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There is ongoing debate about the effectiveness of impact assessment tools, which matters both because of the
threat to future practice of the tools which are frequently perceived to be ineffective, and because of the disillu-
sionment that can ensue, and controversy generated, amongst stakeholders in a decision context where oppor-
tunities for meaningful debate have not been provided. In this article we regard debate about the meaning of
effectiveness in impact assessment as an inevitable consequence of increased participation in environmental
decision-making, and therefore frame effectiveness based on an inclusive democracy role to mean the extent
to which impact assessment can accommodate civil society discourse. Our aim is to investigate effectiveness
based on this framing by looking at one type of impact assessment – environmental impact assessment (EIA) –
in two controversial project proposals: the HS2 rail network in England; and the A4DS motorway in the
Netherlands. Documentary analysis and interviews held with key civil society stakeholders have been deployed
to identify discourses that weremobilised in the cases. EIA was found to be able to accommodate only one out of
four discourses that were identified; for the other three it did not provide the space for the arguments that
characterised opposition. The conclusion in relation to debate on framings of effectiveness is that EIA will not
be considered effective by themajority of stakeholders. EIAwas established to support decision-making through
a better understanding of impacts, so its ineffectiveness is unsurprising when its role is perceived to be broader.
However, there remains a need to map discourses in different decision contexts and to analyse the extent to
which the range of discourses are accommodated throughout the decision process, and the role of impact assess-
ment in those processes, before recommendations can be made to either improve impact assessment effective-
ness, or whether it is simply perceptions of effectiveness that need to be improved.

© 2014 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
Introduction

This research draws on current interest in the effectiveness of
impact assessment tools and the different framings that have been ar-
gued to exist on what effectiveness means (Cashmore et al., 2004;
Chanchitpricha and Bond, 2013; Runhaar et al., 2013). Congruent
with various extant typologies on effectiveness in impact assessment
(cf. Bond et al., 2013; Chanchitpricha and Bond, 2013), there remains a
view that concurrent framings of effectiveness are inevitable given the
variety of goals and processes that stakeholders could desire in their en-
gagement with impact assessment tools (Bond andMorrison-Saunders,
2013). This subjectivity is not to be regarded as a weakness per se.
Sustainability (3S) Research
East Anglia, Norwich NR4 7TJ,

(J.G. Rozema).
In discussing subjectivity in impact assessment, Wilkins (2003: 401)
has argued that, “as a forum in which the public, proponents and regula-
tors deliberate on the design and implementation of development plans,
the creation of discourse around the pertinent issues at stake is also an im-
portant result”. In this article we consider the success of impact assess-
ment tools not in terms of whether they can meet particular criteria
that might be associated with extant interpretations of effectiveness.
Rather, after Wilkins (2003), we consider effectiveness to mean the
extent to which these tools can accommodate discourses.

The aim of this article is to investigate whether a specific impact
assessment tool – EIA – is effective, that is, whether it is able to wholly
accommodate civil society discourses that have been mobilised in the
context of project development. By discourse mobilisation we refer to
situations where discourses are articulated to express a particular
meaning, for example about the necessity for a policy action or widely
carried public concern over adverse impacts resulting from policy
actions. The mobilised discourses can be used by civil society actors as
a strategic argument for achieving objectives (Hardy et al., 2000). Two
case studies of controversial infrastructure development in England
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and the Netherlands have been purposefully selected as an attempt to
investigate the ability of EIA to accommodate discourses. The cases – a
proposed high-speed rail network called High-Speed Rail 2 (HS2) and
an extension of the A4 motorway between Delft and Schiedam (A4DS)
– are exemplary for multiple civil society discourses that come to
surface following controversy over project development. We envisage
our findings to have a meaningful new story to tell about effectiveness,
the latter representing a critical measure in contemporary impact
assessment policy (Cashmore et al., 2010).

The paper is structured as follows. The next section sets out the rela-
tionship between discourse and effectiveness as currently understood
in the impact assessment literature. We bring together the extant plu-
rality in civil society discourses and the procedural boundaries of EIA
to explain our own stance towards effectiveness. The methodological
justification for an examination of discourses is outlined in the section
on methods for data collection and analysis. The methodology is based
around a comparative case study research looking at theHS2 rail project
in England and the A4DS motorway in the Netherlands, both of which
are succinctly described. The section that follows the description of
the cases presents the research findings by detailing the discourses
which were identified in the two cases, and after this we examine the
extent to which EIA accommodated the discourses. The conclusions
that follow at the end of the paper return to our initial research aim
and reflect what implications the research outcomes have for debate
on the effectiveness of impact assessment tools considering the particu-
lar framing we have adopted.

Discourses and EIA effectiveness

Increasingly, scholars focusing on questions of effectiveness in im-
pact assessment are questioning the validity of the rational decision-
makingmodel which EIA – but also strategic environmental assessment
(SEA) – was originally designed to support (cf. Cashmore et al., 2004;
Elling, 2009; Kørnøv and Thissen, 2000; Lawrence, 1997; Morgan,
2012). Put simply, in the rational model it is assumed that the injection
of scientific information about impacts into the decision contextwill in-
duce stakeholders' agreement onwhat the right decision is. Yet, debates
on EIA effectiveness offer alternative views of how EIAworks and how it
can be made more effective. Bartlett and Kurian (1999) have suggested
six different implicit models for how EIA works, as a way to disprove
uniformity in the approach to EIA and the implications this has for fram-
ings of effectiveness.

Similar to other policy assessment tools, impact assessment tools
and EIA in particular have experienced the advent of sustainable devel-
opment as the principle frame through which a particular policy action
or development can be legitimated (cf. George and Kirkpatrick, 2007;
Rozema et al., 2012;Wilkins, 2003). However, sustainable development
itself is host to a wide diversity of interpretations and by no means
resolves tension that may arise between different purposes of impact
assessment (Morrison-Saunders and Fischer, 2006; Rozema et al.,
2012). With regard to discourses associated with sustainable develop-
ment, and given their proliferation in environmental policy-making,
we conclude that effectiveness in impact assessment is a plural concept.
This conclusion draws on the argument advanced by Cashmore et al.
(2009: 92), who reviewed the issue of effectiveness and stated that
“the purposes of IA [impact assessment]… are no longer seen as invariable,
but are recognized to be personalistic and hence irreducibly plural”.

Plurality in the framing of effectiveness forms the basis for the
current interest in discourse associated with the purposes of EIA. On
this point, some observers have argued that decisions are made in the
context of discourse coalitions, with dominant coalitions ultimately
influencing decisions in their own favour (Hajer, 1993; Smith and
Kern, 2009; Van Herten and Runhaar, 2012). Other research has sug-
gested that impact assessment tools induce the articulation of particular
discourses and therefore indirectly influence the decision that is made
(Hilding-Rydevik and Åkerskog, 2011; Runhaar, 2009). In the context
of impact assessment, there is also evidence that discourses exist
amongst stakeholders of the role and value of impact assessment tools
(Runhaar et al., 2013).

In recognising this plurality, authors have attempted to categorise
effectiveness criteria to identify what constitutes effective impact as-
sessment (Bond et al., 2013; Chanchitpricha and Bond, 2013; Wang
et al., 2012). These attempts relax essentialist claims onwhat impact as-
sessment is set out to be andhow it ismeant to contribute to sustainable
development — however framed. The key challenge, we believe, is to
unpack the purposes underlying the conduct of impact assessment
through investigating how they are embedded in discourse. Discourses
build upon and strengthen the internal cohesion between collective
forms of reasoning manifested in the societal structures, practices and
institutions around which impact assessment is played out. According
to Van Herten and Runhaar (2012: 3), this argumentative approach to
discourse can be used “for understanding choices underlying policies
(e.g. problem framing and choice of policy instruments) and controversies
in decision making”.

Discourses that come to the surface in impact assessment do not
necessarily contribute to sustainable development one way or the
other. In investigating discourses in sustainability assessment, Bond
and Morrison-Saunders (2009: 10) have reasoned that, “given the
broad scope of the sustainable development concept, (…) both its framing
and its use can bemanipulated by actors favouring other discourses (which
may or may not relate to sustainable development)”. As the two cases
in the article will demonstrate, a number of discourses disengage
with sustainable development as a particular expression of quality
decision-making. Yet in EIA procedures where the procedural bound-
aries are legally determined, it remains to be seen whether such dis-
courses can be accommodated when they do move beyond these
boundaries.

In their role as registers of the values shared by stakeholders
involved in EIA, discourses are critically important for creating actor
groupings within a particular environmental policy controversy. Yet,
the vexed issue is whether EIA, a procedure exclusively focusing on im-
pacts, is able to accommodate the various discourses that exist. Hence,
we define effectiveness of EIA in terms of the extent to which it accom-
modates the variety of discourses which mobilise in and throughout a
particular decision context. This definition adheres to the normative im-
plications of ‘inclusive democracy’ (Rozema et al., 2012), which is also
central to the global ascendency of good governance. Effectiveness
would then be reflected through the provision of space for deliberation
associated with each discourse that exists (Runhaar, 2009; Wiklund,
2005; Wilkins, 2003). This supports the argument made by Owens
et al. (2004: 1943) that “an important role for appraisal (by design or by
default) may be that of providing spaces for dialogue and learning in the
making of policies and decisions”. Where these spaces are absent, there
is potential for discontent over its value, and potentially inequity in
terms of validity ascribed to each of the discourses.

Methods for data collection and analysis

Wehave focused on two case studies to examinewhether EIA is able
to accommodate discourses that are mobilised in the context of project
development. Research based on a small number of cases allows fine-
grained analysis to surface in the discussion of findings. From well-
executed case study research it is very possible to test theoretical pre-
mises, such as ours that EIA is unable to fully accommodate the range
of discourses. Such testing is facilitated through the exploration
of cases, as it triggers what Flyvbjerg (2006) has called the ‘force of
example’.

Methods for data collection and analysis were similar across the two
cases. Data were collected during fieldwork from face-to-face inter-
views held with civil society stakeholders and through desk-based doc-
umentary analysis, the latter focusing on official project documentation,
environmental impact statements (EIS) aswell as documentswritten or
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issued by stakeholders. Data were analysed on content through textual
coding. The utilisation of textual coding schemes to analyse content has
a proven merit for obtaining critical insights from large amounts of
qualitative data (Shapiro and Markoff, 1997). As such, the discourse
analysis in this paper builds on the textual interpretation of stakeholder
perceptions obtained from interview and document data. The methods
help situate these perceptions in the decision context thereby identify-
ing not only the discourses which have beenmobilised (i.e. those differ-
ent strategic arguments that could be identified amongst a range of
stakeholders), but also the extent to which they have been accommo-
dated by the EIA.

Thirty nine face-to-face interviewswere conducted, with 21 respon-
dents in the HS2 case and 18 in the A4DS case (see Appendix A for an
overview). Interview respondents were selected based on the extent
to which they were involved in the proposed developments. Involve-
ment was ascertained through information obtained from online
searches, from interviews heldwith others and through thedocumenta-
ry analysis. Respondents by and large opposed the developments, either
in principle or against the way the schemes were proposed at the time
of interview. In the HS2 case a number of local action groups of anti-
HS2 designation were considered for interview, alongside existing
local advocacy organisations immersed in the local protest movement.
Protest against the A4DS was largely carried out by existing environ-
mental advocacy organisations that were active at the local, regional
and national level. Few interviews were conducted with elite stake-
holders (i.e. non-civil society), due to accessibility issues. Therefore,
the interviews have been largely used to reconstruct civil society
discourses.

Documents were considered eligible for analysis using the basic cri-
terion that they were important for understanding the tenets of each of
the identified discourses. Documents were selected when their role in
prominent controversies or heated debates could be ascertained, either
through interviews, through information retrieved from other docu-
ments or through online searches using particular key words (e.g. EIA,
HS2, A4DS, impacts, et cetera). The role of the documents was to com-
ment on, or give impetus to, debate on various aspects of the projects.
Whilst documents obtained from the so-called protest literature helped
illuminate civil society discourses on the proposed developments, poli-
cy documents helped illuminate ‘policy discourses’. Policy discourses
emanate from the administrative sphere (Torgerson, 2003) and, given
this delimitation, they set out the rationales for why planners support
a particular course of action.

The interviews have been recorded, transcribed and coded using the
software programme NVivo® for qualitative data analysis. Quotations
have been derived from parts of the interviews; all interviews however
have helped provide essential background information on discourse ac-
commodation and, for that to happen, on discourse mobilisation. In
reconstructing the discourses, specific attention has been paid to
words or sentences conveying an argumentative claim which, as the
next section will show, often pertained to a particular theme of contes-
tation. For example, in reconstructing the discourse on justification
(frequently shared in both case studies), parts of the interview tran-
scripts and documents were coded where the underlying rationale for
project development was criticised. Codes were grouped into themes
when there was internal coherence between them or when they allud-
ed to storylines used regularly in the project context. In the HS2 case,
for instance, codes were considered to contribute to the discourse on
justification when they encompassed references to the business case
of the proposed development.

Description of the cases

This section briefly describes the HS2 and A4DS projects, the two
case studies through which EIA effectiveness is investigated. HS2 is
the proposal to develop a nationwide high-speed rail network across
England, first linking London to Birmingham (Phase 1) and then
onwards to Manchester and Leeds (Phase 2) (Department for
Transport, 2010). The purpose of HS2 is to improve intercity connectiv-
ity through creating additional passenger capacity between Britain's
major conurbations, to benefit national economic growth (HS2 Ltd.,
2013b). The A4DS connects the A4 motorway between Delft and
Schiedam in the Netherlands, which is currently incomplete for
around 7 kilometres (km). Branded a ‘missing link’ in the Dutchmotor-
way system (Rijkswaterstaat, 2009b), the purpose of the A4DS is to fa-
cilitate forecasted traffic growth and to boost economic growth.

In the case studieswe have focused on discoursemobilisation in two
impact areas. In the HS2 case, the focus has been on the Chilterns in the
southeast of England, some 50 km from London. The Chilterns is an Area
of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB), which is a designation used by
government to protect valuable landscape and scenic beauty (United
Kingdom Parliament, 2000). Under EIA legislation in England
(Department for Communities and Local Government, 2011), AONBs
are classified as ‘sensitive areas’ in terms of the impacts derived from
project development, which increases the likelihood for proposed
projects being considered to have significant impacts and for EIA to be
undertaken. In the A4DS case, the focus has been on a green area called
Midden-Delfland. Whilst Midden-Delfland is not protected landscape,
in policy documents it is granted a spatial quality based on its rural
character (e.g. Provincie Zuid-Holland, 2012). Set in a heavily urbanised
environment, Midden-Delfland is appreciated for its biodiversity and is
a refuge for residents that want to escape the city.

The projects are comparable in that they are large-scale infrastruc-
ture developments likely to have an adverse environmental impact
locally. This is clearly demonstrated in the EISs of both projects, in
which the predicted impacts have been grouped into impact categories
such as air quality, hydrology, noise, visual impairment and nature deg-
radation (HS2 Ltd., 2013a; Rijkswaterstaat, 2009b). A key difference is
that HS2 is yet to obtain a decision from Parliament to go ahead, whilst
the A4DS has been approved by Parliament in 2010 and given final de-
cision consent after judicial review in 2011. In consequence, the EIApro-
cedures of the projects have progressed to different stages. Whilst the
EIS for Phase 1 of the HS2 project had been completed in 2013 (HS2
Ltd., 2013a), the EIS for Phase 2 of the project is undergoing public con-
sultation. The EIS in the A4DS case was completed in 2009
(Rijkswaterstaat, 2009b).

Both projects are of national significance, rising to prominence espe-
cially in policy discourses linking up to national issues. In the case of
HS2, it is forecasted that passenger demandwill exceed existing rail ca-
pacity in decades to come (Department for Transport, 2010). Under-
capacity is argued to thwart economic growth particularly in the north
of the UK and therefore warrants infrastructure capacity expansion.
The scheme is also set to improve the competitiveness of sustainable
transport as a commitment to the low-carbon economy, as set out in
the project's sustainability appraisal (HS2 Ltd., 2011). In the case of
the A4DS, it is reasoned that motorway capacity between Delft and
Schiedam is needed to alleviate heavy congestion on the traffic corridor
between Rotterdam and The Hague (the project's ‘study area’). It is ar-
gued that congestion results from under-capacity (Rijkswaterstaat,
2009a). The A4DS will also strengthen the role of the A4 as a ‘triple-A’
traffic axis in the national motorway system (Ministerie van Verkeer
en Waterstaat and VROM, 2004), used by government to stipulate its
importance for mobility.

Two case studies on discourse accommodation

This section presents the research findings on discourse accom-
modation in the HS2 and A4DS case studies. In each case study we
found that three discourses were mobilised amongst civil society
stakeholders. Altogether four unique discourses were identified
(see Table 1). Whilst other discourses were identified in the case
studies, we found these four to be most widely shared amongst the
stakeholders. Thus, we consider discourses to have been mobilised



Table 1
Overview of the discourses in the HS2 and the A4DS projects.

Discourses in the HS2 project Discourses in the A4DS project

Justification HS2 has a flawed economic justification and a weak
cost–benefit ratio.

Justification The A4DS is not necessary or useful for reducing congestion
(it is even counter-productive).

Party politics HS2 is used by the major political parties in the UK
as a vehicle for electoral gain.

Ecological modernisation The A4DS is more sustainable when the most adverse impacts
are mitigated.

Conservation The Chilterns AONB is a ‘natural treasure’ and should
therefore be conserved.

Conservation Midden-Delfland is of critical value for the study area and should
therefore be conserved.
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when they resonate across the protest environment to some degree.
We have identified the four discourses through data content analysis,
with argumentative claims being clearly expressed in textual codes.
In subsequent sub-sections, the discourses are explained inmore detail.
Justification

Shared by themajority of stakeholders in both cases, a highly salient
discourse concerned the flawed justification of the development pro-
posals. Debate on justification principally revolved around the rationale
for infrastructure capacity expansion, for instance expressed through
the need to resolve a perceived problem in the reference situation or
to anticipate public demand for infrastructure in the future. Stake-
holders that opposed the projects on the grounds of justification
disagreed with the problem statements as they were formulated
(Department for Transport, 2010; Rijkswaterstaat, 2009b), as well as
with the solutions resulting from project development e.g. (Wendover
Parish Councillor, personal communication; Milieudefensie, personal
communication)1. In situations where stakeholders agreed there was a
problem in need of a solution, they proposed alternatives to the incum-
bent developments (Chiltern Society, 2012, personal communication;
Stichting Stop RW19/A4, personal communication).

The justification discourse was manifested in the coordinated efforts
of civil society to criticise the science used in the evidence base of the pro-
jects and to conduct counter-expertise. Criticisms pertained to the
methods used in calculating or forecasting particular effects. In the HS2
case, theHS2ActionAlliance (2013: 4) argued that forecasts of passenger
demand growth are overly optimistic. It noted that the Department for
Transport (DfT), responsible for the national rail infrastructure, did not
take fully into account in its growth assumptions a “credible shelf life of
key parameters in the forecasting model”. As stakeholders did not trust of-
ficial figures on the ‘capacity challenge’ (HS2 Ltd., 2013b), they carried
out their own investigation showing that conventional rail did not expe-
rience under-capacity (e.g. Chiltern Society, personal communication;
Cholesbury Action Group, personal communication). Another major
flaw was considered to be the monetary value of journey time savings.
A change of the value of time (VOT) parameter, used to calculate benefits
resulting from journey time savings, would change the project's cost–
benefit ratio to quite a significant degree (HS2 Action Alliance, 2012).
At the backdrop of the justification issue, counter-evidence was present-
ed to disprove the public utility of the infrastructure expansion but also
to make an upgrade of the conventional rail infrastructure seem more
attractive.

In the A4DS project, stakeholders used the storyline ‘no utility and ne-
cessity’ to pinpoint flaws in the project's justification (e.g. Stichting
Natuurmonumenten, personal communication; cf. Rozema and Pel,
2014). Criticisms extended to various aspects, for instance to the way
1 Affiliations of all the stakeholders that were interviewed can be found in Appendix A;
actual identities remain confidential in line with the ethical consents obtained. Citations
obtained from the interviews express the opinion of the interviewees and donot necessar-
ily express the opinion of the organisations they are affiliatedwith, a member of, or work-
ing for.
the so-called Intensity/Capacity ratio (‘IC-ratio’)was deployed tomeasure
traffic demand in relation to motorway capacity. In the Netherlands, the
IC-ratio is used to quantify congestion and is therefore critically important
for justifying infrastructure development. Rijkswaterstaat (2009a), the
A4DS project planner, argued that the IC-ratio in the study area was
too high and that additional motorway capacity was therefore justified.
However, Professor Ingo Hansen from Delft University of Technology
(TU Delft), a traffic expert, argued that the IC-ratio deployed by
Rijkswaterstaat is biased as it is based only on the demand intensity
during peak hours (Hansen, 2009). The anti-A4DS campaign further ar-
gued that the traffic connection between The Hague and Rotterdam
would not experience congestion relief if the A4DS were to go ahead.
Described by Hansen (2009) as ‘back to the peak’ behaviour, car drivers
would simply shift their mobility preference to the peak period. In addi-
tion, Stichting Stop RW19/A4 (2009) feared that the A4DS would in-
duce traffic and that this would cause additional pressure on existing
bottlenecks in the study area.

Unlike the other discourses that were identified in the cases, the jus-
tification discourses challenged the necessity for development. Social
appraisals on necessity culminated in debate on the systemic drivers
of large-scale infrastructure development (cf. Rozema and Pel, 2014
on the A4DS case). In both cases the majority of stakeholders were of
local designation and did not have some form of statutory affinity
with the logic behind infrastructure development. However, local stake-
holders deployed counter-arguments to resist claims on the inevitable
need for infrastructure development as a public utility intervention. In
both cases this led local stakeholders to broadly consider the systemic
drivers of infrastructure development.
Party politics

A discourse focusing on the adverse consequences of party politics
was mobilised in the HS2 case (cf. Rozema, 2014). Stakeholders argued
that HS2 is intrinsic to the electoral competition existing between La-
bour and the Conservatives, the two dominant political parties in the
UK. Put simply, stakeholders consideredHS2 to serve particular partisan
ends. The Chiltern Ridges Action Group (personal communication) de-
scribed HS2 as a “political ploy from the Conservative Party, trying to wig-
gle votes in the North and the Midlands”, thereby expressing the
sentiment that increased attention to economic prosperity to anywhere
north of London is considered a vote winner. Yet Labour did not come
out of stakeholders' views unscathed, not least because HS2 was first
proposed politically by Lord Andrew Adonis, who at the time was the
Transport Secretary in a Labour Government. Some of the stakeholders
suspected that Labour had no problem whatsoever with spoiling the
countryside in areas which traditionally vote Conservative, such as the
Chilterns (Chiltern Society, personal communication; Dunsmore
Society, personal communication).

A dominant aspect of the discourse concerned ill feelings towards
the representation of the local interest in Parliament (Rozema,
2014). The due representation of constituents' views by Members
of Parliament (MP) across the affected areas was considered imped-
ed by the party elites being strongly in favour of HS2, which carried
the threat of disciplinary punishment for a dissident vote. The
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Chilterns Conservation Board (personal communication) highlight-
ed the role of the Chief Whip in enforcing party discipline especially
amongst MPs that had responsibilities both as elected representa-
tive and as a member of the cabinet. This happened to be the case
for the two MPs from the Conservative Party that represented the
two most affected parliamentary constituencies in the Chilterns.
Stakeholders commented that local interest representation gradu-
ally improved after the MP responsible for one of these constituen-
cies (Chesham & Amersham) left the cabinet (Amersham Action
Group, personal communication; Missenden Action Groups,
personal communication). Nevertheless, the issue of representa-
tion remained cumbersome.

Ecological modernisation

Ecological modernisation was an important discourse in the A4DS
case. The discourse was arguably supported ‘under protest’, especially
since debate on flawed justification did not rise to prominence in the
project deliberation (Milieufederatie Zuid-Holland, personal communi-
cation). Ecological modernists reasoned that a motorway crossing
Midden-Delfland could be developed sustainably if the most significant
adverse impacts were to be mitigated. Grouped under the storyline ‘do
not hear, do not see, do not smell’, stakeholders within this discourse
agreed to accept A4DS developmentwhen the scheme showed sensitiv-
ity to these impact categories e.g. (Midden-Delfland Vereniging, person-
al communication). Engaged citizens offered alternatives of optimised
mitigation potential to the preferred scheme, But whilst virtually all
stakeholders preferred a bored tunnel crossing Midden-Delfland under-
neath the optimisedmitigation option, the scheme eventually comprised
a combined construction at surface level, in cuttings and throughwhat is
known as a ‘land tunnel’ (i.e. not underground, but covered by light
vegetation).

Public deliberation contributed to the rise of the ecologicalmodernisa-
tion discourse. The deliberative process started up in the early 2000s and
was facilitated by the Integrale Ontwikkeling tussen Delft and Schiedam2

(IODS), which in relative autonomy from Rijkswaterstaat developed a
programmatic focus on resolving the tension associated with infrastruc-
ture development in Midden-Delfland (IODS, 2001). It described itself
as a spatial plan or vision for integrating various developments between
Delft and Schiedam, with the A4DS as its flagship project. Whilst the
IODS did not facilitate discussion on ‘utility and necessity’, it did organise
debate around impact mitigation and the spatial quality of Midden-
Delfland. Stakeholders that chose to participate in the IODS by and large
celebrated the open character of these debates. KNNV Delfland (personal
communication) stated that “all the various aspects have been included in
the IODS, as well as many groups. You can't say, looking back, that one of
the parties did not feel represented”. The representation of stakeholders' in-
terests in the IODS context helped build the idea of sustainable A4DS de-
velopment (Rozema and Pel, 2014).

Conservation

Similar to the justification discourse, the conservation discoursewas
mobilised in both the projects. In this discourse the stakeholders
emphasised the landscape value, scenic beauty and the various ecolog-
ical and sustainability functions of the impact area. Both the Chilterns
and Midden-Delfland have been colloquially depicted as ‘green lungs’
in a heavily urbanised and car-clogged environment (e.g. Schreuder,
2010; Walker, 2010), which adds a critical note to the blight large-
scale infrastructure development is expected to cause. Yet the discourse
on conservation largely supplemented and at times – especially in the
2 English translation: Integral development between Delft and Schiedam.
HS2 case – clearly transcended the ‘what if’ scenario were development
to happen. To this end, compelling reasons were formulated for conser-
vation. Thesewere principally carried forward by stakeholders that held
a specific interest in defending the ecological quality of the impact area
(e.g. Chiltern Society, personal communication; Midden-Delfland
Vereniging, personal communication).

Stakeholders in the Chilterns stressed the necessity of conservation
mainly by pointing out the AONB designation of the impact area. The
Chilterns Conservation Board reasoned that it is its statutory duty to
closely monitor and intervene in developments that may affect the
landscape value of the area, as required by the Countryside and
Rights of Way Act 2000 (United Kingdom Parliament, 2000). An
important theme in stressing the need to conserve concerned the na-
tional importance of AONBs, thereby reciprocating the government's
view that AONBs are ‘national treasures’ (DEFRA, 2011). The Chiltern
Countryside Group (personal communication), for example, argued
that “we must not forget that the AONB is a national park” and contin-
ued stating that, “if we do not have these areas,which are recognised by
law, everything would be development all over”.

Unlike the Chilterns, Midden-Delfland is not designated land. Stake-
holders considered this lack of designation problematic for successful
conservation advocacy: Midden-Delfland “is not a Natura 2000 area.
So, on legal grounds there was no case” (KNNV Delfland, personal
communication). Instead it was argued that Midden-Delfland provided
an authentic Dutch landscape for residents living in and between the
urbanised conurbations of The Hague and Rotterdam (e.g. Provincie
Zuid-Holland, 2012). Emphasis was placed also on the habitat function
of Midden-Delfland for migratory and meadow birds (KNNV
Waterweg-Noord, personal communication). The absence of legal safe-
guards for land protection culminated in emotional pleas showcasing
the cost of landscape destruction. Crucially, the conservationist view
in the A4DS case dispensed with arguments pertaining to justification
or ecological modernisation and emphasised that Midden-Delfland
should remain unaffected. The Midden-Delfland Vereniging (personal
communication) asserted that, “even if a newmotorway would be neces-
sary, then it should not cross Midden-Delfland. The destruction will be
enormous”.

Discussion

EIA has been defined by the International Association for Impact As-
sessment (IAIA) as a “process of identifying, predicting, evaluating and
mitigating the biophysical, social and other relevant effects of proposed de-
velopment proposals prior to major decisions being taken and commit-
ments made” (IAIA, 2009: 1); this is the basis for the description of EIA
as an ex ante decision-support tool. It is clear from this definition that
EIA is considered effective when it integrates impact assessment into a
course of action, with impacts marking “the difference between what
would happen with the action and what would happen without it” (IAIA,
2009: 1). When we link this particular framing of effectiveness to our
own understanding of what should be considered the effective
utilisation of EIA and other impact assessment tools, it follows that dis-
courses that come to surfacewithin the project context should predom-
inantly be concerned with impacts.

The research suggested that stakeholders whose perceptions
contributed to the ecological modernisation discourse were the only
ones that were accommodated by the EIA – given that it could provide
the means for ensuring certain levels of mitigation. Within this
discourse, it was reasoned that “EIA has helped strengthen the role of
the environment as an important factor particularly in infrastructural deci-
sion-making” (KNNV Delfland, personal communication). Stakeholders
in the A4DS case argued that ‘sustainable infrastructure’ was the best
possible result given the political and bureaucratic support for develop-
ment (cf. Rozema and Pel, 2014). One might argue that the advent of
this discourse amongst project development opponents is somewhat
more fatalistic in terms of the outcome, in that a focus on impact
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mitigation is what logically follows in situationswhere project approval
is expected.

The other discourses, however, were contingent on arguments
that the proposed developments should not go ahead, albeit with
different underpinning rationales. For these discourses, EIA was not
seen as useful as it provided no means through which their framing
of the problem had an outlet to feed evidence to decision-makers.
The clearest discrepancy existed between the regulatory framework
for EIA and the party politics discourse. This discourse in the HS2 case
stripped the proposed development from its immediate purpose to
provide an infrastructural solution to problems of connectivity,
with some stakeholders surmising that the purpose of HS2 is to attract
votes. Yet, EIA is assumed to be apolitical and to transcend any of the
partisan interests that could jeopardise its function in decision-
support (Bartlett and Kurian, 1999). Therefore, EIA is framed ineffective
simply because it could not possibly support the inclusion of politics as
an important factor of concern.

The justification discourse is inherently difficult for many EIA sys-
tems to accommodate. Despite the European Directive on EIA requiring
a consideration of alternatives, there is no obligation in the case-study
jurisdictions to examine the no-action alternative (and therefore it
was not considered), and practice more generally is considered poor
whereby implausible alternatives are listed and briefly rejected by the
project proponents (Steinemann, 2001).Where the questions that mat-
ter to some stakeholders are outside the remit of the assessment process
(i.e. “Why is this project necessary?”), the impact assessment process is
clearly going to be framed as ineffective and, indeed, superfluous. One of
the A4DS stakeholders framed effectiveness in this way, by stating that
“an EIA maps effects, but this doesn't say much about the purpose of the
project. So if you want things to be sustainable, then you should integrate
economy and ecology into an ex ante assessment. In a purpose statement,
really” (Milieufederatie Zuid-Holland, personal communication).

For the conservation discourse, the underpinning argument is that
the conservation status of the affected environment outweighs the pro-
ject justification. In this context, EIA can be perceived as a tool to facili-
tate sustainable development through the minimisation of impacts;
that is, a tool that is set up specifically to identify trade-offs which
allow environmental and landscape impacts to proceed. Whilst trade-
offs are often considered a part of sustainable development, within sus-
tainability assessment procedures it is not obligatory to justify which
trade-offs are made for what reason. Stakeholders that contributed to
the conservation discourse would likely frame EIA as more effective if
the principle were followed that “the burden of justification falls on the
proponent of the trade-off” (Gibson, 2006: 272).

For three out of four of the civil society discourses that were
mobilised in the two cases, it might be argued that EIA is an inappro-
priate tool which provides ample opportunities for manipulation
by powerful actors in the bureaucracy and administration to meet
their own ends (Cashmore et al., 2010). In the two case studies, EIA
was predominantly perceived as an instrument to pave the way for
development. Furthermore, whilst the party politics discourse differs
significantly from the other discourses, they share the view that EIA
as a decision-support tool plays a marginal role. In giving way to
all three discourses, the Chiltern Ridges Action Group (personal
communication) argued that “the purpose of defending the environ-
ment with EIAs and SEAs and the rest of it would never work (…). You
wait until the government has done something, and [only] then you
try to get under it”. This suggests that opposition based on impact as-
sessment is ineffective since it is of little relevance in redirecting ac-
tions proposed by government.

Conclusions

We opened this paper by stating that various framings of the
effectiveness of impact assessment tools exist, but that it would be
more informative to consider effectiveness by looking at discourse
accommodation. To this end we have reframed effectiveness as the
extent to which impact assessment tools such as EIA are able to ac-
commodate the variety of discourses whichmobilise in and through-
out a particular decision context. We have subsequently tested this
novel framing of effectiveness by investigating discourse accommo-
dation in two controversial cases of infrastructure development:
projects for high-speed rail development (HS2) and motorway ca-
pacity expansion (A4DS). The question is therefore whether the
EIAs of the two cases have been able to accommodate the various dis-
courses that were mobilised, as a way to inquire into EIA effective-
ness. The methodological approach, in focusing on civil society
stakeholders, has identified more counter-arguments and, whilst
seemingly biased, has represented the major discourses in relation
to the cases. Thus, in the context of discourse accommodation, the
findings remain valid given that the emphasis has been on the ability
of EIA to accommodate different discourses.

The argumentative discourse analysis conducted in the paper dem-
onstrates that multiple discourses may bemobilised within the context
of infrastructure development. From the four discourses thatwere iden-
tified in the two cases, only the ecological modernisation discourse was
accommodated by EIA. From thewaywe have framed EIA effectiveness,
and given the procedural mandate of EIA, it should come as no surprise
that ecological modernists are able to speak favourably about a project-
level assessment process that focuses on the identification, prediction,
evaluation and mitigation of impacts (cf. IAIA, 2009), as they believe
that development can be sustainable provided certain provisions are
met. Yet, the conclusion is that EIA is likely to be seen as ineffective by
those stakeholders who share any of the discourses other than ecologi-
cal modernisation. This is caused by the restricted mandate of EIA to
deal with the underlying justification for project development in these
cases, the inability of EIA to conserve (protected) landscape when
trade-offs are made, and the assumed apolitical nature of EIA (Bartlett
and Kurian, 1999).

Discourse analysis matters a great deal for understanding how ef-
fectiveness is to be framed. What can be recommended based on this
research is therefore that EIA practitioners and scholars take forward
discourse accommodation as a new area of practice and research. In
terms of the perceived effectiveness of EIA, thus brought down to
the scale of project development, the extent to which discourses
can be accommodated is crucial if more ‘inclusive democracy’ is to
be fostered through this impact assessment tool (Rozema et al.,
2012). Given the conclusion that the majority of stakeholders in
the two cases studied consider EIA ineffective, mapping discourses
and examining the extent to which they were accommodated in EIA
suggest some significant limitations of satisfying framings of effective-
ness when procedural rigour is confronted with discursive plurality.
To improve effectiveness, we suggest that discourses need mapping in
and throughout the entire decision context in order to fully understand
the role of, and effectiveness of, the suite of impact assessment tools
which remain available.

We do bear in mind that our purposefully selected case studies
are two prestigious and also politically driven projects which could
be argued to be atypical in terms of ‘normal’ development. In the
United Kingdom (UK), for example, the majority of EIA practice occurs
in the land-use planning sector where there is a clear hierarchy of
land use plans (subject to SEA), subsequently setting the decision
context for individual projects (subject to EIAwhen required). Thus, dis-
courses articulated against the backdrop of social contestation are likely
to come to surface not within the project context but in the context of
spatial planning. Indeed, our definition of effectiveness reflects an inclu-
sive democracy stance that EIA was not originally designed for. Bond
et al. (2011) recognised the tension between good governance and
sustainability, arguing the latter is not the focus of all discourses (or dis-
course coalitions), but is the stated focus of EIA (perhaps at the expense
of good governance?). So the issue is whether impact assessment needs
to be reformulated as a governance tool, or whether it should remain, as



Table A.2
Overview of the interview respondents in the A4DS case study.

Stakeholder Role in the A4DS case Date of interview

Groenlinks Schiedam Local branch of national
political party (in Schiedam)

1 October 2012

IODS⁎ Programme bureau for spatial
planning in Midden-Delfland

18 October 2011

IODS Initiator⁎ Politician of Zuid-Holland
province (in 2001)

24 February 2012

KNNV Delfland Local branches of a national
environmental advocacy
organisation

14 October 2011
KNNV Waterweg-Noord 11 October 2011

Midden-Delfland
Vereniging

Local advocacy organisation
(for Midden-Delfland)

14 November 2011

Mijn Partij Local political party (in
Midden-Delfland)

28 October 2011

Milieufederatie
Zuid-Holland

Regional environmental
advocacy organisation

12 October 2011

Milieudefensie National environmental
advocacy organisation

29 October 2012

Rijkswaterstaat⁎ National infrastructure
development agency

7 November 2011

SOBO Local residents advocacy
association (in Schiedam)

15 November 2011

SP Delft Local branch of national
political party (in Delft)

18 November 2011

Stichting Batavier Local A4DS monitoring and
advocacy group

18 August 2012

Stichting
Natuurmonumenten

National environmental
advocacy organisation

23 January 2012

Stichting Stop RW19/A4 Local anti-A4DS action group 28 October 2011
Stichting Waterweg Wonen Local housing association

(in Vlaardingen)
25 October 2011

Traffic expert Professor at Delft University of
Technology (TU Delft)

14 October 2011

Vereniging Tegen
Milieubederf

Regional environmental
advocacy organisation

27 November 2011
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conceived, as a tool to ensure specific knowledge is understood prior to
a decision based on the assumption that other knowledge is adequately
dealt with elsewhere in the decision process.

The research has made it clear that EIA accommodated one
discourse only, and that this discourse matches the original role de-
fined for EIA at the outset of legislation development. However,
good governance principles dictate that other discourses must be ac-
commodated in the decision process. There is thus a need to deter-
mine whether these discourses are accommodated elsewhere
in the decision process, outside EIA. If they are, then ineffectiveness
of EIA is a perception issue that can perhaps be dealt with through
better communication of the pathways for accommodation of dis-
courses. If they are not, the question we will have to ask is whether
EIA should become the vehicle for accommodating all discourses
rather than simply impact-related discourses. Any recommendation
to reform EIAwill need towait until further research has been under-
taken to answer this question.
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Appendix A

This appendix enlists the interview respondents in each case.
It consists of two tables, each providing details of the respondents that
were involved in each case. In the tables the respondents are
alphabetically ordered and they illuminate the role for each stakeholder
in the cases. The tables also show when the interviews were conducted.
Table A.1
Overview of the interview respondents in the HS2 case study.

Stakeholder Role in the HS2 case Date of interview

Amersham Action Group Local anti-HS2 action group 16 October 2012
Amersham & District
Residents Association

Local residents advocacy
association (in Amersham)

31 October 2012

Amersham Society Local advocacy organisation
(for Amersham)

28 November 2012

Berks, Bucks & Oxon
Wildlife Trust (BBOWT)

Regional environmental
advocacy organisation

15 October 2012⁎

Campaign to Protect Rural
England (CPRE)

National advocacy
organisation for rural areas

14 March 2013

Chesham Society Local advocacy organisation
for Chesham

4 December 2012

Chesham Town Councillor Local elected representative
(in Chesham)

5 December 2012

Chiltern Countryside Group Local environmental advocacy
organisation

11 December 2012

Chiltern Ridges Action
Group

Local anti-HS2 action group 11 December 2012

Chiltern Society Local advocacy organisation
(for the Chilterns)

20 September 2012

Chilterns Conservation
Board

Local conservation board 20 September 2012

Cholesbury Action Group Local anti-HS2 action group 24 January 2013
Dunsmore Society Local advocacy organisation

(for Dunsmore)
16 October 2012

Missenden Action Groups Local anti-HS2 action group 27 November 2012
Potter Row Action Group Local anti-HS2 action group 11 December 2012
South Heath Action Group Local anti-HS2 action group 27 November 2012
Speen Area Action Group Local anti-HS2 action group 14 March 2013
Wendover HS2 Local anti-HS2 action group 14 January 2013
Wendover Parish Councillor Local community

representative (in Wendover)
16 January 2013

Wendover Society Local advocacy organisation
(for Wendover)

16 January 2013

Woodland Trust National environmental
advocacy organisation

5 December 2012

⁎ This interview was based on email correspondence.

⁎ Not a civil society stakeholder.
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