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E
ngaging with stakeholders on 
complex infrastructure projects is 
becoming increasingly important - 
and rightly so. This is not just about 

fulfilling a contractual or legal requirement, 
or even a PR exercise, it is fundamental if we 
want to change the image and reputation of 
our industry. 

Historically, keeping the public informed 
about enhancements to our railway 
infrastructure was relatively straightforward 
– we needed to advise what was happening, 
when and how. 

As we become more ambitious in our plans 
for high-speed rail and digitisation of the 
existing network, the stakeholder landscape 
becomes more complex and the impacts of our 
proposals become more far-reaching, resulting 
in heightened emotion from organised protest 
groups and industry commentators. 

Getting stakeholder engagement right is 
vital to securing the smooth passage through 
Parliament of infrastructure schemes, but are 
we doing this well as an industry, and is the 
way we engage with the communities affected 
by infrastructural changes effective?

Engaging with stakeholder groups 
representing diverse interests can be costly, 
time-consuming and challenging. 

However, we have found that investing 
properly can provide benefits, not just to the 
approvals process but to the solution itself; 
different perspectives leading to creative, 
money-saving solutions. 

A great example of this is the Nimes 
Montpelier High-Speed Rail bypass in France, 
where SYSTRA was lead engineer. The project 
had a diverse range of stakeholders including 
passenger and freight operators, maintenance 
organisations, highways authorities, local 
councils and the community. 

We defined a process for early stakeholder 
engagement, and regular reviews to ensure 
the final design considered inputs from all 
perspectives. 

Regular engagement meetings were 
held where stakeholders were given the 
opportunity to comment on proposals. Key to 

We developed the Digital System concept, 
based on ETCS + ATO + TM, for the core 
section of track. We proposed a limited 
functionality implementation of ETCS to 
bridge the gap between the funded areas and 
Digital System as a cost-effective solution. 
TfNSW found this so beneficial that it decided 
to change its ETCS deployment plan to use 
this limited functionality implementation of 
ETCS everywhere. Over a 25-year timescale, 
this delivers nearly the same safety benefits, 
realising a AUS$650m saving in capital 
expenditure. However, this was only possible 
with wider stakeholder buy-in.

We provided the interface between the client 
and stakeholders to ensure all parties were on 
board with these innovative proposals. We 
communicated complex, technical issues in a 
familiar language and provided independent, 
objective and impartial advice. 

Our team managed, resolved and avoided 
conflicts between the client and stakeholders 
through thorough analysis of options and 
their impacts on all stakeholders and frontline 
teams. For instance, representatives of 
operator unions were involved in the business 
case development stage, and their feedback 
was taken into consideration in the selection 
of a technical solution. 

Social media and digital platforms offer 
planners opportunities to communicate and 
engage with local communities in a different 
way. For example, the ongoing Grand Paris 
Express project, a major metro extension, 
had been met with huge concerns from local 
people about the potential noise impact. Using 
IMMERSE, we allowed the public to assess for 
themselves how they would be affected. The 
intervention not only allayed fears but helped 
obtain popular approval. 

It is interesting to visualise how stakeholder 
engagement will develop in the next 20 
years. Technology is evolving so rapidly it is 
hard for me, a veteran railway engineer, to 
imagine what the future holds. Hackathons 
and experience rooms will no doubt become 
business as usual, but from what I have 
experienced, these will never replace face-to-
face engagement and clear two-way ‘what’s 
in it for me’ communication that wins hearts 
and minds.

As we move in to an exciting period for 
our industry, with work having started on 
High Speed 2, funding agreed for the first 
phases of implementation of ETCS on the East 
Coast Main Line, and supporters of Northern 
Powerhouse Rail more vocal than ever, 
stakeholder engagement will become more 
critical to maintain the momentum we have 
created and enable us to efficiently implement 
these improvements to our railway. ■

development and protecting the environment. 
This was only possible through effective 
engagement with stakeholders, of which we are 
incredibly proud. 

Post-project commissioning of our 
engagement continues - an exhibition of the 
archaeological finds during construction is 
touring the region in a stakeholder engagement 
bus. We created organisations to support the 
ongoing preservation of the environment and 
financing of energy-saving projects, and the 
reduction of greenhouse gas emissions to 
reinforce existing public support schemes.

Management of industry stakeholders is 
becoming more complex as we create a railway 
network with high speed and conventional 
railway interfaces and start to implement digital 
technology. 

We were part of the team commissioned by 
Network Rail that defined, then implemented 
the train protection overlay system to 
support the routing of HS1 services onto the 
heritage network facilitating calls at Ashford 
International station. This was essential to 
enable the new Class 374 (e320) Siemens Velaro 
trains working international Eurostar services 
to call at the station. 

The challenge was to develop a safe and 
effective train protection system that did 
not have an impact on the timetable and 
minimised alterations to the existing signalling 
systems while delivering a safe, cost-effective 
solution. 

We interfaced with NR, the contractor, 
operators and NR High Speed through 
progress meetings and electronic sharing of 
information. We ran a series of stakeholder 

workshops to develop the best solutions from 
cost, commercial risk, operations, safety and 
technical perspectives, based on a multi-
stakeholder analysis of potential perspectives 
and interests. We used a balanced scorecard 
with selection criteria agreed by all to evaluate 
proposed solutions in an objective way. 

Employing European Common Safety 
Method techniques, we ran workshops with 
the same diverse stakeholders to identify 
hazards and assess risk associated with 
the chosen option. Training rigs with real 
equipment were used to upskill frontline 
staff. This ensured the business change being 
implemented was safe and acceptable. 

Engaging with the operator is fundamental 
- our solution has given Eurostar increased 
flexibility in its operational planning and 
provides the basis for ensuring that all future 
Eurostar services will be able to call at Ashford 
International.

Getting internal and external stakeholders 
on board with proposals led to significant 
capital expenditure savings on the Sydney 
Digital Systems project to deploy modern 
digital technologies – ETCS, ATO and TM – 
on the Sydney rail network. 

This change needed to be employed to 
improve safety, increase capacity and enable 
efficient operations management so the 
railway network could carry more customers 
while offering a more frequent, reliable and 
safer service. TfNSW had already planned the 
rollout of ETCS as an overlay on the whole 
network. Funding was secured for 600km 
with AUS$1.6bn committed for completion 
across the network. 

us to incorporate heritage features into the 
design of new viaducts spanning rivers and 
valleys along the route.

Protecting local wildlife was important to 
local stakeholders – we listened and adapted 
our design. We incorporated concrete ledges in 
the hydraulic structures to alow small animals 
to cross watercourses without getting wet and 
added covered passages for shrews and voles 
that prefer to move unseen. We replanted 1,200 
hectares of forest and grassland to safeguard 
and increase population numbers in the little 
bustard and the European mink - both species 
are in decline. 

Our engagement created a real sense of pride 
in the project and what it would mean to the 
community. Over 18,000 people visited the 
construction site to see it for themselves. Not 
only did this allow them to share their ideas, for 
some it was an opportunity to consider a career 
in the sector. 

We worked with local authorities to 
encourage as many local people as possible to 
consider a career in the railway. We targeted 
vulnerable people, women and those with 
disabilities, to really make a difference to the 
local economy. 

The project was delivered on time and on 
budget, but its real outcome is its legacy. The 
project provided socio-economic benefits in 
terms of employment, local economy, urban 
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through thorough analysis of options. 
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these meetings was clarity, not just on ‘what’ 
but ‘why’. 

The project was expected to deliver 
significant benefits, including the creation 
of 20,000 jobs, a one billion euro boost to 
the local economy, providing 30% more 
regional services, doubling of freight traffic 
and reducing passenger journey times, all of 
which was predicted to drive an economic 
transformation of the region. Their feedback 
led to significant changes to our proposals. 
For example, 21km of acoustic screens were 
constructed to protect local communities from 
noise, and alteration to the Overhead Line 
Electrification design was accommodated 
to avoid relocation of a local weather radar 
saving one million euros. 

There was also a concern raised that the 
vibration from passing trains would affect the 
quality of the grapes grown in the region - we 
listened and carried out extensive testing to 
allay these concerns.

Using digital tools to engage with 
stakeholders was at the heart of our approach 
on the South East Altantique high-speed rail 
line. The SEA high-speed rail project led us 
to develop IMMERSE - a virtual reality tool 
that gives communities a sense of the visual 
and noise impact of the project in their local 
area. We can then adapt our design based on 
feedback.

IMMERSE allows people to explore 
proposals in three dimensions and use the 
application on-site to augment reality, so they 
could hold up their laptops or tablets to act 
as a ‘digital window’ and overlay the virtual 
reality images onto the real world. You can 
experience sitting in your back garden as a 
high-speed train goes past – this takes away 
the fear of the unknown and engages hearts 
and minds of communities. 

Positive feedback from the community led 
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