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1. Introduction  

Infrastructure megaprojects are large-scale ventures involving a multiplicity of public and private 

actors and have a long-lasting impact on the economy, environment, and society (Brookes and 

Locatelli 2015; Flyvbjerg 2014). Whereas there is growing interest in the governance of these 

projects, which are increasingly common across countries and attract substantial political attention, 

(Flyvbjerg 2017), their management and implementation remain little understood. Traditional 

approaches to (the study of) megaprojects tend to focus on day-to-day managerial actions and see the 

development of the megaproject life cycle as shaped by a techno-economic logic. According to this 

logic, project managers organize and manage resources to get the project completed within an already 

defined program management framework (Hu, Chan, and Le 2015; Hu et al. 2016). So conceived, 

megaprojects are marked by straightforward, linear, and rational decision-making processes. 

However, recent studies have highlighted the need to move from an understanding of megaprojects 

as linear and rational processes towards a more nuanced approach that accounts for non-linear and 

conflictual aspects (Esposito, Terlizzi, and Crutzen 2020). In this regard, participatory governance is 

often proposed as a valuable resource to address complexity, uncertainty, and conflictuality in 

megaproject development. 



2 

 

In the past decades, participatory governance has significantly grown in public policy and 

administration scholarship as well as practice. In particular, participatory governance initiatives have 

been advocated as a tool to confront ‘wicked’ issues characterized by complexity, profound value and 

technical conflicts, and little agreement on problem definition and solution (Rittel and Webber 1973; 

Fischer 1993; Fung 2006; 2015). Citizen participation in policy-making has spread in several policy 

fields including, for example, environmental (Fischer 2017; 1993; Newig and Koontz 2014), 

budgetary (Wampler 2012), and welfare  policy (Mariani and Cavenago 2013). Scholarship in project 

management has also pointed to the need to build trust between stakeholders through sense-making 

and organizational learning (Alderman et al. 2005; Atkinson, Crawford, and Ward 2006). A few 

studies have also approached infrastructure megaprojects governance through the analytical lenses 

grounded in the participatory governance literature  (Leifsen, Sánchez-Vázquez, and Reyes 2017; 

Shin and Lee 2017; Sneddon and Fox 2007; Groves, Munday, and Yakovleva 2013; Jaffe and Koster 

2019). This paper not only fosters this connection but also frames it within the broader context of 

cutting edge debates on democratic theory and democratic-governance innovations (Smith 2009; 

Elstub and Escobar 2019; Hendriks 2021). 

In this article, we investigate two participatory venues operating in the context of the implementation 

of the Lyon-Turin high-speed railway megaproject: the Italian Observatory for the Turin-Lyon 

Railway and the French Public Inquiry.  In particular, we explore structural and agentic features of 

participatory governance in the two cases and aim at shedding light on conditions that can either 

foster or hinder participatory decision-making. Empirical evidence shows that the Italian case 

featured substantial structural barriers to effective democratic participation. The French case, 

although better designed and implanted in its context, featured important agentic limitations that 

undermined its democratic potential. We argue that both processes failed to promote democratic 

participation. We thus propose a deliberative approach to (the study of) the management and 

implementation of megaprojects. Whereas deliberative democratic ideas command growing interest 

across disciplines, these have found only limited application in the study of megaprojects. We contend 

that a deliberative democratic approach holds promise to improve the democratic and epistemic 

qualities of decision-making on megaprojects. 

The article is organized as follows: The next section reviews the literature on megaprojects 

governance and provides the theoretical framework to analyze participatory governance in the two 

cases under studies. Section 3 presents the research design and methods. Section 4 illustrates the 

empirical evidence, highlighting the weaknesses of participatory governance in both the Italian and 

French cases. Finally, section 5 and 6 provide discussion and conclusions respectively. 
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2. From rationalistic to participatory governance in megaprojects 

The rationalist understanding of decision-making processes in megaprojects is in line with several 

theoretical works in the social sciences which have emphasized the vision of human behavior as a 

matter of rational choice (Buchanan and Tullock 1962; Downs 1957). Rational decision-making is 

driven by a logic of consequentiality that is fundamentally associated with anticipatory action. This  

view of agency sees the decision-maker as holding a consistent preference ordering that allows to 

survey all possible alternatives and to choose the course of action that maximize utility. These 

assumptions of rational decision-making have been challenged by major organization and decision-

making theorists (Cohen, March, and Olsen 1972; Lindblom 1959; Simon 1955). It is unreasonable 

and unrealistic to consider that individuals are capable of making judgments about all possible 

alternatives and choosing those that have the best consequences in terms of utility maximization. 

Given that rationality is bounded, decision-making is an iterative learning process influenced by the 

contours of organizational life marked by complexity, subjective ambiguity and uncertainty, and 

conflictuality (Weick 1995; March and Olsen 1989). As Rittel and Webber (1973: 160) put it, “theory 

is inadequate for decent forecasting; our intelligence is insufficient to our tasks; plurality of objectives 

held by pluralities of politics makes it impossible to pursue unitary aims […]. The difficulties attached 

to rationality are tenacious.”  

Research on megaprojects has stressed the need to move the focus away from the purely technical 

and operational tasks that need to be fulfilled to deliver outcomes. Instead, attention goes to 

encompassing the process of multiple interactions between stakeholders at different levels 

(geographical, cultural, institutional, and political) both inside and outside the megaproject 

management team (Sanderson 2012; Scott, Levitt, and Orr 2011; Van Marrewijk et al. 2008). 

Conditions of uncertainty make it difficult to determine what is the exact optimal decision to make, 

and force the decision-maker (and the policy analyst) to depart from a strict orientation toward 

technical outcomes (Majone 1989). In this respect, scholars have underlined the importance of 

adopting a socio-economic perspective – as opposed to a pure tecno-economic one – to the study of 

the dynamics of megaprojects formulation and implementation.  

In reviewing explanatory research on performance problems and failures in megaprojects, (Sanderson 

2012) distinguishes three different types of explanations according to (a) the main problems that can 

arise in megaprojects development and (b) the proposed solutions. The three types of explanations 

are based on diverse ontological assumptions about decision-makers’ cognition and their view of the 

future (Table 1). Explanation type A sees actors as being able to assign objective probabilities to 

future events and make decisions that fully optimize their interests. Explanation type B conceives 
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decision-makers as having cognitive limits and lack the necessary data to assign objective 

probabilities to the future. According to Explanation type C, given the fact that the future is unknown 

and socially constructed, decision-makers make choices that satisfy their aspirational levels. The core 

argument of Explanation type A is that problems in megaprojects arise from actors’ opportunist ic 

behavior and strategic rent-seeking practices carried out to pursue their interests. Consequently, 

solutions lie in the creation of a set of institutional and procedural tools to improve accountability. 

Instead, according to Explanation type B and C, problems stem from the absence of appropriate 

institutional arrangements (type B) and of a shared, single culture and rationality (type C). Therefore, 

solutions must be sought in the development of appropriate institutional arrangements (type B) and 

promotion of collaborative behavior (type C). 

Table 1. A comparison of alternative explanations of megaproject performance 

  Explanation type A: 

strategic rent-seeking 

behaviour 

Explanation type B: 

misaligned and 

underdeveloped 

governance 

Explanation type C: 

diverse project cultures 

and rationalities 

Assumptions Decision-maker cognition: 

optimizing 
 

Decision-maker view of the 

future: statistical 

probability 

Decision-maker cognition: 

optimizing within limits 
 

Decision-maker view of the 

future: subjective probability 

Decision-maker cognition: 

satisficing 
 

Decision-maker view of the 

future: socialized 

Problems Project promoters and 

contractors regularly 

engage in intentional rent-
seeking behaviour (under-

estimating costs, over-

estimating benefits) to get 

non-viable projects 
approved 

Problems result from 

misaligned or 

underdeveloped governance 
arrangements incapable of 

handling the emergent 

turbulence inevitably 

associated with megaprojects 

Projects subject to 

processes of social 

construction and 
characterized by diverse 

and often competing 

cultures and rationalities. 

Problems result from 
normal day-to-day 

management practice 

Solutions Legal requirement for 
thorough ex ante risk 

analysis and management 

plan; limit role of 

politicians to formulating 
and auditing public interest 

objectives; various ex ante 

measures to improve 
accountability of project 

decision-making 

Conscious design and 
creation at the front-end of 

the project of mechanisms 

that enhance ex post 

governability; mechanisms 
must be appropriate to the 

particular context of the 

project 

Conscious design and 
creation at the front-end of 

the project of a shared 

culture supported by 

governance mechanisms to 
encourage collaborative 

and coordinated behaviour 

 

Source: Adapted from (Sanderson 2012). 

In this article, we build upon the literature in the tradition of Explanations type B and C. In particular, 

in analyzing the factors that shape megaproject development, this scholarship has addressed the role 
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of dialectics (Renault 2016; Witt 2004), discourse and competing policy narratives (Esposito, 

Terlizzi, and Crutzen 2020; van Wijk and Fischhendler 2017), perceived institutional frameworks 

and embedded  agency (Biesenthal et al. 2018; Esposito et al., n.d.; Michaud and Lessard 2000; Miller 

and Floricel 2000; Miller and Lessard 2000), as well as the involvement of and resistance by local 

community groups (Altshuler and Luberoff 2003; Awakul and Ogunlana 2002; Lehrer and Laidley 

2008; Di Maddaloni and Davis 2017; Park et al. 2017; Sarkheyli and Rafieian 2018; Strauch, Takano, 

and Hordijk 2015; Teo and Loosemore 2014; 2011). However, we do not draw clear-cut boundaries 

with the problems and solutions advanced in Explanation type A. Actually, as we shall see, 

megaprojects development is characterized by problems and solutions that can be found in all three 

types of explanations. For example, in real-world settings, we might have type C solutions to type A 

problems. In other words, how different problems and solutions unfold in diverse contexts is a matter 

of empirical investigation. 

In the context of highly uncertain and conflictual decision-making processes, participatory 

governance is often proposed as a valuable resource. Practices of participatory governance – which 

fall into the category of type C solutions – consist of “intermediary spaces that readjust the boundaries 

between the state and its citizens, establishing new places in which the participants from both can 

engage each other in new ways” (Fischer 2006: 21). More precisely, according to Newig et al. (2018: 

273), the concept encompasses “all processes and structures of public decision making that engage 

actors from the private sector, civil society, and/or the public at large, with varying degrees of 

communication, collaboration, and delegation of decision power to participants.” Through 

participatory governance, therefore, government-civil society interactions as well as forms of 

collaboration are institutionalized. However, unlike collaborative governance, which is more 

concerned with inter- and intra-organizational arrangements than with citizens’ participation (Batory 

and Svensson 2019; Newig et al. 2018; Bianchi, Nasi, and Rivenbark 2021), participatory governance 

involves organized and non-organized actors “who are not normally charged with decision-making” 

(Newig et al. 2018: 272). Further, approaches to participatory processes in policy-making can be 

either top-down or bottom-up in nature. Whereas a top-down approach is driven by an elite-led 

functionalist and technocratic logic that sees citizen participation as a means to improve policy-

making and strengthen the legitimization of (representative) democratic institutions, bottom-up 

participatory governance emerges from popular mobilization and has a more radical ambition to 

transform traditional institutions and achieve social justice (Bua and Bussu 2020a; DeLeon and 

DeLeon 2002). 
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Infrastructure megaprojects are extremely complex, uncertain, and conflictual large-scale ventures 

populated by multiple public and private stakeholders and marked by the coexistence of different and 

competing sociotechnical imaginaries (Cousins 2020; Hsu 2018; Esposito, Terlizzi, and Crutzen 

2020). There is no unique way to construct such sociotechnical imaginaries, which, indeed, can be 

supported by diverse and contested information, knowledge, and evidence about how the megaproject 

will contribute to the economy, the environment, and society. Whereas the logic upon which many 

megaprojects are based relies on benefits associated with the provision of services to citizens, 

numerous criticisms have been raised against them. These range from their top-down planning 

processes to the negative effects on local communities. Megaprojects thus offer extremely interesting 

cases to investigate participatory governance practices at the intersection between public 

management, public policy and administration, and democratic theory. 

As defined above, participatory governance is made of structures and processes involving a 

multiplicity of actors. However, participatory settings do not come whit a universal instruction sheet. 

In fact, there is a great variety of institutional settings for citizens’ participation (Fung 2006). 

Moreover, there is a wide range of actions that agents can undertake within a certain participatory 

structure. In investigating the design of two participatory governance venues operating in the context 

of the implementation of the Lyon-Turin high-speed railway megaproject, this paper explores 

structural and agentic features of participatory governance practices. In particular, it aims at shedding 

light on conditions that can either foster or hinder participatory decision-making.  

Structure refers to the institutional design of the participatory venue and it is operationalized 

according to four dimensions: 1) setting up of the participatory venue, which refers to the formal 

procedure to initially establish participatory governance venues; 2) representation and involvement, 

which refers to who participates (e.g. experts, representatives of movements/interests groups; 

randomly selected citizens); 3) information flows, which refers to how interactions take place (e.g. 

express opinions, develop preferences); and 4) influence over decisions, which refers to what 

participants do within the participatory venue (e.g. consultation, deliberation) (Bobbio 2019; Fung 

2006; 2015; Newig et al. 2018; Newig and Koontz 2014; Smith 2009; Ercan, Hendriks, and Boswell 

2017; Arnstein 1969). Agency is operationalized in terms of how agents collect and convey technical 

knowledge and evidence about the megaproject. Management research has underlined the importance 

of evidence quantification in project shaping (Nenonen et al. 2020). In particular, we look at the 

purposeful actions of agents aimed at quantifying the megaproject. Therefore, the article explores: 1) 

how information is collected (e.g. data gathering, methods for data analysis); and 2) how evidence is 

disseminated (e.g. arguments, claims, justifications in favor or against the megaproject). In doing so, 
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therefore, the article also elaborates on the agents’ discursive practices that characterize participatory 

governance (Boswell 2013; Ercan, Hendriks, and Boswell 2017; Esposito, Terlizzi, and Crutzen 

2020). 

3. Research design and methods  

Presenting the case 

In 1992, with the approval of the Maastricht Treaty, the EU established TEN-T, an infrastructure 

policy directed towards the implementation and development of a Europe-wide transport network. 

This network aimed to close gaps, remove bottlenecks, and eliminate barriers that hamper the free 

movement of people and freight across EU member states. Among the planned infrastructures, there 

was envisioned a 270 km high-speed railway line connecting Lyon and Turin, financed jointly 

through the public budgets of the EU (40%), Italy (35%) and France (25%).  

The actual work of building the infrastructure was set and remains the responsibility of the two firms: 

SNCF Réseau in France and Rete Ferroviaria Italiana (RFI) in Italy. These companies are 

subsidiaries of the two state-owned holding companies: Société Nationale des Chemins de Fer 

Français (SNCF/France) and Ferrovie dello Stato (FS/Italy). The rail line is ambitious, requiring the 

construction of a 57 km tunnel piercing the Alps between Susa Valley in Italy and Maurienne in 

France. This line would replace the existing conventional line thereby allowing heavy freight and 

passenger trains to travel at a higher speed.  

Almost 30 years after the announcement of the project, the train line is still incomplete, the original 

forecast cost of 12€ billion has increased to 26€ billion (French Court of Audit 2012), and the 

projected completion date has changed three times – with the most recent forecast predicting 

completion in 2030. To a large extent, operational costs and delays of the megaproject are the result 

of construction stoppage brought about by the opposition of civil society groups in the Susa Valley 

and the failure of megaproject owners to manage that opposition productively.  

The project has been implemented in Italy and France on the basis of two different participatory 

governance systems. In France, the governance has been framed within an ordinary administrative 

procedure called Public Inquiry. This procedure demands that the national branch of the railway firm 

engage in public consultations with concerned local citizens and civil society organizations during 

the project decision-making. In Italy, the original plan consisted in a fast-lane procedure allowing the 

national government to approve the projects and related works without any obligation to consult local 

citizens. This approval was met with concern and opposition by several citizen groups in the Susa 

Valley (near Turin) including environmental activists, local railway experts, medical doctors and 

university professors. They set up a protest campaign called NOTAV (No Treno ad Alta Velocità, tr. 
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No High-Speed Train) that was centred on three key aspects: 1) uselessness of the new high-speed 

line because the traffic between Italy and France is decreasing; 2) public health concerns about the 

presence of uranium and asbestos in the mountains to be bored; and 3) environmental concerns due 

to destruction of local ecosystems during the tunnelling work. As a response to this opposition in 

2006 the Italian government set up the Observatory for the Turin-Lyon Railway (hereafter 

‘Observatory’). The objective of the Observatory is to run public consultations with local opposition 

groups in order to move on with the project planned operations. 

Methods and data  

The Lyon-Turin high-speed railway (hereafter, LT) is a transnational megaproject embedded in 

different, but interconnected, jurisdictional environments (France, Italy and EU) and organizational 

units (supra-national authorities, national government administrations, firms and local civil society). 

Therefore, data collection was designed on the basis of an embedded case study design (Yin 2014). 

Such a design allowed us to interrelate and integrate information from different jurisdictional 

environments and organizational units (Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1. Case study design 
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79 semi-structured interviews averaging 90 minutes each were conducted between 2014 and 2016 

with the megaproject participants (Table 2). Interviewees included four groups of actors from 

different organizational entities: 1) Supra-governmental (N=21); 2) Governmental (N=24); 3) 

Business (N=5), and 4) Civil society (N=29). A snowball sampling method was used to identify the 

interviewees. 

Table 2. Overview of interviewees 

ACTOR GROUPS ORGANIZATIONS N° INTERVIEWS 

Supra-

governmental 
actors 

European railway 

lobbies 

  

7 

European Parliament 
  

8 

European Commission 

  

4 

Executive agency 

  

2 

  France Italy  

Governmental 
actors 

National 

administrations 
4 4 

8 

Sub-national 

administrations 
5 11 16 

Business actors 
Railway firms 3 2 5 

Civil society 

actors 

Organized groups of 
citizens in the 

surroundings of Lyon 

and Turin 

10 19 29 

 

 

Each interviewee was asked to provide information about their individual role in the LT project, the 

role of their organization, and their interactions with the overall TEN-T policy framework. Moreover, 

they were asked to give an account of the major phases of the LT development since the early 

moments of the megaproject. These aspects were approached through open-ended questions, allowing 

for a discussion with the interviewees aimed at capturing who did what, when, and how. To increase 

the reliability of the findings, we triangulated data through an archival analysis of documents 

including national and supra-national legal texts, press releases from the railway firms and concerned 

governmental administrations, international treaties between Italy and France, financial agreements 
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between the EU and the national governments, TEN-T policy papers, as well as third-party studies 

and reports. Altogether, about 2000 pages of archival text were analysed. 

Interviews and archival documents were analysed following established procedures for grounded 

approaches to theory building by discerning between first order and higher-ordered categories (Gibbs 

2007). Higher order categories were based on the theoretical framework presented above. These cover 

both structural (i.e. setting up of the participatory venue, representation and involvement, information 

flows, and influence over decisions) and agentic elements (i.e. dissemination of evidence and 

collection of information). 

4. Empirical evidence: The weaknesses of participatory governance 

Setting up of the participatory venue 

France: Ordinary administrative procedure 

In France, the participatory venue was set up as a result of a binding ordinary administrative procedure 

provided for by the French legal system. As explained by a local public officer, “there is a whole 

legal process that must be complied with when carrying out a project like this. The railway company 

is in charge of the administrative setting up [which] involves a public inquiry procedure”1. The 

procedure demanded that the railway company engages in public consultations with concerned 

citizens and civil society organizations. In parallel, an administrative authority composed of 

independent experts was established to consult citizens and civil society, collect their opinions about 

the project, and write a report to inform the government that eventually decides whether or not to 

authorize the project. As elucidated by a public officer of the central state administration, at the end 

of the public inquiry there is the declaration of public utility2, namely, an administrative act which 

allows the railway company to acquire the lands for the construction of the infrastructure3.  

Italy: State-led extraordinary venue to deal with local opposition movement 

Following the strong conflictual situation of the Susa Valley between 2005 and 2006, the Observatory 

was set up by the central government as an extra-ordinary participatory venue to deal with the local 

protest movement against the LT4. The symbolic episodes that manifested the explosion of this 

conflict were the so-called facts of Venaus in 2005, when NOTAV campaigners occupied the LT 

construction site to prevent the start of the tunneling works and, as a response, the police violently 

evacuated them. The images of this police operation circulated in the media and, within a few days, 

                                                             
1 Interview with a public officer of the Savoie Department, 18/03/2015. 
2 Interview with a public officer of the central state administration in charge of infrastructure policies, 25/03/2015. 
3 Interview witha a regional manager of the French railway infrastructure firm, 17/04/2015. 
4 Interview with a technical expert representing the local administrations of the Susa Valley in the Observatory, 

05/11/2014.  
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30,000 people occupied the site again. The turmoil of these events and the determination of local 

opponents led the government to cede to NOTAV requests. At the end of 2005, construction works 

were stopped and, in 2006, the Observatory was established to have consultations with both 

concerned public administrations and the railway company implementing the project. An advisor of 

the Observatory’s Chairman puts it thus: “the Observatory was born as a government response to an 

emergency situation that in December 2005 had arisen in Val di Susa after the Venaus protests”5. 

Representation and involvement   

France: Beyond ‘independent’ experts 

The Public Inquiry procedure was the occasion for inhabitants of the municipalities affected by the 

LT construction to inform the railway company and the public authorities about their opinions and 

concerns. As explained by a public officer of the central state administration, “the procedure lasts 

about 2 months everyone can give their opinion”6. Anyone could write her opinion about the project 

in a dedicated register made available in the municipality: “These opinions will be examined by the 

members of the public inquiry committee who will decide which one is legitimate or not”7. The 

members of the Public Inquiry committee were retired civil engineers appointed by an administrative 

tribunal from a roster for inquiring commissioners. For these reasons, the committee was conceived 

of as a “neutral committee” 8. During the two-month period of the procedure, concerned ministerial 

administrations and the railway company had meetings with local citizens and associations to explain 

the technical aspects of the project. As referred by a local public officer, “when the public inquiry 

procedure is launched, there is a technical follow-up work to be done: for example, it is necessary to 

organize presentations of the project to the citizens”9. As reported by a public officer of the central 

government, in the LT case, “there were a number of contacts with associations [which] invited us to 

present the project and to answer their questions about them […] It was either a project manager from 

the Railway Company or my-self […] who participated in these meetings”10. 

Italy:  ‘Trusted’ experts 

The structure and composition of the Observatory reflected the top-down set up by the central 

government. Through a decree of the Prime Minister, it was established that the Observatory had to 

be chaired by a government commissioner and, among its members, it included experts with technical 

skills appointed by concerned public administrations – both at the central (Ministry of the 

                                                             
5 Interview with an advisor of the Chairman of the Observatory, 03/12/2014. 
6 Interview with a public officer of the central state administration in charge of infrastructure policies, 25/03/2015. 
7 Interview with the mayor of a municipality concerned by Lyon-Turin construction, 22/03/2016. 
8 Interview with a public officer of the central state administration in charge of infrastructure policies, 25/03/2015. 
9 Interview with a public officer of the Savoie Department, 18/03/2015. 
10 Interview with a public officer of the central state administration in charge of infrastructure policies, 25/03/2015 
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Environment, Ministry of Infrastructure, Ministry of the Interior, Ministry of Transport and Ministry 

of Health) and local level (Piedmont Region, Province of Turin, Municipality of Turin and Valley of 

Susa federation). The Observatory also included experts appointed by the manager of the Italian 

railway company and the international joint venture. These were not independent experts as they role 

was to defend and promote the interest of the parties that they represent. As explained by a technical 

expert, the choice of the expert profile depends on the position of the municipality: “While those 

municipalities that support the project may have a greater interest in being represented by an expert 

in economic and financial matters to highlight the economic benefits that project construction will 

generate, those municipalities that are against it would opt for profiles who emphasize the 

environmental risks of the project”11.  

Information flows   

France: Opinions  

Within the framework of the Public Inquiry procedure, information was exchanged between local 

citizens and civil society, on the one hand, and the railway company and national administrations, on 

the other. Through public meetings the latter inform the former about the technical aspects of the 

megaproject. On the basis of the knowledge gathered during these meetings, local citizens and civil 

society form their opinions about the megaproject and write them down in a dedicated register made 

available in the municipality for a two-month period. These opinions are examined by the group of 

independent experts that seat within the Public Inquiry committee. On the basis of these opinions “the 

public enquiry committee develops its own opinion and says ‘yes the project can be declared of public 

utility’ or ‘no, it is not justified’ and issues observations or reservations”12. If the project is deemed 

unjustifiable, the central government decides whether or not to approve the project through the 

adoption of the public utility declaration.  In the LT case there were two public inquiries: the first one 

for the French access to the base tunnel (completed in 2012 with the public utility declaration released 

in 2013) and the second one for the cross-border part of the base tunnel (completed in 2006 with the 

public utility declaration released in 2007)13. 

Italy: Preferences 

Within the Observatory, experts were essentially called to express their greater liking for one 

alternative railway route over another. As explained by a technical expert, “starting from March 2006 

the old project is abandoned and we started from a blank sheet. In all the meetings that are held, the 

                                                             
11 Interview with a technical expert representing the local administrations of the Susa Valley in the Observatory, 

05/11/2014. 
12 Interview with a public officer of the central state administration in charge of infrastructure policies, 25/03/2015. 
13 Interview witha a regional manager of the French railway infrastructure firm, 17/04/2015. 
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different route alternatives were discussed”14. The Observatory was the place where the 

administrations “had to go to talk about the new high-speed line by putting all possible alternatives 

on the table: do we do it? If yes, how do we do it?  Do we do it in this way or we do it in alternative 

way?”15. Because of the decline of traffic between Italy and France, it was also important to consider 

the so-called ‘zero option’, namely, “the option of not doing it” 16. The zero option was discussed 

during the initial meetings of the Observatory but it was subsequently excluded on the basis of a cost-

benefit analysis17. This shifted the debate from the issue of whether building the new rail line to the 

issue of how to build it: “The main question to be debated became to decide whether the new line 

should have passed on right side of the Dora river or, conversely, on the left side” 18.      

Influence over decisions   

France: Consultations with problematic access to public information  

The Public Inquiry procedure is a consultation process with no binding effect on the final 

governmental decision. Over a two-month period the consultation in the LT case covered different 

aspects. Consultations were about the characteristics of the future line and, more precisely, “whether 

the line should be for the transportation of freight or passengers”19. Moreover, issues such as 

employment, noise, and water pollution were debated: “All these points have been addressed and the 

managers of the railway company told us that they knew how to manage them”20. As a part of the 

public utility declaration process, the Public Inquiry did not touch upon the issue of the project budget. 

Instead, “it was simply about the public interest of the project, the gain for society and the 

economy”21. However, citizens had limited access to the information they needed to properly express 

their opinions and, eventually, influence decisions. For example, the mayor of a municipality stated 

that “in 2012 the public inquiry was rushed and […] we were in a hurry all the time. We did not have 

all the information we needed […]. The files were in the town hall […]. There were numbers, updates 

of maps, but it was very hard to understand them. They call it consultation, but it looks like a very 

manipulative process based on pre-established decisional pathways”22.  

                                                             
14 Interview with a technical expert representing the local administrations of the Susa Valley in the Observatory, 

05/11/2014. 
15 Interview with the mayor of a Susa Valley’s municipality concerned by Lyon-Turin construction, 19/10/2015. 
16 Interview with the mayor of a Susa Valley’s municipality concerned by Lyon-Turin construction, 19/10/2015. 
17 Interview with a public officer of the Piedmont Region, 28/10/2014. 
18 Interview with a technical expert representing the local administrations of the Susa Valley in the Observatory, 

14/10/2015. 
19 Interview with a coordinator of local opposition groups in France, 15/04/2016. 
20 Interview with a local politician interested in the Lyon-Turin project, 1507/2016. 
21 Interview with a public officer of the central state administration in charge of infrastructure policies, 25/03/2015. 
22 Interview with the mayor a French municipality concerned by Lyon-Turin construction, 22/03/2016. 



14 

 

Italy: Consultations under the political control of national authorities and the financial pressure of 

supra-national authorities 

Experts consulted within the Observatory provided preferences about the railway project that had no 

biding effect on the final governmental decision. The Observatory took its place next to the ‘political’ 

table. The former received its guidelines on the development of the infrastructure from the latter. As 

explained by an advisor of the Chairman of the Observatory, “the political table is composed of 

representatives of the national and subnational governments plus the railway companies managing 

the project. It is the liaison body between the project promoters and the technical experts of the 

Observatory”23.  The Observatory’s technical work was subject to constant reporting to the political 

table that checked the compatibility with the political macro-orientations. In effect, the Observatory 

had no “effect on the decision-making cycle of the project: it has never done so and, in truth, it is not 

part of its nature”24. The ineffectiveness of the Observatory over the project decision-making became 

patent in the late-2000s, when local consultations proceeded slowly and various reports by the 

European Commission pointed to implementation delays. The European Commission even envisaged 

the possibility “to redistribute [financial] support from [TEN-T] projects that were delayed to those 

which were performing well” (European Commission, Final evaluation of the TEN-T Multi Annual 

Indicative Program 2007, p. 36). Under the financial pressure of the EU, in 2008 the Chairman of the 

Observatory issued a document that asked the technical experts to stop debating about the project 

feasibility and to start working on the project implementation. Most of the local experts opposed this 

orientation as they believed that the LT project was technically useless. In fact, they argued that no 

increase in traffic between Italy and France justifying the construction of a new railway line emerged 

from the data. As opposition did not stop, in 2010 the central government publicly threatened local 

experts to expel them from the Observatory if they did not endorse the implementation of the project: 

“The government believes that the municipalities […] represented in the Observatory have to be 

redefined […]. [The municipalities should] explicitly declare their will to be involved in the 

realization of the infrastructure, in the framework of the best protection and development of the local 

territories and in compliance with the European agenda” (Italian government, press release, 8th 

January 2010).  

                                                             
23 Interview with an advisor of the Chairman of the Observatory, 03/12/2014. 
24 Interview with an advisor of the Chairman of the Observatory, 03/12/2014. 
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Dissemination of evidence  

French megaproject promoters: Quantified evidence disseminated through technical reports and 

public meetings with local actors 

Early in the 1990s, local elected officials called for the construction of the LT to reduce the number 

of trucks circulating across the roadways of their region25. Through technical reports, quantified 

evidence is disseminated to the general public and allows justifying the project construction on the 

basis of freight traffic increase. Local citizens and civil society were also informed through public 

meetings which were the occasion to present the results of studies about “different routes options, the 

economic profitability of the project and the environmental impact” 26. In 1993, public meetings took 

place with all associations and stakeholders in order to discuss the importance and socio-economic 

interest of the project: “Everyone was free to join and this allowed to create a direct link with 

citizens”27. 

Italian megaproject promoters: Quantified evidence disseminated through promotional activities 

and no involvement of local actors 

In the 1990s, the project was introduced in Italy by a group of industrialists from the Piedmont region 

called Tecnocity, which engaged in a promotion campaign about the LT that succeeds to convince 

the central government to construct the new line28. Thanks to the high-speed railway connections, 

Turin would become the hub of the European West-East line29. The promotion campaign was 

supported through figures about transportation speed and time as well as the length of the new railway 

connections. Specifically, these connections were deemed to improve passengers’ experience by 

reducing the time needed to travel across Italian cities as well as between these cities and the rest of 

Europe30. These improvements would considerably improve railway services by facilitating the 

mobility of people and goods in Europe. In fact, the objective of the new infrastructure was to promote 

the free movement of people and goods and transfer traffic from road to railways: “Most of the studies 

conducted in these years indicate that the current road and railway infrastructures will be saturated 

between 2015 to 2020”31. In 2001, the Parliament passed the so called Target Law (Legge Obiettivo) 

enabling the government to approve the project by majority and to authorize the preparatory works 

                                                             
25 Savoie: Un projet de 60 milliards d'investissements - Le TGV Lyon-Turin deviendra-t-il une veritable ‘autoroute 
ferroviaire’?”, Les Echos article (March 17, 1994) 
26 Interview with a public officer of the central state administration in charge of infrastructure policies, 25/03/2015. 
27 Interview with a public officer of the central state administration in charge of infrastructure policies, 25/03/2015. 
28 Interview with a public affairs manager, La Transpadana (previously called Tecnocity) – phone (October 27, 2014). 
29 “Treno-lampo da Torino a Milano. Entro il 1999 i due capoluoghi uniti dall'alta velocita' in soli 45 minuti”, La 

Stampa article (December 30, 1992). 
30 “Supertreno, un passo Avanti da Milano a Torino in 45 minuti e l'alta velocita' va sotto esame”, La Stampa article 

(March 10, 1994). 
31 LT general manager, declaration to the press (2006) 
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for the construction of the base tunnel without any obligation to involve local actors in the project 

decision-making.  

French megaproject opponents: Intra-institutional contestation of quantified evidence  

During the 1993 public meetings, there began to be some opposition to the LT. During these meetings 

participants had a speaking time. The committee in charge of the meeting did not comment on the 

substance and guaranteed that there would be complete transparency: “The project promoter has to 

answer the questions that are asked and everyone is informed of the problems of the proposed 

project”32. Through time, two independent authorities released two reports that casted doubts on the 

suitability of the LT and provided new arguments in support of local opponents. As explained by 

Daniel Ibanez—  an experienced business consultant and spokesperson of local opponents—“in 2002 

there is an audit report of the French civil engineering authority reporting that nothing justifies this 

project, [being] all traffic forecasts wrong”33.  Later on, in 2012, the French Court of Audit declared 

in a report that the project could not be considered of public utility. Ibanez also participated in the 

2012 Public Inquiry and formally expressed a negative opinion about the LT: “What you have to 

understand is that the French opposition is completely different from the Italian opposition—which 

has strong popular opposition […]. In France [instead] you have strong opposition within the 

institutions” 34. Building his arguments on the reports released by the French Court of Audit and by 

the French civil engineering authority, Ibanez filed a formal claim to the French council of state in 

order to block the LT decision-making process and start a new Public Inquiry. According to this claim 

“a new public inquiry would have been necessary […] because the conditions have changed: the 

freight traffic between Italy and France passing across the Alps has not increased as much as what 

had been forecasted during the Public Inquiry procedure accomplished in 2007”. Despite 

acknowledging the inaccuracy of the traffic forecast, in 2017 the State Council decided to reject the 

claims anyway in that such inaccuracy did not “constitute a change of circumstances likely to make 

the operation [...] lose its public utility”. 

Italian megaproject opponents: Extra-institutional contestation of quantified evidence 

According to members of local communities in the Susa Valley, the promotion campaign about the 

LT was not adequately supported by the data: “Project promoters’ assertion that the existing line will 

quickly become saturated is completely groundless [in that] both rail and road traffic through the 

entire western Alpine arc is in drop or stagnant”35. As seen, contrary to France, in Italy there was no 

                                                             
32 Interview with a public officer of the central state administration in charge of infrastructure policies, 25/03/2015. 
33 Interview with Daniel Ibanez, spokeperson of local opposition groups in France, 05/05/2016. 
34 Interview with Daniel Ibanez, spokeperson of local opposition groups in France, 05/05/2016. 
35 University professor and transport expert of the NOTAV movement, public declaration to the press (2012). 
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legal obligation to consult local civil society in the decision-making of large infrastructures. As 

declared by an Italian civil servant, “the Target Law introduces a fast-lane authorization procedure 

[and] all key phases in the decision-making process …  are centralized in the hands of central 

government administrations”36. As a consequence, the joint venture firm could ignore local criticisms 

and was entitled to send expropriation letters to local dwellers in order to acquire the local lands and 

to set the construction site to start the construction work. To prevent this, the locals mounted a social 

movement and launch the NOTAV campaign. The campaign publicly depicted the LT as a useless 

project imposed from the top and that had to be stopped in the name of the collective interest. Activists 

thus occupied the construction site to prevent the start of the works with the police evacuating them 

right away. As mentioned before, the images of this police and management operation circulated in 

the media and, within a few days, 30,000 people assembled near the construction site and occupied it 

again stating the same opposition goals as well as calling for a public meeting with the government 

and the project team. The message to the government was clear: the joint venture firm was regarded 

as illegitimately seizing the local lands.  

Collection of information   

French megaproject promoters:  Strategic misrepresentation of transport flows through data 

aggregation  

During the 2012 public inquiry, Daniel Ibanez realized that the traffic data presented by the project 

managers of the railway company were misrepresented in order to persuade the local dwellers of the 

worthiness of the project. He referred that “during the public inquiry the project promoters showed 

us some graphs with increasing transport flows from France, Switzerland and Austria to Italy [that] 

justified the construction of a new tunnel […]. When we decided to take the same data and 

disaggregate them […] we noticed that while Swiss and Austrian flows increased, French flows 

dramatically decreased since 1988”37. He believed that misrepresenting data was the way through 

which experts of public administrations behaved to technically justify the project construction. The 

(mis)use of technical knowledge was a successful strategy to secure the initial support of local 

dwellers. Indeed, says the coordinator of local opposition group, “with the project construction we 

would have lost all the life quality we have in our villages. People understood this straight away since 

the beginning, but as the project promoters told the local people that they would have protected them 

– and they used several in-depth studies to support their claims – we trusted the promoters”38.   

                                                             
36 Interview with Civil Servant, Piedmont Region, phone (October 28, 2014). 
37 Interview with Daniel Ibanez, spokeperson of local opposition groups in France, 05/05/2016. 
38 Interview with a coordinator of local opposition groups in France, 07/04/2016. 
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Italian megaproject promoters: Strategic misrepresentation of transport flows through forecasting 

assumptions 

During the meetings of the Observatory, the debate between experts was centered on the problem of 

forecast traffic models. Local experts disagreed with the forecast of the experts appointed by the 

government and the railway company because these were based on a prospective approach rather than 

a retrospective approach. Instead of using past data about future traffic trends, “the experts of the 

government and of the railway company formulated conceptual assumptions about future traffic 

evolutions”39. These assumptions took into consideration the fact that the new high-speed 

infrastructure would be able to attract more traffic than the old one. Overall, according to the local 

experts, promoters’ assumptions were misleading and overestimate the increase of traffic flows (see 

Mercalli and Giunti 2015). 

French opponents: representing traffic flows through alternative descriptions of existing data  

The arrival of Ibanez in the 2012 Public Inquiry brought new expertise to local opponents who could 

now rely on his knowledge to deal with the strategic misrepresentation of proponents’ data. As he has 

commented, “my analyses and reflections were made available by Alpinfo, a widely-acknowledged 

reference for data on transport in the Alpine arc which provides in detail all the data on transit 

transport for Switzerland, Austria and France, to or from Italy, by road or rail”40. By analyzing 

individual traffic curves from these countries and Italy, Ibanez proved for the structural drop in the 

tonnage of freight between France and Italy for the Northern Alps. Therefore, he has been able “to 

make observations that are extremely useful for understanding the changes in tonnages over the past 

15 to 20 years” 41.  

Italian opponents: representing traffic flows through past data and juxtaposing them with economic 

and environmental data  

For local experts it was not possible to decide on the construction of such an expensive infrastructure 

using traffic forecast models based on unclear assumptions. Instead, the actual transport situation 

must be considered using the historical data already available. As stated in a pamphlet issues by the 

NOTAV movement, “Lyon-Turin is an exemplary case of useless megaproject (...) because traffic 

data show since 2000 a dramatic decrease of road and rail traffic between Italy and France” (NOTAV 

movement, pamphlet with 150 reasons against the Lyon-Turin high-speed line – 2012). Indeed, 

historical data presented in the pamphlet  show that rail freight traffic between Italy and France had 

                                                             
39 Interview with a technical expert representing the local administrations of the Susa Valley in the Observatory, 

14/10/2015. 
40 Interview with Daniel Ibanez, spokeperson of local opposition groups in France, 05/05/2016. 
41 Interview with Daniel Ibanez, spokeperson of local opposition groups in France, 05/05/2016. 
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fallen from 10.1 million tons of freight in 1998 to the current 3.7 million tons in 2012. As for the 

environmental impact, supporters of the LT argued that the project would reduce polluting emissions 

as a result of the shift of a fraction of freight and passenger traffic from the highway to rail lines 

powered by electricity. However, proponents seemed not to consider the energy and environmental 

impact of construction operations: “The 42.5 million cubic meters of material extracted for the total 

construction of the 270km line […] will be dug by gigantic milling machines driven by electric 

motors. Similar machines will be used to shatter millions of cubic meters of rocks to be kneaded with 

15 million cubic meters of cement (NOTAV movement, pamphlet with 150 reasons against the Lyon-

Turin high-speed line – 2012).  

The table below summarizes our findings. 
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Table 3. National configurations of participatory governance 

  France Italy 

Structure 

Setting up of the 

participatory venue 

Ordinary routinized 

administrative procedure 

State-led extraordinary 
procedure to deal with the local 

opposition movement 

Representation and 

involvement 

(1) ‘Independent’ experts 
appointed by an 

administrative tribunal, (2) 

individual citizens, (3) civil 
society organizations, (4) 

national administrations, and 

(5) railway company   

‘Trusted’ experts appointed by: 
(1) national and local 

government administrations, 

and (2) railway company 

Information flows Opinions Preferences 

Influence over decisions 
Consultations with difficult 

access to public information 

Consultations under the 

political control of national 
authorities and the financial 

pressure of supra-national 

authorities 

Agency 

Dissemination 

of evidence 

Proponents 

Quantified evidence 
disseminated through 

technical reports and public 

meetings with local actors 

Quantified evidence 
disseminated through 

promotional activities and no 

involvement of local actors 

Opponents 
Intra-institutional contestation 

of quantified evidence 

Extra-institutional contestation 

of quantified evidence 

Collection of 

information 

Proponents 

Strategic misrepresentation of 

transport flows through data 

aggregation 

Strategic misrepresentation of 

transport flows through 

forecasting assumptions 

Opponents 

Representing traffic flows 

through alternative 
descriptions of existing data 

Representing traffic flows 

through historical data and 

juxtaposing them with 
economic and environmental 

data  
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5. Discussion: Towards a deliberative approach to megaprojects  

Having showed some important limitations in the two cases of participatory governance under 

examination, in this section we make a case for a deliberative democratic approach to governance of 

and research on infrastructure megaproject. Deliberative democracy is arguably the main area of 

development in contemporary democratic theory and insight from this field reaches widely across 

disciplines (Bächtiger et al. 2018). Empirical and theoretical engagement with deliberative 

democratic ideas thrives in disciplines such as urban planning (Baltz 2021), to social movement 

studies (Della Porta and Doerr 2018), business ethics (Felicetti 2016) and public policy analysis 

(Fischer and Boossabong 2018), to name but a few. Also, deliberative democracy is increasingly 

popular in researching and addressing governance problems, especially at transnational and global 

levels, on issues as diverse as climate change (Stevenson and Dryzek 2014), intellectual property 

rights (Kuyper 2015) and genome editing (Jasanoff, Hurlbut, and Saha 2019). In light of these 

developments, the lack of engagement with deliberative democratic ideas in megaprojects 

management is striking and this study intends to break new ground in this direction. At its core, a 

deliberative democratic take on megaprojects governance suggests that participatory efforts to include 

as many relevant actors as possible, while laudable, is of limited democratic value if strategic action 

is left unchecked. As seen above, in contexts marked by divergent values, interests and power the 

democratic potential of participatory governance can be easily jeopardized. Instead, a deliberative 

democratic approach demands that governance is based on inclusive discursive practices that engage 

in an authentically deliberative and consequential way. 

Some distinctive elements from the above characterization deserve special attention as they express 

three core aspects of democratic concern for complex governance, as indicated, for instance by Fung 

(2006), who participates, how communication occurs and to what effect. First, the emphasis on 

discursive practices means that a deliberative approach shifts the focus of attention from the 

aggregation of preference to the way preferences are communicatively formed in the first place 

(Cohen 2002). Also, to be democratic, deliberation needs to be inclusive of all affected interests and 

perspectives of those affected by a certain decision (Young 2001). This is particularly important to 

reject forms of deliberation limited to experts or powerful actors only, which is all too common in 

megaprojects governance. Another essential point is about what makes inclusive communication 

deliberative. Although the deliberative ideal is certainly open to debate, some widely acknowledged 

features of deliberative communication include three aspects. Authentic deliberation should not be 

coercive, it should be based on reasons-giving and it should be reflexive. Finally, deliberation should 

be consequential. The decisions made in deliberative spaces should bear effects, for instance, directly, 

in policy decisions and/or indirectly, in the relevant public debates (Dryzek 2009).  
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Importantly, current scholarship recognizes that while the above description might seem normatively 

desirable, implementing these ideals is demanding and warns against naïve attempts at overlooking 

the fundamental role of power in political decisions (Curato, Hammond, and Min 2019). One should 

not expect deliberation to occur at all times. As Mansbridge and colleagues (2010) argue, self-interest, 

bargaining, and conflict are characteristic elements of democratic life and should be not shun away. 

As Fung (2015) noticed, participatory governance is a deeply political a problem. Even when we 

adopt a deliberative approach issues such as leadership, consensus on the role of participation in 

broader governance and limited powers remain. The challenge of deliberative governance is to have 

deliberation occurring at crucial points of the decision making process (Parkinson and Mansbridge 

2012). 

Of course, this paper cannot envisage a fully-fledged account of deliberative governance of 

megaprojects. Here, however, we intend to show some useful ways in which the above ideas can be 

used to assess strengths and weaknesses of extant participatory arrangements and to suggest 

improvements. For instance, while both cases, featured spaces for citizen participation, neither one 

was built so as to enable substantial deliberation. The underpinning logics was to land a hear to 

potential complaints from the interested parts of the public, in the French case, or, in the Italian one, 

to explain to them the decisions that had been made. An inclusive and high quality discussion to 

reflect on and propose ideas about the LT was never envisaged. In terms of representation and 

involvement, in both procedures, the underpinning logic was that of the marketplace, were ideas have 

to be “sold”, rather than the forum, where ideas are exchanged to construct a decision. In the French 

case both sides, the supporters of the project and the communities on the receiving end, had a place 

at the table. In Italy, the ‘trusted experts’ were essentially representatives of the former. Also with 

regard to information flows, deliberation is conspicuous by its absence. However, the French process’ 

stress on opinion seemed more amenable to reflection than the Italian, where there seemed to be little 

ground for anything other than clashes of preferences.  Influence over decisions also tells a story of 

consultations having limited impact on decisions in both cases. The non-deliberative nature of these 

processes emerges also in the fact that in both cases the nature of evidence and information and the 

ways in which these were used was a perpetual source of disagreement. Overall, neither process seem 

to have contributed to democratize the governance of the LT megaproject. The French Public Inquiry 

seems to have been ultimately unable to add democratic value, wasting insight that might have been 

generated from the process. The Italian Observatory, with its ostensibly exclusion of critical voices, 

arguably reinforced the opposition between the pro-LT camp and the No Tav movement. It effectively 

reduced ground for democratic engagement, leading the former toward authoritarian ways to pass the 

project and the latter toward relentless protest.  
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Before concluding, we offer a necessarily succinct way in which a deliberative approach could help 

improving the democratic quality of megaprojects governance. Building on the latest developments 

in deliberative democracy, we content that in order to promote democratic governance of megaproject 

there should be a shift in focus from isolated forums or participatory processes to systemic thinking. 

It should not be expected that individual sites of engagement might perform the democratic work for 

the entire system. Especially when isolated from other bodies and without meaningful and clear 

mandates, these venues can do little or nothing to redress the tendency for power to concentrate in 

the hands of experts and powerful interests.  

The governance of megaprojects can be thought of as a deliberative system made of “a set of 

distinguishable, differentiated, but to some degree interdependent parts” (Mansbridge et al. 2012: 4-

5). Following Dryzek (2009), we claim it important to, first of all, recognize that different types of 

actors populate different spaces. In particular, on the one hand, there are empowered actors that are 

“recognisably part of institutions producing collective decisions” (ibid. 1385). On the other, there are 

actors in public spaces that are characterized by “few restrictions on who can participate and with few 

legal restrictions on what participants can say, thereby featuring a diversity of viewpoints”. Examples 

of these spaces can be found in “the media, social movements, activist associations, physical locations 

where people can gather and talk (caffès, classrooms, bars, public squares), the Internet, public 

hearings, and designed citizen-based forums of various sort. (Ibid.: 1385)”. Having drawn this 

distinction, the fundamental challenge to promote a deliberative system is to understand how to foster 

accountability from empowered to public spaces and transmission of preferences from public to 

empowered spaces. Decision making process should be sequenced so that public deliberation could 

be used to affect these two fundamental dynamics of accountability from the top-down and 

transmission from the bottom-up. Alternatively, or in addition to this, one could promote a minimum 

of deliberative democratic forms of interaction within empowered and public spaces respectively 

(Owen and Smith 2015). Deliberation’s role is not to curtail dissent but to democratize decision 

making. It should help recognizing and engaging the role and perceptions of involved actors, 

especially the less powerful ones, when the more powerful ones unequally influence the norms and 

definitions appropriate to a given situation. Deliberation should aims at fostering consensus wherever 

possible or, in alternative, to clarifying and structuring disagreement to encourage resolution through 

forms of cooperative antagonism (Mansbridge et al. 2010: 68). In this regard, it is important to 

acknowledge that deliberation should be built in addition to existing form of engagement, not against 

them (Felicetti and Della Porta 2019). The counter-democracy elements that are mobilized for 

instance by social movements activism, might hardly contribute to deliberation (c.f. Sunstein 2005), 
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yet they are key to constrain non-democratic tendencies to center power in the hands of powerful 

actors (Rosanvallon 2008).  

6. Conclusions  

Our case for deliberative governance of megaprojects should be understood as a first step towards a 

deeper investigation of how a deliberative democratic approach could deal with the problems specific 

to the governance of a variety of megaprojects. According to our analysis, these problems may be of 

two types. On the one hand, issues can be of structural nature as megaproject governance may be 

framed within institutional settings which are not designed to foster bottom-up participation, to ensure 

representation and involvement of stakeholders outside the megaproject team, to facilitate 

information exchange between external stakeholders and the megaproject team, as well as to allow 

the former to influence the decisions taken by the latter. On the other hand, our findings point to 

agency problems and, particularly, to the ethical conduct of public officers and managers within the 

megaproject team that strategically misrepresent and disseminate megaproject information in order 

to avoid or navigate through the resistance of external stakeholder groups rather than engaging in 

appropriate and careful discussions. These latter findings add to the literature on optimism bias and 

strategic misrepresentation in megaproject management (see e.g. Commission of Inquiry Respecting 

the Muskrat Falls Project 2020; Flyvbjerg 2008). 

Our article pave the way to an underexplored area of research which is at the intersection of global 

megaprojects and deliberative governance. A good way to build knowledge we currently lack could 

consist in engaging with literature which does not refer to megaproject specifically bus still offer 

valid insight. For instance, Boswell et al’s discussion on the problem of transmission between 

empowered and public spaces (Boswell, Hendriks, and Ercan 2016), Boswell (2015) work on the 

overlooked importance of how deliberatively made decisions are implemented, Warren’s and Bua 

and Bossu’s (2020) work on the relationship between governance and democratization processes in 

the context of contemporary democracies and public administrations. Finally, at the normative level, 

Hendriks’ (2021) recent work discusses developments in democratic innovation and democratic 

governance. He singles out the key values for democratic-governance pointing at their 

complementarities and tensions. This offers valuable guidance to those intending to explore the 

potential for deliberative governance to foster the democratic credentials of megaprojects governance. 
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