in relation to the expertise 
of the HIA practitioner, whom they unanimously 
praised for the way: the HIA process was guided, the 
effective inclusion of all key stakeholders, and for the 
quality of the HIA report. As stated by P1: ‘I had the 
feeling that they [Land-id] collated all the interests very 
well, and that they could listen very well to all parties 
around the table’. P4 stated that ‘We had very long 
discussions about some important words and phras-
ings that were very well guided by Land-id’. P1 empha-
sized the importance of Land-id as an independent 
facilitator of these discussions, stating that

obviously some stakeholders preferred to see some 
items weighted higher than they actually were, but 
they [Land-id] were very firm in saying “no, this is how 
we see it and it is our report” . . . They did not let 
themselves be controlled by the proponent.

Land-id was also praised by the project proponents for 
providing clear and tangible explanations of the heri-
tage values of the Defence Line of Amsterdam. For 
example, P4 stated that Land-id

simply described the integrity and authenticity and 
the three core values in a very clear way. . . . [The HIA 
report] was a clear and readable document contain-
ing . . . criteria that the world of spatial planning and 
the world of heritage protection understand. It 
brought those worlds together.

Normative effectiveness played a minor role in the 
comments of the interviewees. They discussed aware-
ness of the HIA framework in the Netherlands and how 
these two HIAs set the standard for how it should be 
implemented. These two case studies raised awareness 
about the role ICOMOS could play in decision-making 
processes about spatial development projects that 
involve World Heritage sites. As described by P6: ‘It 
[the HIA process] raised awareness. Maybe not the 
HIA [report] itself, but definitely the advice of 
ICOMOS that eventually followed it’.

6.3: Legitimacy

The interviewees were generally positive about the 
input legitimacy of ICOMOS’s decision-making. P1 
explained: ‘These [HIA reports] were the first for us. 

However, I was familiar with the consultancy agency, 
Land-id, . . . and I think that they do rigorous work. So 
I believe they have done very well’. P4 agreed:

Land-id is a good consultancy agency. We had an 
official advisory group that included the municipality, 
the province and the ministries. . . . They put much 
time and energy into that HIA report resulting in 
a good final product that was aligned with all parties.

P6 was also positive about the report: ‘I dare say that 
good research was conducted’.

In the context of throughput legitimacy, several 
interviewees referred to ICOMOS as being a ‘black 
box’. For example, P2 argued: ‘It is very opaque. You 
do not know beforehand what to expect. That makes it 
very difficult’. P4 stated that the HIA report ‘was mailed 
to Paris and then we had to wait until something came 
out of that black box’. And P6: ‘While our process was 
open and transparent, the process of ICOMOS is closed 
and a black box. That makes it very difficult to get the 
gist of it and to actually track down what they mean 
with their advice’. P4 condemned the limited opportu-
nities to discuss the plans with ICOMOS directly: ‘we 
had very limited influence in terms of exchanging 
[ideas]. We requested repeatedly for them [ICOMOS] 
to drop by or for us to visit them. Can’t we show you 
our plans? That was impossible’. P4 then expressed 
doubts about the process: ‘if you just put it into the 
system [gooi het over de schutting] to ICOMOS without 
any explanation . . . then you just have to hope that 
they will understand everything exactly as we 
intended’.

A specific aspect of ICOMOS’s process that was seen 
as especially opaque was the peer reviewing system 
used after an initial site inspection report is submitted 
by an expert following a site visit. P1 explained that the 
expert writes the essence of ICOMOS’s response, but 
then ICOMOS arranges for two peer reviews of the 
draft report, which may result in the final advice 
being somewhat different to what was initially recom-
mended. P6 considered that this procedure was not 
supported by all proponents: ‘What I find very difficult 
as a project manager is that those peer reviewers have 
not visited the location and, therefore, they do not 
know the finer points of the things to be considered’. 
P1 acknowledged that ‘for the people who work in 
spatial planning, ICOMOS is very opaque. . . . You do 
not know who you are confronting and there are no 
legally binding deadlines, but you need to involve 
them’.

The interviewees seemed mixed in their views on 
output legitimacy, i.e. the legitimacy of ICOMOS’s 
advice. For example, in contrast to P6, P1 praised 
ICOMOS’s procedure, especially the use of peer 
reviewers: ‘It is not an advice based on one person. It 
is an advice from ICOMOS’. P2 stated that ‘it was 
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a thorough report’. P4 argued: ‘it helped us in over-
coming a hurdle: Is it [the train depot] possible at this 
location’. P4 also acknowledged that ‘there are 
obviously boundaries to what can be allowed’, but 
was critical about ICOMOS’s response:

What is the real benefit of threatening [to delist the 
site]? Are you thinking with us or thinking against us? 
Is your only trump card to [threaten to] take away the 
[World Heritage] status? Or can you also provide some-
thing positive about what could be good ways to 
redevelop [the projects]?

P5 had a similar sentiment: ‘If ICOMOS only says “No, 
that is not allowed”, then that is not very helpful’. P4 
provided an example of contradictory advice by 
ICOMOS that negatively impacted its output 
legitimacy:

In the [ICOMOS response], they state that they do not 
find [the train depot] to be a good idea, but if there is 
no other option, then we can build the train depot [on 
the condition that] we camouflage it. That is what the 
response literally says: “put some trees around it”! That 
astounded me about the advice. I thought: “trees?, 
that does not fit . . . [especially] if you talk about open-
ness [of the landscape]”.

There was also confusion about the ICOMOS advice 
among the stakeholders of the link road. As explained 
by P1:

Does the ICOMOS advice mean: look at those two 
[possible locations] that you have left . . . and see if 
you can do something for the OUV with a better or 
different integration that would make it acceptable. 
[But] that is not what it literally says. . . . [However,] we 
think that this is what ICOMOS means. So that is 
a question we will ask ICOMOS to clarify.

In the end, as phrased by P6: ‘It is predominantly the 
advice by ICOMOS that caused dissatisfaction’.

The mixed feelings of the interviewees about the 
output legitimacy of ICOMOS affected their views 
about the substantive effectiveness of the HIA report. 
P4 stated that ‘we did not get a very clear idea about 
how we could actually implement’ the recommenda-
tions. P3 stressed the importance of the HIA assisting in 
getting heritage protection included in the decision- 
making process, even though it might be difficult to 
balance development with heritage protection. P3 
suggested that the Province of North Holland poten-
tially reached the point several times at which they 
might have given up on trying to reach consensus 
and would just construct the road, but they did not 
do that: ‘They kept holding to the importance of World 
Heritage’. Although most interviewees seemed posi-
tive about the substantive effect of the HIA process, 
some were not convinced that it came to a satisfactory 
result. For example, P6 argued that, although the link 
road plan was not acceptable to ICOMOS, he thought 

that the Province will push ahead with it anyway: ‘there 
is some tension there that cannot be solved by means 
of an HIA’.

7 Discussion

The interviewees seemed generally positive about the 
HIA process. The four dimensions of impact assess-
ment effectiveness (procedural, substantive, transac-
tive, and normative) were discussed to various 
degrees by the interviewees. However, procedural 
effectiveness was not discussed much by the intervie-
wees. The project proponents did consider the HIA 
process to be novel, because it was one of the first 
times HIA has been applied in the Netherlands and the 
first time each proponent went through an HIA pro-
cess. Despite this novelty, the requirement of having to 
conduct an HIA was not an issue. This perhaps can be 
explained by EIA being common in the Netherlands 
(Runhaar et al. 2013).

The interviewees were mixed in their views about 
the timing of the HIA procedure in the decision-making 
process. HIA was considered to be more effective when 
conducted early in the process, before a final decision 
about the project siting had been made. While this 
early timing was the case for the link road, it experi-
enced a more challenging decision-making process – 
with ICOMOS finding all possible locations unaccepta-
ble – than the train depot, in which the HIA process was 
conducted after the location had been decided.

The substantive effectiveness of the HIA process 
was acknowledged by all interviewees as there were 
tangible effects of the HIA on the decision-making for 
both projects. The HIA directly influenced the location 
of the link road and directly influenced the design and 
layout of the train depot. Most interviewees discussed 
the transactive effectiveness of the HIA process by 
focusing on the quality of the practitioner. The practi-
tioner was praised for providing clear explanations 
about the importance of heritage values and how the 
projects would impact those values. The practitioner 
was also praised for facilitating a process that provided 
all key stakeholders with opportunities to express their 
concerns and viewpoints. This supports the claim by 
Kloos (2017) and Patiwael et al. (2020) that these 
aspects of the HIA process are essential to its effective-
ness. It also follows the contextual elements found by 
Arts et al. (2012) that were deemed important among 
Dutch EIA practitioners for EIA effectiveness. 
Normative effectiveness about the HIA process was 
not mentioned much by the interviewees, but they 
did describe the increased awareness among decision 
makers in the Netherlands about the role ICOMOS 
plays in the decision-making about infrastructure pro-
jects in World Heritage sites.
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Obviously, a Dutch HIA practitioner from a Dutch 
consultancy agency would be used to working in the 
Dutch planning culture and would be mindful of the 
characteristics of this culture in their approach to the 
HIA process. The interviewees regarded the HIA pro-
cess as being effective because it was undertaken in 
a manner consistent with the characteristics of Dutch 
planning culture: i.e. focusing on consensus and coop-
eration; being solution-oriented; and giving everyone 
an equal chance to make comments. While the propo-
nents disagreed with some conclusions in the HIA 
report, they felt included in the process that reached 
these conclusions and felt that their viewpoints were 
sufficiently considered. This resulted in the final HIA 
report being supported by all key stakeholders.

The interviewees had mixed views on the role 
ICOMOS played in the decision-making process of 
both projects as they were positive about ICOMOS’s 
input legitimacy, negative about ICOMOS’s through-
put legitimacy, and mixed about ICOMOS’s output 
legitimacy. The HIA reports were not questioned, but 
the interviewees found the decision-making process of 
ICOMOS opaque and referred to it as a ‘black box’. Lack 
of direct, face-to-face communication was considered 
problematic. It seems that the top-down, authoritarian 
approach used by ICOMOS clashed with the egalitarian 
nature of the Dutch planning culture. The stakeholders 
were not used to an organization coming to the con-
clusion that no options were acceptable without pro-
viding ways to negotiate towards an acceptable 
option. Some interviewees also criticised the official 
response of ICOMOS for being incongruous in the 
case of the train depot and for not being solution- 
oriented and unclear in both cases. Classifying 
ICOMOS as ‘black box’ is a sentiment found in other 
HIA processes (Patiwael et al. 2020), but unlike these 
other cases (e.g. Dresden and Liverpool), this did not 
result in a reduction in the perception of ICOMOS’s 
authority. The stakeholders kept trying to find 
a solution with ICOMOS rather than putting 
ICOMOS’s advice aside and going their own way. This 
might be explained by the general confidence in the 
Netherlands in international organizations, and the 
desire for consensus in Dutch planning culture.

Our research indicates that the HIA process does not 
function as a quick fix to green-light a project. The 
Dutch planning culture influenced the effectiveness 
of the HIAs and the legitimacy of ICOMOS as it created 
certain expectations (e.g. reaching consensus about 
how the projects could be realized) among the key 
stakeholders that were not met. The question remains 
whether a more transparent and open decision- 
making process would benefit ICOMOS or whether it 
would reduce ICOMOS’s authority. ICOMOS strives for 
the protection of World Heritage sites and, by adhering 
to an authoritarian decision-making style, it might 
have a stronger grip on stopping projects that 

negatively influence heritage values. However, by pro-
viding no tangible solutions, ICOMOS could lose its 
legitimacy among the proponents of spatial develop-
ment projects and decision makers, which could result 
in projects being realized regardless of ICOMOS’s judg-
ment and/or potential input into acceptable mitigation 
measures.

8 Conclusion

The purpose of this paper was to explore whether 
planning culture affects the effectiveness of Heritage 
Impact Assessment (HIA) and the legitimacy of 
ICOMOS. Our findings suggest that planning culture 
does influence the effectiveness of the HIA framework. 
In our Dutch cases, the planning culture positively 
influenced the HIA process. This highlights the impor-
tance of HIA practitioners being familiar with the local 
planning culture. In the cases we analysed, the HIA 
practitioner functioned as a facilitator in an open and 
transparent process, which allowed for cooperation 
and consensus, and provided mitigation measures 
with a solution-oriented focus, all of which are ele-
ments of the Dutch planning culture. This, in turn, 
positively influenced the effectiveness of the HIA 
reports, because all key stakeholders supported the 
findings of these reports and considered the HIA pro-
cess to be useful and effective.

Our findings also suggest that local planning culture 
can negatively influence the legitimacy of ICOMOS if 
their decision-making style differs markedly from the 
local planning culture. The authoritarian and opaque 
decision-making structure of ICOMOS reduced its 
throughput and, to a lesser degree, output legitimacy 
among the key stakeholders. The difference in plan-
ning culture seemed to increase frustration among the 
key stakeholders towards ICOMOS, but did not seem to 
jeopardize the legitimacy of ICOMOS overall.
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