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Case Studies Series 2021 
Core Values Awards 2021 Entry 
Case Study 1: Melbourne Airport Rail: IAP2 Core Values Award for 
Infrastructure (Planning and Design) 

 

Highlights at a glance  

- A transformational rail link to Melbourne Airport is finally happening! 

- Rail Projects Victoria is delivering this key transport infrastructure which will benefit all 

Victorians. 

- Overarching engagement objectives were based on the IAP2 Core Values to raise awareness of 

the project and gather community insights to shape project outcomes. 

- The spectrum level incorporated through our engagement strategy is “Consult”. 

- We engaged digitally with new, online methods including a virtual information room and 

interactive website combined with traditional methods which prove to be highly effective. 

- Key outcomes showing impact of engagement:  

1) Online engagement encouraged more people than usual to get involved and have their say.  

2) The community had positive sentiment towards the engagement process.  

3) Rail Projects Victoria is incorporating the feedback into designs and construction approach. 

- Key engagement takeaways:  

1) A combination of digital first with support from traditional engagement methods was highly 

effective in generating responses.  

2) Digital engagement has proven to be more accessible and convenient for the public, 

particularly in a COVID-19 environment where face to face engagement is not possible.  

3) While COVID-19 challenged us to adapt our engagement approach, the greater focus on digital 

channels provided flexibility which benefitted our program greatly. 

Key search words: Transport infrastructure, community insights, intuitive engagement, cohesive planning, 
digital engagement, virtual engagement session   
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1.0 Introduction 

 

The Australian and Victorian governments have committed $5 billion each to deliver Melbourne Airport 
Rail, which will connect Victoria’s entire regional and metropolitan rail network to the airport. Melbourne 
Airport Rail will run on dedicated, new tracks from a premium station at Melbourne Airport via Sunshine, 
where it will then travel through the Metro Tunnel into the heart of the CBD before continuing on to the 
Cranbourne and Pakenham lines. The project will support up to 8000 jobs during construction and has a 
target opening date of 2029. We are currently undertaking extensive community and stakeholder 
engagement to ensure we deliver a project that delivers value to all. 

The following case study outlines how Rail Projects Victoria developed an innovative and unique 
engagement strategy for Melbourne Airport Rail, encouraging an outstanding amount of public 
participation across the community. 

Based upon our overarching principles and in line with IAP2 Core Values, the initial aim of engagement was 
to create awareness and gain insight into the community’s sentiment towards the project. From this 
information, we tailored our engagement approach to the community’s needs and sought opportunities to 
work in collaboration with them to increase involvement.  

After reaching out to the community to ask them to nominate their preferred communication method, 
85% of them suggested they would prefer online engagement. This was further strengthened by the 
pressures of COVID-19 causing a fundamental shift to digital techniques which had not been used before. 
New methods such as a virtual information and interactive websites replaced traditional face-to-face 
interactions and despite the change in format originally presenting as a challenge, they proved to be 
extremely effective.  

By incorporating new innovative engagement tools with traditional techniques, the Rail Projects Victoria 
team significantly increased public participation which went above and beyond expectations.  
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2.0 Background  

 

Design engagement 
“Welcome aboard Melbourne Airport Rail” 

Key project facts: 

• New tracks to run from a premium station at Melbourne Airport through the Metro Tunnel to the 
CBD via Sunshine. 

• Construction to begin in 2022 (Subject to Commonwealth and State government statutory planning 
and environmental approvals, including airport approvals) with a target opening date of 2029. 

Melbourne Airport Rail is a transformational infrastructure project which will give Victorians, and visitors 
from around Australia and the world, the choice to travel by train to the airport for the first time. 

Plans and promises of a rail link from the airport to Melbourne CBD have been talked about for decades, 
ever since Melbourne International Airport was moved to its current location in Tullamarine.  

And now it’s finally happening! 

Melbourne Airport Rail will reach all aspects of our lives with improvements to the social, cultural and 
economic fabric of Victoria. 

Community and stakeholder engagement is an essential part of successfully delivering major projects and 
leaving a positive legacy. An extensive community and stakeholder program is underway which directly 
supports the statutory and regulatory approval process and allows an opportunity for community feedback 
to be incorporated into the design and delivery of Melbourne Airport Rail. 

This approach ensures the project balances the required improvements to the public transport network 
while minimising impacts to the local communities that may be affected by construction of Melbourne 
Airport Rail. 

 

“Please have your boarding passes ready” 

From the outset, the Melbourne Airport Rail engagement program has been developed in line with our 
overarching communications and engagement principles (see figure 1). These principles are based on the 
IAP2 Core Values. 

 
Figure 1: Melbourne Airport Rail overarching communications and engagement principles 
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Our engagement program is designed to firstly raise awareness of the project, and then to gather essential 
insights from the community as early as possible.  

These insights enable the Rail Projects Victoria team to consider community feedback in the planning and 
reference design phase, build on the feedback and offer further opportunities for community involvement 
in the project. Feedback also enables the project team to shape the project and develop management 
plans to mitigate and manage concerns during construction of the project. 

The Melbourne Airport Rail engagement program ensures the community is a core element of project 
planning and decision making. 

The engagement program is aligned closely with the overarching project development and delivery plan 
and is split into three phases with key objectives for each: 

 
Figure 2: Melbourne Airport Rail engagement program phases 

“We are preparing for take-off” 

In 2019, we undertook social research with over 1000 people from the directly impacted project areas, 
broader Melbourne and regional Victoria. The purpose of the research was to understand and establish a 
baseline for levels of awareness, identify concerns and understand preferred methods of communication.  

This research identified that eighty-five percent (85%) of all responses suggested online channels would be 
their favoured method for communications and engagement on Melbourne Airport Rail. 

With this information in hand, the team was confident that using digital as our primary engagement 
approach would be a useful avenue to communicate with affected communities, supported by more 
traditional direct mail, advertising and face-to-face where possible. We let the community tell us how they 
wanted to engage, and we responded accordingly.  

 

 
  

“We want to make sure engagement was more than a ‘tick a box’ exercise – that we genuinely 
engage with the community on this project.” – Ben Ryan, Director, Melbourne Airport Rail, Rail 
Projects Victoria 
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Plan engagement 

“Our journey looks like a smooth one, with light winds and straightforward flight path” 

With our objectives front of mind, we launched the next phase of our engagement program on 9 
December 2020. 

Virtual information room 
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Engage Victoria website 

 
Figure 5: Engage Victoria website translated for CALD communities and interactive ‘pin drop’ map 

 

Melbourne Airport Rail website 

 
Figure 6: Melbourne Airport Rail website 

The Melbourne Airport Rail virtual information room held all the latest information about the project, and 
various links for further information held on the Melbourne Airport Rail website along with many 
opportunities for visitors to have their say via the Engage Victoria platform. 

All three channels invariably linked to and from each other, offering a range of ways the community could 
learn more about the project and provide feedback for the planning and design teams. This provided 
flexibility and connectivity for the community regardless from which platform they entered the 
engagement. 
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Figure 7: Key online engagement channels 

Promotion of the engagement was extensive, including through the networks of affiliated stakeholders, 
such as local councils and community groups promoting the engagement via their channels. We also 
hosted online briefings following project announcement reaching over 150 stakeholders over two days 
allowing the message to get to all stakeholders immediately. 

Our detailed strategy for promotion of the digital engagement included timed advertising periods both at 
the start of the engagement in early December 2020, as well as again in late January 2021 when people 
would be returning from holidays. This strategy was to ensure we matched our content promotion with 
key public participation windows. 

For Melbourne Airport Rail, we sought out public participation via the following: 

 
Figure 8: Content promotion methods 

With diverse and multi-cultural communities being potentially affected by Melbourne Airport Rail, 
translation of our materials into other languages was crucial. The Brimbank area, at the heart of 
Melbourne Airport Rail, is one of the most culturally diverse areas in Australia; with 47.8% of residents 
born overseas (33.8% for Greater Melbourne); 44.6% born in mainly non-English speaking countries (27.0% 
for Greater Melbourne)1. 

 
1 Brimbank Community Profile, Brimbank City Council 
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Along with the translation of fact sheets in the three languages most spoken at home other than English, 
we also translated the online surveys and created bespoke digital advertisements in these languages.  

 

“Your feedback is important to us” 

To ensure community members understood the value their insights have on the project, we made sure 
that all messaging for our engagement emphasised how their feedback would be used. 

This messaging was included in the following channels: 

• Virtual information session 
• Engage Victoria 
• Melbourne Airport Rail website 
• Social media posts 
• Media releases 
• Translated materials 
• Responses from Melbourne Airport Rail contact centre. 

We have also published a ten-page summary report – What we heard – on the Melbourne Airport Rail 
website so the community can also learn more about the insights from their family, friends, neighbours, 
community and wider Victoria. The engagement summary report was sent to our e-news subscribers, 
promoted on social media platforms, emailed to key stakeholders and referenced in a media event. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 “Languages were at front of mind throughout this approach as we knew the cultural diversity of our 
communities. We wondered how to reach out and contact them and ensure they felt engaged and 
involved in the process.” – Amanda Correy, Director, Strategic Communications, Rail Projects Victoria 

 

https://airportrail.vic.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/511770/MAR_Community-Consultation-Report_March-2021.pdf
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3.0 Implementation 
 

Manage engagement 
“Please be seated while we take you through our safety presentation” 

Phase one of the Melbourne Airport Rail engagement program was originally scheduled to run from the 
first quarter 2020 to third quarter 2021. The detailed engagement plan formally developed included 
shopping centre and station pop-ups, local business door knocking, community information sessions and 
the collection of feedback via online surveys. 

This was the first opportunity for the community to provide detailed, robust comments about the project 
and what benefits or opportunities they believed would stem from Melbourne Airport Rail. 

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic meant a drastic change to the usual routines of all Australians, not to 
mention a complete overhaul of how we engage with communities. 

With a State of Emergency declared in Victoria in 2020, there were strict restrictions on what 
communications could be released by government agencies, including Melbourne Airport Rail. 

During these restrictions, only functional road or rail disruption communications were permitted with 
proactive announcements being prohibited. 

With COVID-19 already limiting our conversations with the public, we had another layer of complexity to 
overcome – communicating with hard-to-reach community members. There is an ongoing challenge to be 
able to engage with many culturally and geographically diverse communities right across Melbourne, not 
just those living nearby to the proposed project area, therefore our engagement process needed to be far-
reaching and accessible for all. 

Additionally, we were constrained by a market-led proposal headed by Melbourne Airport and a range of 
partners and investors, including Metro Trains Melbourne. This independent proposal was submitted to 
the Victorian government to build a Melbourne Airport rail tunnel solution from Sunshine to the CBD. 

A ruling needed to be made on the independent proposal before the Melbourne Airport Rail project could 
be formally announced by the Commonwealth and Victorian governments. 

So, while our original engagement plan was scheduled to begin in mid-2020, we needed to postpone our 
conversations with the community until government restrictions eased and a government announcement 
made. 

However, while our planning approvals engagement activities were delayed, Melbourne Airport Rail 
project planning milestones were not. 

 

“We need to make a slight detour to avoid turbulence” 

With immovable project deadlines fast approaching, the urgency to get out and speak to the community 
was increasing every day. 

The formal announcement of the Melbourne Airport Rail project was set for 30 November 2020, and 
community engagement needed to commence immediately afterwards. 

Previously, an unofficial rule of thumb was to avoid engaging with the community around the summer 
holiday period. We needed to talk with our communities as soon as possible. If we delayed, it would mean 
we wouldn’t be able to engage with anyone for another two and a half months. This delay was 
unacceptable to us as it meant it would have restricted our ability to incorporate community feedback into 
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the decision making for Melbourne Airport Rail, since the project design and engineering milestones were 
still steaming ahead. 

Following the traumatic lock downs experienced by Victorians, particularly those living in Melbourne, there 
was a hesitation – almost fear – within the community regarding face-to-face gatherings. 

With these things in mind, we looked to change our tactics. 

 

“Please remain seated during the flight” 

While digital engagement tools are already widely used for Victorian Government consultation activities, 
such as Engage Victoria, there seemed to be no way to replicate the all-important community information 
session. 

A representative from RPS, a consultancy with whom we work closely, proposed an opportunity to host a 
virtual information session (which was previously detailed) based on successful trials of a virtual room in 
other parts of Australia and Ireland. 

The virtual information session was a gamble, but it provided a genuine opportunity to engage with the 
community over the summer holidays and for a longer period. 

Most importantly, the virtual information session meant that people could engage in their own time, and 
from the safety of their own home – an important factor in a COVID-safe Victoria. 

 

“Please contact a member of staff if you should have any queries throughout your flight” 

Upon the launch of the first phase of our digital planning approvals engagement, community comments 
came in thick and fast with over 3,000 comments received. A weekly data dashboard report was provided 
for the virtual information session allowing us to understand what material was resonating most and 
where our traffic was coming from. This allowed us to tweak our material and target our social media 
promotion. 

 
Figure 10: Dashboard report example for virtual information session 

 
“I remember the day we made the decision to change our approach. We sat down and said ‘What can 
we do? Where is there an opportunity to get out and engage?’” – Megan Cusack, Deputy Director, 
Communications and Stakeholder Engagement, Rail Projects Victoria 
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The verbatim comments received were analysed and tagged by the Rail Projects Victoria team. This 
analysis was then presented to over 500 Melbourne Airport Rail staff, with the associated documentation 
also provided to the land and planning, engineering and design teams.  

We also held one-on-one briefings with specialist teams to explore opportunities to incorporate the 
feedback into designs and our construction approach. This included meetings to consider feedback around 
an additional station, shared user paths and connections, road closures and disruptions as well as potential 
noise treatments.  

This information sharing was imperative in order to meet our objective for the first phase of planning 
approvals engagement. The feedback from the community is helping us plan and design a project for all 
Victorians. 

How the feedback is being used by Rail Projects Victoria: 

 
Figure 11: Stakeholder feedback impacts 

The insights gathered from the public are being used to help meet the objectives set out in our extensive 
engagement program. 

 

4.0 Outcomes, impact and insights 

 

Reflection and evaluation of engagement 
“Please enjoy our new and improved in-flight entertainment system” 

The Melbourne Airport Rail planning approvals engagement program was extensive and far reaching. A 
snapshot of the key statistics from our digital and traditional engagement is shown below: 
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Figure 12: Melbourne Airport Rail engagement snapshot late 2018 to March 2021 

 

“We hope you enjoy your journey with us today” 

We received thousands of surveys and comments which provided qualitative and quantitative feedback 
that our planning teams and design teams are drawing upon to prepare for Melbourne Airport Rail. 

The opportunity and the manner in which we engaged was well-received within the community. 

Here are some of the comments sent to us from the public: 

• “Great website.” 
• “I specifically logged on to provide feedback upon receiving a letter about the project in the mail.” 
• “Keep the information coming! Thanks for the opportunity to provide comments / suggestions / 

feedback.” 
• “Thank you for engaging with the public.” 
• “Thanks so much for the opportunity to provide feedback.”  
• “I specifically logged on to provide feedback upon receiving a letter about the project in the mail.” 

We had met extensively with the local councils and community groups along the proposed Melbourne 
Airport Rail corridor who highly valued the engagement process. 

• “I felt like there were some very positive messages from Ben, including that the message from our 
residents has come through “loud and clear” in the consultations you have had to date.... I think we can 
take some positive news from last night’s conversation and continue to encourage our community to 
have their say.” - Meghan Hopper, Senior Coordinator Advocacy, Moonee Valley City Council 
 

• “The information was well received and the committee members are excited to have further updates 
about such an exciting project in the future,” - LeadWest representative following Rail Projects 
Victoria’s presentation 

Our extensive social media and online advertising activities also highlighted the enthusiasm of the public 
when it came to our digital engagement. This is shown by community members announcing they had 
provided feedback and encouraging others to do so as well. 
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Figure 13: Snapshot of community social media posts encouraging feedback 

The Melbourne Airport Rail planning approvals digital engagement provided a unique and innovative 
avenue to actively and safely involve the community in a way that has never been used by a Victorian 
Government project. 

While the COVID-19 pandemic meant changes to the engagement programs for many organisations, 
including the use of Facebook Live events and Zoom panel sessions as examples, none had effectively 
replicated the traditional format of an information session. 

The Melbourne Airport Rail virtual information session provided a ‘soft landing’ for those highly engaged 
communities who had come to know traditional face-to-face information sessions for major infrastructure 
projects, but this time in an unknown and tumultuous period for many during a pandemic. It was a 
recognised format on a new platform. It also attracted a much broader audience than traditional 
information sessions.  

RPS Group identified the success of similar virtual engagement programs in New South Wales and 
overseas, and worked with the Melbourne Airport Rail team to reimagine the virtual information session 
best suited to the needs of the community and the objectives of the project. 

“We didn’t know if our methods would meet the objectives or not, but we were willing to take the risk to 
ensure our stakeholders and community were given every opportunity to be involved – we were truly 
overwhelmed with the response we got and glad we took the chance on this technology.” – Megan Cusack, 
Deputy Director 

By weaving links between the virtual information session, the Engage Victoria website and the Melbourne 
Airport Rail website, we have advanced the practice of public participation because it means that the 
requirements for accessibility, language barriers and health and safety could all be met, but in a way that 
was familiar for the community. 

Our digital engagement program provided: 

• instant access to information, 
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• a resourceful and reusable platform,  
• engaging format to collect vital community feedback, 
• information for diverse communities in an accessible format, 
• an easy process for updating content, and  
• adaptable channels that can be used in conjunction with traditional engagement methods. 

The learnings and experience from this phase are being used to guide our planning for our next phase of 
engagement to share more scope detail with the community. We know from our data dashboard that 
images and videos were the most popular content, with longer form brochures still having an audience for 
those wanting more detail. It has confirmed our digital first approach and we look forward to supporting 
this with some face-to-face events at local train stations and shopping centres.  

 

“Thank you for travelling with Melbourne Airport Rail” 

Key outcomes showing the impact of engagement: 

• Online engagement encouraged more people than usual to get involved and have their say. 
• The community had positive sentiment towards the engagement process. 
• Rail Projects Victoria is incorporating the feedback into designs and construction approach. 

Key engagement takeaways:  

• A combination of digital first with support from traditional engagement methods was highly effective in 
generating responses.  

• Digital engagement has proven to be more accessible and convenient for the public, particularly in a 
COVID-19 environment where face to face engagement is not possible.  

• While COVID-19 challenged us to adapt our engagement approach, the greater focus on digital 
channels provided flexibility which benefitted our program greatly. 

Alignment with IAP2 Core Values for the practice of public participation 

 
IAP2 Core Values  Example or evidence from this project 

- Public participation is based on the belief that 
those who are affected by a decision have a right 
to be involved in the decision-making process  

- Engaged and communicated with 
communities along the proposed 
Melbourne Airport Rail corridor as 
they may be impacted by construction 
and operations  

- Promoted engagement with wider 
Melbourne and Victoria as future 
users of Melbourne Airport Rail 

- Public participation includes the promise that the 
public’s contribution will influence the decision  

- Feedback from community is being fed 
directly into the planning approvals 
process and to help with engagement 
planning.  

- Community feedback will be the 
considerations taken by the planning 
and design teams for the future 
Melbourne Airport Rail  

- Appropriate mitigation measures and 
actions will be weaved into the project 
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based on community feedback and 
considerations. 

- Public participation promotes sustainable 
decisions by recognising and communicating the 
needs and interests of all participants, including 
decision makers  

- Explanations presented to the 
community about their role in the 
planning approvals process  

- Explanation about the process that 
needs to be followed before project 
officially begins:  
• planning approvals pathway 

(federal and state)  
• impact assessments  
• designs and engineering of the 

project  
• steps that need to be taken prior 

to project approval 
- Public participation seeks out and facilitates the 

involvement of those potentially affected by or 
interested in a decision  

- Actively promoted digital engagement 
to the potentially affected local areas 
via newsletters, e-news, social media 
and targeted advertising 

- Created translated materials and 
survey to engaged with CALD 
communities 

- Public participation seeks input from participants 
in designing how they participate  

- Community were asked up front about 
their engagement preferences and the 
engagement was designed around this  

- Online environment provided a safe, 
accessible avenue for the public to 
contribute at their convenience, in the 
comfort and safety of their own home  

- Community members could return to 
read more information or contribute 
further insights in their own time 

- Public participation provides participants with the 
information they need to participate in a 
meaningful way  

- All project information was published 
in the virtual information session, 
which held links to and from the 
Engage Victoria platform and the 
Melbourne Airport Rail website  
• All three held the relevant 

information for the community to 
access and understand, prior to 
submitting their feedback  

- Translated materials and survey for 
the top three languages spoken at 
home other than English in the local 
area  
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- Information in virtual room was 
accessible to those with sight or 
hearing impairments  

- Option offered to the community to 
request hard copy version of 
information 

- Public participation communicates to participants 
how their input affected the decision  

- Detailed information presented about 
how the feedback will be used in the 
planning approvals and project design  

- Feedback report published on 
Melbourne Airport Rail website  

- Second phase of engagement builds 
on the collected in the first phase. 
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