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Abstract

The construction of new major transport infrastructures generates different and
conflicting positions. In traditional decision-making processes, actors take
decisions following a rigid and hierarchical framework, with the illusion of
greater rapidity and lower costs. The technical argumentation is assumed as the
most suitable one and different points of view are conceived against the public
interest. Consequently, a conflict of polarized positions occurs, difficult to be
managed. This paper, using the concepts of “framing” and “boundary object”,
tries to redefine the approach conceptually. The different points of view,
apparently irreconcilable, are considered useful ground to develop shared
decisions. Contrasts, if considered before their radicalization, can be seen as a
fertile generation of shared solutions and not as a criticism. The case study of the
Brenner HS/HC railway line has been chosen to illustrate this approach.
Keywords: conflicts, transport infrastructures, boundary objects, Brenner
HS/HC railway line.

1 Introduction

The realization of major transport infrastructures have significant consequences
on the development of the territory [1]. If not well conducted, this process can
generate conflicts that involve applicants, administrators, civil society and
economic actors. The main point about the feasibility of such infrastructures

WIT Transactions on Ecology and The Environment, Vol 181, © 2014 WIT Press
www.witpress.com, ISSN 1743-3541 (on-line)
doi:10.2495/EID 140431



504 Environmental Impact II

often involves the concept of “public interest”, exploited by decision-makers as a
legitimation instrument. Theoretically, this concept defines an interest that goes
beyond individuality and meets a common need. In practice, it assumes a general
meaning that allows widely heterogeneous interpretations. A valid parameter to
determine the public interest of an infrastructure could be to either evaluate the
quality of the transport service [2, 3] or to quantify the potential users of the
infrastructure [4]. Referring to this last point, forecasting the users is a
problematic issue, mostly when the infrastructure is in its design phase. These
kinds of ex ante estimates are often largely overestimated [5]: more than 90
percent of the cases analysed are well below the figures measured ex post.
Methodological issues are not the only causes of such biased estimates: they can
be voluntarily overestimated to reduce criticisms. The choices are mainly
justified using technical argumentations, which are difficult to deny.
Furthermore, they circumvent the real issues and generate misunderstandings
and conflicts between different perspectives. The rigidity of the different
positions escalates due to the non-inclusive decision-making process.

In Italy, the traditional decision-making process is strongly non-inclusive:
developments are provided and then presented to the public, but only when
decisions have already been made. This “DEAD” approach (the acronym of
Decision, Education, Announcement and Defense [6]) favours decision-makers
and postpones, or even omits, a real discussion with citizens.

According to EU transport policy, in Italy numerous major transport
infrastructures are in a design, planned or realized phase: they are part of the so-
called Trans European Networks-Transport (TEN-T), an integrated system of
infrastructures that aims at encouraging the modal shift from road to rail. Most of
these infrastructures are a cause of local opposition, the reason being that
tensions can violently explode (e.g., Dal Molin airport, Turin-Lyon and Rome-
Milan high-speed lines [7-9]). In other cases, when juxtapositions are not as
extreme, decision-makers consider different actors’ opinions as not relevant and
do not take them into account, with the illusion of greater rapidity and lower
costs. In many of these cases, conflicts remain latent with the risk that a hard-line
opposition forms when it is least expected.

The paper analyses the case of the new Brenner high-speed/high-capacity
(HS/HC) railway line. The Alps are a sensitive transit area in the centre of the
European Union. Brenner, as one of the most important transalpine corridors, is
heavily affected by traffic and its environmental impacts. Its special and unique
geomorphology with narrow valley, high gradients in the road network combined
with special climatic phenomena and situations turns it into a hotspot for air
pollutant emissions and noise, which can be five times higher than in plain. The
HS/HC railway line foster the shift of both freight and passenger traffic towards
a more sustainable mode of transport. Hence, if well managed, the construction
of the infrastructure could guarantee relevant impacts on the alpine environment.

The BBT, the core part of the infrastructure, has recently entered its main
building phase, with the positive judgment of the Environmental Impact
Assessment (EIA) required by law. It followed a hierarchical decision-making
process and some criticisms have already risen but it does not yet present a
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radicalized conflict. The political front strongly supports the realization of the
infrastructure and apparently only minor actors seem to be against the project. If
not correctly managed, the process could explode as the cases previously
mentioned have.

The purpose of this paper is twofold: first, to assert the importance of a shared
approach to the problem as a basis to prevent and recompose conflicts regarding
the construction of new infrastructures [10]; second, to provide a method aimed
at a better overview about the stances of the involved actors. The paper is
organized by the following format. Section 2 describes the theoretical framework
in detail. Section 3 illustrates the case study of the Brenner HS/HC railway line.
Section 4 collects actors’ different points of view, illustrating the criticisms and
the local public involvement in Prati di Vizze. A legislative analysis of the
Italian condition (Section 5) aims to explain the criticisms, highlighting the
different approaches in comparison with other European countries. In Section 6,
some final considerations regarding the methodology are provided.

2 Theoretical framework

A more rigorous and inclusive process implies the switch from a pure technical
analysis to a more comprehensive approach. Pinch and Bijker [11] propose the
adoption of the “social constructivism” approach, where the technical knowledge
depends also on a community’s endorsement: a problem exists, if it is considered
critical by a relevant social group. For this reason, the analysis of the winning
idea and its genesis is not enough to evaluate the social role of an object and an
analysis of the deviation from the final version is required. For example, the
history of the bicycle reveals some technical cul-de-sacs. However, even if they
were a technical failure, they concurred in defining its current shape and
functionality and therefore must not be ignored. For these kinds of analyses, the
usual approach follows the concept of tramslation, derived from Callon and
Latours’ Actor-Network theory and extended to the entire sociological theory by
Law [12]. It is based on the creation and definition of strategic “alliances”,
normally coincident with the winner’s perspective.

In the case of potential processes where the final effect is unknown, stances
are different and there are more considered viewpoints, a vision that is
“successful” in keeping out other perspectives is not allowed. Star and Griesemer
[13] propose an alternative method based on the concept of translation as well. It
does not provide a single answer but uses boundary objects, which are shared
problems treated with different points of view. In spite of their complexity, there
are common traits that make problems recognizable: the authors suggest that
these elements should be the basis to redefine a problem rather than the solution.
Hence, using boundary objects requires an analysis of the different points of
view. The frames theory [14] is very useful to this aim: it represents the actors’
cultural and values frameworks. Different frames could converge in a shared
vision of the problem by a boundary object properly configured. This approach
is presented in the next section for the HS/HC Brenner railway line.
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3 The Brenner corridor

The Brenner corridor is the main link through the Alps between Germany,
Austria and Italy. Because of its central position in the middle of the alpine arc
and the restrained altitude of the pass, the Brenner historically represents one of
most important transalpine connections. This condition persists today: in recent
years, the Brenner has been the most used alpine transnational corridor for both
passenger and freight (in 2011, freight was over 42.2 million tons [15]).

The Brenner axis is currently composed of two transnational infrastructures:
the Munich-Verona railway and the European road Munich-Verona. The latter
consists of the A22 Modena-Brenner highway (Italy), the A12 and A13 Brenner-
Kufstein highways (Austria) and the A93 highway (Germany). Furthermore,
the EU is supporting the realization of a third infrastructure: the HS/HC railway
line, central part of the TEN-T n°l Berlin. It is divided into three main parts
(figure 1):
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Figure 1: The Brenner corridor [16].

WIT Transactions on Ecology and The Environment, Vol 181, © 2014 WIT Press
www.witpress.com, ISSN 1743-3541 (on-line)



Environmental Impact 11 507

e Northern line (Munich-Innsbruck) is the most critical stretch. Hard slopes,
narrow radii of curvature and barely extendable, rock tunnels limit the
maximum speed to 80 km/h (in some cases, the speed is limited to 40 km/h).
Furthermore, the lines directed to Arlberg and Zell am See use this section,
thus determining a large daily train circulation. The enhancement of the line
began in 2003 and is currently in an advanced phase.

e Brenner Base Tunnel (BBT): a 55-km base tunnel between Fortezza and
Innsbruck (32 km of the infrastructure are in Austria and 23 km are in Italy).
The BBT decreases the distance of the present line by 20 km between
Innsbruck and Fortezza, bypassing many critical stretches. These
characteristics fulfil the minimum standards required for HS/HC lines, halving
the travel times between Bolzano and Innsbruck.

e Southern line (Fortezza-Verona). Due to a lower priority, this stretch is still in
a planning phase. It should be operational by 2030 and consist of 240 km (of
which 220 are tunnelled) sorted into eight parts and built in different phases.

Estimated costs for the Italian side of the overall line are 38 billion €. The
BBT represents the most expensive and important piece of infrastructure on the
entire line: in some cases, there is a coincidence between the whole HS/HC line
and the tunnel. In 2001, the Interministerial Committee for Economic Planning
(CIPE) included the BBT in its list of high priority, national infrastructure
projects. The work was approved in 2007. During the same year, preliminary
excavation workings for the exploration tunnel began. Since March 2012,
excavation for the main tunnels have begun as well. In 2025, the initiation of the
operation phase is planned. The EU (27 percent), Italy (36.5 percent) and Austria
(36.5 percent) cover the costs for the BBT. In 2012, Italian costs are forecasted at
8 billion €. BBT SE is the European public joint-stock company that is building
the tunnel and will manage its operative phase. Tunnel Ferroviario del Brennero
Holding S.p.A. represents the Italian quote of BBT SE (50 percent). Its
shareholders are Rete Ferroviaria Italiana (85.29 percent), the Autonomous
Provinces of Trento and Bolzano (6.24 percent each) and the Province of Verona
(2.24 percent). In Austria, the Osterreichische Bundes Bahn (OBB) is the only
shareholder, with the remaining 50 percent of the corporation’s stock.

4 Different points of view

Recalling the framework methodology [14], the decision to build the Brenner
HS/HC railway line generated four main points of view, which correspond to
likewise different frameworks.

The EU, national governments, the Alps Convention, many local
administrations and Legambiente (this last contains many specifications),
support the first point of view. The actors are grounded on the assumption of the
major sustainability provided by the new HS/HC line due to the lower unitary
emissions of rail mode. Because of their orography, mountain areas greatly
suffer from congestion and pollution (up to five times higher than level ground).
In order to limit such emissions, it is necessary to realize a new base tunnel and a
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new railway line along the Brenner corridor, connected with the European
network. The line is mainly tunnelled and far from residential areas. It will not
segregate the valley and will absorb part of the road traffic, mostly freight, if
appropriate political measures are adopted [17-19]. Work must begin
immediately, to be ready for when the network will be saturated (by the year
2022, according to the traffic growth expressed in table 1). These forecasts are
based on the “trend” scenario (“business-as-usual” rules). For further
information about this scenario, interested readers may refer to [20, 21].

Table 1:  Traffic increase expected along Brenner corridor [20].

Brenner growth rates — trend scenario
Trend scenario Trend scenario
Year -

Road Road Road Rail
2010-2015 1.2% 1.2% 1.2% 3.1%
2016-2020 1.9% 1.9% 1.9% 4.8%
2021-2025 1.9% 1.9% 1.9% 4.5%
20262030 1.4% 1.4% 1.4% 3.8%

The current line cannot accommodate new traffic, since its travel times are
not competitive with road transport. Modernizing the line is very expensive and
in some places, not technically feasible [22]: the new line is the only solution.
Coherently with the Alps Convention’s transportation protocol, the new HS/HC
line is supposed to be the only infrastructure able to grant this sustainable
development.

The Brenner Highway, Chamber of Commerce of Bolzano and Bolzano
Dolomiti Airport support the second point of view. They consider the first point
of view unsatisfactory, since it does not address the accessibility problem and
create the possibility for the economic development of Bolzano adequately [23,
24]. They propose a more robust infrastructural approach, where the BBT and
HS/HC line are only two elements of a more complex system that includes the
addition of a third lane to highway A22 and the enlargement of the airport of
Bolzano.

A polar vision is sustained by those actors (mostly at local level) who fear the
loss of space and identity for the valley that the line will cross and who are
worried about unjustified costs for the public (third point of view). They argue
that the alpine valleys will be reduced to crossing-spaces, increasingly difficult
to be inhabited and with a reduced attractiveness [25]. The solution is to
rationalize and improve the existing infrastructures and to not create a new one.
The “Brenner Action Plan”, already approved and under realization, aims to
improve the capability of the historical line to 244 trains per day, similarly to the
HS/HC line. New policies, which favour the use of the current railway line and
discourage road transport, should provide a more sustainable transport system
without new infrastructures. Currently, the fee for a truck on the Brenner
highway costs much less (about 9 cent/km) than the mean transalpine axis price
(70-80 cent’km). Unavoidably, truckers choose this highway, thus causing
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increases in traffic and congestion. In this framework, new transport
infrastructures are not a primary goal because of a variety of problems [26]. The
first set of issues is social, e.g., HS/HC lines subtract space to inhabitants.
The second are environmental, e.g., many hectares of productive land will be
lost. Aquifers could dry and uranium lodes may be found. Moreover, building
sites will be active for a long time (at least 15-25 years), thus causing lengthy
difficulties for the inhabitants. Next, economic issues such as that the
socioeconomic development grants benefits mostly at the macro level. Local
activities suffer from such kinds of large infrastructures, which usually benefit
areas far away from their location. The last set of problems is monetary: public
costs are too high. Projects that are more useful in other fields would be a better
monetary investment.

The fourth point of view involves an economic approach, based on a
traditional cost-benefit analysis. Analysed data would confirm that BBT is a
useful infrastructure only if the current railway line is saturated effectively [27].
Between the great infrastructures currently in planning phase, the Brenner
HS/HC line is undoubtedly the most relevant and should be the main matter of
the European economic efforts.

It is clear that such points of view are very different. However, it does not
imply that a shared definition of the problem cannot be found. Recalling the
boundary objects, the concept of sustainability is common to every viewpoint.
Through this concept and its different interpretations, we should rethink the
debate about the construction of the infrastructure (table 2).

A similar approach has been adopted for the Gronda di Ponente, an urban
highway realized in Genoa [28]. Even if the viewpoints were contrasted, the final
result has been a shared solution, the outcome of the negotiation of different

Table 2:  The different points of view about the Brenner HS/HC railway line.

BOUNDARY
OBJECT PROBLEM SCALE SOLUTION ACTORS
Lack of economic European Union, Italian
d_evelop_men_t and HS/HC rail and Austrian vaemment,
circulation right for  Europe . some local public
.. line . : .
citizens; transport administrations, Alpine
externalities Convention
Lack of HS/HC rail Chamber of Commerce
accessibility = lack Bolzano line, airport, Bolzano, Brenner
of economic A22 third Highway S.p.A., Airport
Sustainability  development lane Bolzano Dolomiti S.p.A.
Improvement  Environmental and social
Pollution and lack . of existing associations, some local
Alpine . . . L .
of space for valleys railway lines public administrations,

mountain regions discouraging South Tyrolean

road transport  association of farmers

. Brenner HS/HC  rail .
Economic benefit . . Economic evaluators
axis line
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interests. So far, the realization of the BBT and Brenner HS/HC line has not been
supported by shared intents between the actors. Even if until now juxtapositions
have not become extreme, recently many associations asked for a stop in
construction activities in order to open a legitimate public debate. Dr.
Bergmeister, president of BBT SE, replied that more than one hundred
informative evenings have been organized. Many opponents to the project state
that these presentations only aimed to justify choices already taken [29]. A
referendum to decide the future of the line has been proposed as well, but it has
not been accepted at the political level. Indeed, the right of reply was rarely
admitted. A partial exception can be considered the meetings of Prati di Vizze
(South Tyrol) and Trento (Trentino). Particularly, the meeting in Prati di Vizze is
paradigmatic of the latent conflicts [30]. This municipality was chosen as the
location to realize a 3.7 km secondary tunnel to transport material, access the
main tunnel and for a 500,000 mc deposit. Citizens of Prati di Vizze were
particularly critical about the original project. After an official petition, an
informative meeting and vigorous protests, in 2008, a variation of the project
was approved, and the deposit was moved from Prati di Vizze to Mules and
Steinach. This event did not gain much prominence, except for participative
propaganda. It has been as a success of a participatory method, as confirmed by
the Italian Ministry of the Infrastructures in a recent interview (August, 2013):
“the method adopted for the BBT is excellent: involvement of the municipalities
and population, quality of the project, collaboration between institutions”.
Furthermore, several technical studies, such as the analyses on CO, emissions to
evaluate the environmental impacts [31-33] have been carried out around this
infrastructure. However, these useful tools only add support to the decision and
not a validation of the project.

The case of Prati di Vizze reveals the nature of the problem and the potential
criticisms that could occur, when the construction of the line will be extended
also to the two other Provinces involved (Trento and Verona). The next section
highlights one of the causes of such criticisms, expanding the Italian legislative
framework and comparing it with other European nations.

5 Normative framework

The EU determines the realization of a main transnational infrastructure like the
Brenner HS/HC railway line. During the planning phase, “the Union’s activities
shall take into account the potential economic viability of the projects” [34]. This
vague article has been integrated with the decision n°884/2004. This decision
states that a common interest project has to be potentially valid from an
economic perspective, based on a socioeconomic cost-benefit analysis (CBA).
CBA becomes the method to evaluate the public interest of an infrastructure, as
adopted by the Italian DPR 2007/2010, article 14. Nevertheless, the
socioeconomic elements seem to be excluded from the preliminary analysis and
those studies are not accessible to the public.

However, it is at the national level that the main problems (and differences
between countries) are visible. In Italy, the CIPE decides the priority for each
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infrastructure of national interest. The ifer begins with a preliminary project,
where route and characteristics of the line are defined. At this stage, an EIA must
be included. The project is then evaluated by the so-called “enlarged” CIPE. This
also includes the Presidents’ Autonomous regions and Provinces with special
statute, which previously discussed the project with the municipalities involved.

After the approval, the “definitive project” (D. Igs. 163/2006) has to be
prepared: it consists of several technical documents and projects, including the
“conferenza dei servizi”, where local administrations are invited to send remarks
and propositions. Private citizens have the right to propose observations about
the expropriation plan. Italian law prefers a centralized procedure: through its
executive institution (the CIPE), it takes upon the thankless task to almost
exclusively judge the entire practice. The case of the EIA is emblematic: in the
ordinary law, it is conceived as a fundamental tranche of the public participation
process. Indeed, main infrastructures deserve a hastened procedure
(“accelerated” EIA), which sacrifices public participation [35]. Furthermore,
even if regions or provinces negatively judge the EIA, an opposing opinion from
the Superior Council for the Public Works is enough to reject their judgment.
Aware about these criticisms, two Italian regions introduced experimental
participative procedures: Liguria (with law 39/2007) and Toscana (with law
69/2007). The methodology adopted in these regions has produced very positive
participatory results [36], even if main infrastructures have already been decided
before the introduction of this law and a final evaluation cannot be given.

It is interesting to compare the Italian procedure with that of other adjoining
nations. Switzerland is known to be one of the most rigorous nations in transport
policy. The transnational high-speed railway project (“NFTA”) was approved in
the early 90s. It included two main corridors (Lotschberg and Gotthard) and four
base tunnels. After the approval from Parliament, three opposition committees
promoted a referendum to evaluate the willingness of the citizens, according to
the Swiss constitution. In 1992, about 46 percent of the population voted in this
referendum, confirming the decision made by Parliament. This vote was also the
basis for a second referendum, called “Alpine Initiative”. This initiative,
approved in 1997, modified the Swiss constitution with the duty to transfer
freight traffic from road to railway, thus referring not only to the realization of
new infrastructures but also on the policies related within this. In 1998, a further
referendum was launched and approved: the realization of NFTA by “steps” was
discussed and the introduction of a tax on heavy traffic proportional to
performances (TTPCP) to fund more than 50 percent of the works. This tax was
introduced in 2001 for vehicles over 3.5 tons circulating along the Swiss road
network. Only after this last referendum, and with the approval of the majority of
the population, did the works for the Gotthard base tunnel officially begin
(1999). The infrastructure will be likely concluded in 2017, one year before the
original project forecasts. Ten years after the introduction of these policies,
results appear to be encouraging. UFT [15] estimates that 64 percent of freight
traffic moves by rail, while the remaining 36 percent is by road. If compared
with Austria (32.5 percent rail and 67.5 percent road) and France (14.3 percent
rail and 85.7 percent road), the effectiveness of the adopted measures are clear.
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In France, all projects of national relevance require a path with preliminary
double consultation: the debate publique and the enquete publique [9]. Debate
publique was introduced as the first phase of consultancy in 1995. It is a general
discussion over the socioeconomic and environmental features of the
infrastructure involving administrators, actors and associations. It is preparatory
to the preliminary project and its maximal length is one year. Over 300 Mio € is
compulsory, between 150 and 300 Mio € is discretionary. When the debate ends,
the commission drafts a final balance, which the public administration must take
into consideration. Administrators then must insert the answers required during
the public debate into their considerations. This is the only way to realize the
preliminary project. Enquete publique is the second participatory phase and
includes the public remarks on the preliminary projects. The commissary (neutral
figure) drafts a final report, with his non-binding opinion on the project. The
project may receive the certification of public utility, and the definitive phase can
begin only after these steps have been completed.

6 Conclusions

The realization of new major transport infrastructures implies relevant
environmental and socioeconomic impacts in the territory. The Italian approach
to the problem is narrow-minded and uncompromising, in stark contrast with the
conventions of the UN (e.g., the Aarhus Convention, 1998), many European
directives and even Italian Regional laws that increasingly attempt to make the
decisional process on environmental and urban planning more accessible to the
public. The decision-making process must be inclusive by providing maximum
publicity of the various project phases and the stakeholders” involvement should
be included as early as possible, in order to avoid radicalized positions. The
integration of different points of views from the beginning of the process
develops common ground and shared decisions, and improves the backing of
results. It contributes to quality assurance and easier implementation of the
projects. From an economic perspective, this reduces the final costs and has
significant timesaving effects.

The method proposed in this paper analyses the case study of the HS/HC
Brenner railway line, describes the points of view of different actors and
provides a method for a shared approach to this problem as a basis to prevent and
recompose conflict regarding the construction of new infrastructures. The
method proposed is derived from the framework theory, as formulated by Schon
and Rein [14] and boundary objects, as described by Star and Griesemer [13].
This has been able to prove how apparently irreconcilable positions in advanced
phases derive from certain interpretative attitudes. By using an adequate
approach, the actors can find a common ground for dialogue and propose a less
unidirectional perspective than early ones. This does not necessarily require a
participative process but implies at least a “legitimation of the problem” [37] and
provides a great base/fertile ground for an eventually more inclusive process.
This approach can be included in the process of “territorialization” [25]. It is the
production of territory by social actors and must especially consider the local
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scale. In this process, all of the different dimensions and interests have a
determinant role, both of subject and role and perhaps of context. Complexity of
relations can only increase.

To conclude, two main antithetical cases can theoretically occur: the first is
dyadic, with authorities and protesting groups holding opposing positions; the
second envisages multiple interactions where diversities are a common
challenge. Only in this last case may conflicts produce positive effects, with a
constructive role and contributing in defining an infrastructure’s usefulness for
the public good [10].
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