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ABSTRACT 
The East West Connections project is a highly complex and challenging urban network 
improvement project and is one of the first projects of scale to be progressed in its entirety through 
the Business Case Approach.  This paper presents a few of the authors’ experiences and learnings 
in developing the Indicative and Detailed Business Cases for one of New Zealand’s most complex 
transport projects. The authors provide a shared view from both the client side and consultant side 
of some of the opportunities and challenges associated with the implementation of the new 
approach to project development. 
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EAST WEST CONNECTIONS – USING THE BUSINESS CASE 
APPROACH TO DELIVER OUTCOMES 
 
Introduction 
This paper provides a practitioners perspective of the new Business Case (BC) Approach as 
experienced in the recent development of the Indicative and Detailed Business Cases for the East 
West Connections project in Auckland.  
 

The Business Case Approach 
The BC approach was adopted by the NZ Transport Agency in 2013 as a new model for how 
projects should be developed.  This approach replaced the traditional project development process 
which started with a Strategic Study and then progressively evolved through a Feasibility Report 
and Scheme Assessment Report before developing Detailed Designs and on into physical works.  
The approach was introduced to try and streamline the project development and approval process 
while providing a more effective, efficient and customer-focused approach. Its key steps are 
depicted below: 
 

 
Diagram 1: An Overview of the Business Case Approach 



East West Connections – Using the Business Case Approach to Deliver Outcomes  
Scott Wickman and Brent Meekan                                                                         Page 2 

 

IPENZ Transportation Group Conference, Auckland 7 - 9 March 2016 

While the names of phases are new, the tasks and effort associated are not wholly different from 
the traditional approach. However, the new approach provides a greater emphasis on outcomes. , 
It enables an investment story to draw a clear line of sight between the organisational priorities of 
the road controlling authority and the activity being developed. 
 
The Business Case Approach is not a new approach nor is it intended to be an overhaul of the 
project development lifecycle.  The approach simply applies a more pragmatic risk based approach 
to project development. Project steps are more closely aligned with responding to key risks. This 
allows each project to be appropriately tailored to the unique circumstances and context of the 
problems being addressed. This differs from the old model, which was more of a one-size-fits-all 
approach that was less flexible and more output instead of outcome driven.  
 

Change in Thinking Required 
One of the most important aspects of the new approach has been to clearly distinguish the 
purpose of the proposed investment. The traditional approach has been perhaps overly focused on 
the economic importance of a proposed investment.  The BC model requires a more holistic, 
outcome based approach, focusing attention on the problem(s) that need to be addressed. This 
requires a higher degree of interrogation and analysis of their underlying causes, along with a clear 
focus on the objective(s) to be achieved through any investment. Earlier critical thinking in the 
project development lifecycle enhances the eventual investment story. It gives a clearer articulation 
of the scale and significance of the problem(s) and the proposed response to address them.  The 
BC approach enables a constant re-checking of outcomes and benefits against the original 
problems.  It helps avoid “mission creep” whereby newly discovered problems supplant the 
originals and lead to an off-target outcome.  
 
The Investment Logic Mapping (ILM) tool is a critical tool for this process in terms of interrogating 
the significance and root causes of actual/perceived problems and developing a shared 
understanding of the benefits of responding to the problems. It is outlined in the diagram below: 

 
 
To best use the ILM exercise, it is 
critical that some early attention is 
given to the appropriate parties to 
be involved as well as some early 
evidence gathering that can be 
shared with the participants ahead 
of the ILM. Too often in the past, 
projects have rushed straight into 
the option development phase 
without having a thorough 
understanding of the root cause of 
the problem(s) or who the key 
partners or stakeholders are that 
need to be involved. This has led 
to churn as the problem definition 
phase is re-litigated and key 
stakeholders are brought up to 
speed.   
 
Another key aspect of the BC 
Approach is the improved ability of 
the new approach to allow for 
partial problem solving. With an 
outcome based focus, the attention 
is directed towards responding to 
the known or anticipated future 

Diagram 2: ILM for East West Connections 
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problem. Activities (options) are developed to deliver towards the desired outcomes. Each is 
assessed on its likelihood to deliver the outcomes. A further assessment is also undertaken of the 
risks/opportunities associated with each of the options in terms of the non-transport related criteria, 
such as environmental, cost, consentability, constructability, etc.  An informed and balanced 
decision can then be made.  Typically this may involve a trade-off between: 

 The effectiveness in delivering outcomes 

 The range of investment levels required 

 The risks/opportunities in each.  
A partial solution may emerge as the preferred option. For example in cases where an option is 
able to provide an acceptable outcome with lower risk attached than a more complete solution 
with a high consenting risk.   
 
The final area that is likely to require a change in thinking is the manner in which we deal with risk. 
Fundamentally, the appetite for and approach to managing risk differs across disciplines and 
between organisations. Under a risk-based approach, an organisations’ appetite for risk will be a 
key determinant in driving the scope of work required to develop a business case (at any stage). In 
cases of shared ownership (such as neighbouring road controlling authorities looking at a common 
corridor), or where funding is sought from an outside organisation, parties will have differing risk 
appetites. This can create tension or disagreement as to the level of effort required to develop and 
arrive at an agreed solution. Therefore getting common alignment among parties on the approach 
to dealing with risk will be fundamental to being able to stick to the BC principle of ‘right sizing’ the 
scope and scale of work required. 
 

Case Study: East West Connections  
The East West Connections project is a joint Auckland Transport and NZ Transport Agency 
project. The project is one of the first NZ transport projects of scale to have followed the BC 
process from the outset.  The project is presented here as a case study for how the application of 
the new approach has changed the way in which this project developed through its lifecycle. The 
case study will focus on key learnings from the development of the Indicative and Detailed 
Business Cases as opposed to the Strategic Case and Programme Business Case.  This case 
study will include the viewpoints from the Client side as well as the Consultant side to try and 
provide a more complete representation of the practitioners’ viewpoints. 
 
As an early adopter of the new approach, 
the project team was developing the 
process in parallel to the development of 
guidelines for implementation of the 
approach. This meant that the project 
team was often working in the absence of 
clear guidance and as such, was 
unconstrained by the potential perceived 
preferences or biases of a known 
process. 
 
One of the key characteristics that should 
be noted for the project is the fact that this 
was a collaborative effort between NZTA 
and Auckland Transport in that both were 
equal partners in the development of the 
IBC and DBC. The option development 
gave equal consideration to local road 
responses as well as state highway 
responses and project governance 
decisions were undertaken in the spirit of 
One Network. While the ultimate outcome 
was a largely state highway focused 

East West Connections 

East West Connections is a programme that aims to 
identify and address transport issues in the area 
between Onehunga, Penrose, Mt Wellington, 
Mangere, Otahuhu and East Tamaki. The aim of the 
programme is to make sure people can easily move 
around their community, get to their jobs on time 
and businesses can continue to supply us with 
goods we want by providing an efficient network.  

Employing over 130,000 people, the geographical 
area between Onehunga, East Tamaki and 
Auckland Airport generates more than $10b a year 
in GDP. All this activity requires a strong transport 
network, to ensure people and goods can get to 
where they need to go effectively. This will be of 
increasing importance as the number of people 
living and working in and around the area increases. 

As part of the East West Connections Programme, 
two priority projects were progressed through the 
Indicative and Detailed Business Case phases. 
These were aimed at improving connections into 
and out of the Onehunga-Penrose industrial area 
and improving public transport between Māngere, 
Ōtāhuhu and Sylvia Park. 
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response, the outcomes were driven by a shared understanding of the problems at a network level. 
 

EWC Things That Went Well 
The amount of work undertaken during the Strategic and Programme Business Cases meant that 
at the outset of the Indicative Business Case the problems were already rather well defined. 
Nonetheless one of the first activities undertaken was to confirm the actual scale and significance 
of the known problems such that a series of measurable outcomes could be defined. This early 
work, started in the PBC and carried through the initial stages of the Indicative Business Case was 
critical to ensuring the investment story was focused on responding to the problem in a meaningful 
and enduring manner. This was critical when it came time to choosing the preferred option as the 
focus was on identifying how the options performed across a range of key outcomes as opposed to 
which delivered the highest benefits.   
 
The problem definition process was not only important in developing the transport outcomes to be 
delivered, but also in determining the critical success factors that would help guide decision-
making. Under a traditional approach, the operating and environmental context can often be 
forgotten or downplayed in the decision-making process. Dis-benefits associated with an option 
can be flagged in a multi-criteria assessment, but then get subsequently downplayed as the focus 
turns towards the economics of the preferred option. Under the risk based approach of the 
Business Case model, the East West Connections team developed a two tiered approach that 
considered delivery of transport outcomes separate from a multi-criteria assessment of the risks 
and opportunities associated with each of the options. This approach offered a more transparent 
and robust decision to be made without necessarily having a thorough analysis of the potential 
effects of each of the options.   
 
Another key success factor was the early decision to develop a set of project objectives that would 
be readily applicable to the future stages of the project (activity development and assessment, 
seeking statutory consents, communications and stakeholder engagement). Having this consistent 
approach enabled the activity assessment and selection process to be consistent and defensible 
when the project is further tested in later stages.  
 
By applying a risk based approach early on in the process, the EWC project team was able to drill 
down into the project and understand what key risks could impact on decision making.  By doing 
this early, the team was able to focus the majority of its attention on addressing those key risks 
through more detailed analysis while minimising the amount of effort in areas that were low risk.  
For example, considering the resilience of the activity (its ability to withstand future growth) 
enabled the team to identify that the connections to the state highway at either end were critical. 
Improving these without managing traffic connections in the middle of the route would result in a 
transport outcome that was contrary to the objectives. That guided the team away from the lower 
cost options that provided minor improvements to the local road network   
 
And finally one of the key successes of the project is the actual deliverable.  Both the Indicative 
and Detailed Business Cases are relatively accessible and readable documents that are more 
readily understood by any of our customers. The documents are not cookie cutter reports that 
include sections of text that could readily apply to any project, but instead the reports tell a targeted 
investment story with sufficient information to provide the reader with confidence that the important 
issues have been considered and addressed.  
 
EWC Areas for Improvement 
One of the key challenges experienced in the development of the EWC Indicative Business Case 
was the approach to dealing with uncertainty and risk. From the outset, the project team adopted 
an approach to target the effort towards those areas that were most likely to impact on the owners’ 
ability to make a robust and defensible decision as to the preferred option. Much of this was driven 
by the unique characteristics of the study area: ie. the large-scale industrial land uses, the historic 
landfilling activities, the existing environmental conditions, and so on. A clear understanding of the 
problems further enhanced the ability to appropriately target key areas of uncertainty. However, the 
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ability of delivery agencies to understand and deal with risk is part and parcel with the business 
and as such, these organisations are more comfortable carrying risk.  Investors on the other hand 
tend to be far more risk averse and would like to see as many risks as possible either treated or 
being actively managed.  On East West this manifested itself in misalignment between the problem 
owner and the investor as one party was comfortable moving forward with a higher degree of 
uncertainty while the other wanted that uncertainty to be more fully addressed before making a 
decision on the appropriate level of investment. This may have played out differently if there was 
more meaningful early engagement between the two parties to test the approach to risk and the 
level of uncertainty that was going to be acceptable. 
 
As the business case is intended to be a more accessible document, the project team experienced 
some difficulties in identifying the intended audience for the document. Was it the problem owner 
or the investor? Or was it a public facing document, in which case the audience was the general 
public? Trying to get to the bottom of this seemingly innocuous question resulted in multiple 
iterations of the document being produced. Part of this may have been a product of the early 
adopter status of this project, which meant the guidance was still being developed, but a story is 
only as good as its narrative and a good narrative needs to understand its audience. Having a 
clear understanding of who the audience is from the outset is critical to ensuring that the 
appropriate level of information is provided within the business case to provide confidence in the 
investment story that’s being told. This is likely to change project by project as the expectations will 
vary according to the unique circumstances of each new project.   
 
And finally, the last learning from East West Connections is the importance of the bigger picture, 
particularly where there is uncertainty associated with future network improvements.  Auckland’s 
transport network is currently in a massive state of flux, with significant investment having been 
directed towards Auckland over the past 5 years. There are a few large regionally significant 
projects that are planned to be progressed in a similar timeframe as East West. One of the 
challenges that is commonly experienced on most projects is the interface with and potential 
dependence/reliance on another project either within the study area or in close proximity thereto. 
This is particularly the case when the ‘other project’ is being led by a separate organisation. 
Ultimately this is a matter of risk and could theoretically be addressed by undertaking a degree of 
sensitivity testing.   
   
Conclusion 
The East West Connections project is a highly complex and challenging urban network 
improvement project and is one of the first projects of scale to be progressed in its entirety through 
the Business Case Approach.  Through the development of the Indicative and Detailed Business 
Case, the authors were afforded the opportunity to help shape what best practice looks like for 
future business cases. This paper presents a few of the authors’ experiences and learnings in 
applying the new approach to the development of the preferred option for one of New Zealand’s 
most complex and exciting transport projects. Given that the Business Case Approach has only 
been in operation for 2 years now, the authors hope that their experiences can help guide and 
shape the process moving forward as we collectively work to define best practice for future 
practitioners and assessors. 
 


