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Preface 
 

“Geographers can contribute to a way of doing impact assessment research which is committed to 
local empowerment, good planning and more equitable distribution of costs and benefits of 
development, in other words, an applied peoples’ geography” (Howitt, 1993, p. 138). 

Richie Howitt’s 1993 paper describing Social Impact Assessment (SIA) as ‘The Applied Peoples’ 
Geography’ addressed a research-action opportunity for the professional geographer to undertake 
research that represents everything SIA in the present strives to be – empowering, participatory 
and interventionist. When I was first introduced to this paper in 2014, as an Environmental 
Consultant writing the ‘social bit’ for many Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs), I had never 
considered the possibility of using my human geography studies in this way. It made me realise 
that I had reached a point where it was time for me, not just to be a professional, but to also be a 
geographer, and allow myself to explore the underlying causes somewhat freer from the 
institutional constraints of my work. As such, this thesis represents my manifesto, many years in 
the making. It draws from my career experiences and academic learnings from those fellow 
geographers who have inspired me to challenge the status quo, advocate for positive change, and 
contribute to a more sustainable future for all. It applies a geographical lens to ambitiously 
investigate a problem I identified in my practice career: how to improve transport planning 
practices in the assessment and management of social impacts in an objectivity-obsessed 
technocratic urban environment.  

Moving continents to Groningen (The Netherlands) part way through my first year, participating 
in Dutch life and culture, having our first child in my final year, and writing my conclusions in the 
middle of the global COVID-19 pandemic, also made me appreciate more than ever before, the 
value of social relationships, personal mobility, global accessibility and family well-being. The 
international experience of living in The Netherlands placed me in a better position to understand 
the nuances of the spatial and infrastructure planning context in the Netherlands, as compared to 
my own Australian-based work experiences. Investigating these issues on an international scale has 
cemented my view that we must prioritise social issues equally with economic and engineering 
concerns in assessing future alternatives for transport planning in cities, to be better urban 
practitioners, no matter what type of professional we trained as, whether planner, lawyer, scientist, 
engineer or other. 

My professional career and life experiences have undoubtedly shaped the position I adopted in the 
research. After more than 12 years participating in environmental infrastructure consulting, writing 
Environmental and Social Impact Assessments (ESIAs) and management reports, the value of ESIA 
practice in guiding decision-making and influencing outcomes delivered from projects became a 
key driver for my intellectual endeavours. For government projects, the political, economic and 
strategic justification for projects always focused on the ‘public need’ or ‘public interest’. Thus, 
having worked on government projects for many years, I came to this understanding about how 
they are assessed, planned, managed and justified in this way.  

I brought this knowledge from past experiences to the focus groups and interviews conducted in 
both countries. It influenced how questions were developed and shaped discussions. In turn, my 
own views and experiences have been enriched and challenged by the participants who have been 
involved in the research. Their willingness and openness to share their experiences have made me 
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discover a bigger picture in the urban context than what I had come to expect in my narrow 
worldview as an environmental consultant in practice. Participants felt comfortable to share their 
experiences with me, someone with knowledge in their professional practice to whom they could 
relate. I cannot dispute that without my work experiences, I would not have known of what 
behaviours to be critical of, what processes to expect and to what goals to aspire to, in seeking 
answers to how improved practice might lead to better social outcomes.  

This research and the questions I have proposed are very personal aspirations for both my own 
practice and for the interdisciplinary and/or transdisciplinary social science that is SIA. I am very 
much cognizant that with my practice experience and these aspirations in mind that during this 
research journey I have become a ‘pracademic’, sitting at the nexus between practice and academia, 
and an Activist Researcher, advocating that practitioners and SIA can do better. But what my 
participants have also shown me is that my own practice, impact assessment practice, is one very 
small part of the wider urban fabric. There are many complex relationships that fit together to 
create the urban system and power and influence in those relationships constantly shifts between 
the interests of political decision-makers, corporate actors, activists and populations. What this 
research experience has shown me, is that this complexity is not unique to one geographical context 
but is a characteristic of global cities.  

Whatever city my family and I choose to live in, whichever city I choose to work in, my research 
will always be influenced by my surroundings and the familiarities I draw from my urban global 
experiences. 

 

Lara Katharine Mottee 

Utrecht, August, 2020 
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