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Lord Howie, Chairman, President, Patrons and Members of the Institution and distinguished guests…….
The pleasure of speaking to you is not least because I’ve had a twenty-five year association with CIBSE.    So, I suppose being asked to speak at an Institution function had to come sometime! 
I’m also particularly pleased to be addressing a lunch for the Patrons of CIBSE because strong links between professional institutions and the employers of their members are vital if institutions are to retain relevance and, it seems to me, that CIBSE establishes this proactive association with employers better than most professional bodies.   The Patrons scheme is clearly at the heart of this relationship so long may it continue and prosper.
I was asked by Julian Amey to give this speech, immediately after proposing the toast to the Chartered Institute of Building at their Annual Dinner back in early February.   
The biggest change since February, of course, is not really much of a change at all: back then everybody knew that the General Election would be called for 5th May but no-one could say for sure (even those that knew!); now, that particular charade is over and the slow-burning election campaign has now, at last, actually had its blue touch paper lit!

I must say that Mr Blair is taking a risk calling the election for 5th May since he must have known that it clashed with the changeover of CIBSE President and I only hope that it doesn’t adversely affect turnout!

Over the past fortnight, some of you may have had the opportunity to speak to one or two of those who are seeking election to the next Parliament.  We – in CIC – have spoken to a few.   They are all saying that the buzz issues in this Election are health, education, crime, the economy and taxation.   
Issues specifically relating to the built environment – apart from, in some areas, housing - are not high on the door stepping agenda and hardly feature in the political parties’ manifestos.
This has not stopped the construction industry from producing a plethora of its own election material:  
· the RIBA was first out of the blocks with a very detailed ‘Manifesto for Architecture’;
·  the leading construction industry umbrella bodies have produced a five-point plan; 
· the small builders have published a manifesto and the bigger builders have, naturally, issued a different one, posing four key questions for all election candidates; 
· the engineers and consultants have distributed an election agenda; 
· And, not to be outdone, the Construction Products Association has issued a pre-election publication called ‘Making a Material Difference’.   
It’s all good stuff, well researched and – in the main – well presented but I can’t help thinking that what REALLY would have made a difference is if all this effort had been consolidated into ONE BIG campaign and that candidates had just one excellent document from the construction industry appearing in their postbag, instead of the half-dozen or more that they have received and, no doubt, will never read.

So let me start by congratulating CIBSE for NOT publishing a pre-election manifesto, concentrating instead on developing its public affairs capability as part of CIC and keeping its powder dry until the real work begins after the Election is done.

*****
The dissipation of this effort by the industry is worrying ……because it weakens a potentially VITAL message, which is that the planning, design, construction, management, repair, recycling and reuse of the built environment is the ESSENTIAL ingredient that underpins policy in every one of those areas of importance to the British people.   
At its broadest definition, construction has a workforce of almost 3 million people, employed in 350,000 companies and it accounts for around 15% of GDP.  This broader definition includes the quarrying of raw materials, the manufacture of construction components and the associated professional services such as architecture, engineering and surveying.   
Our industry, quite literally, BUILDS Britain and it is central to the regeneration of our villages, towns, cities and the links between them…… but this is a message that we collectively find impossible to get across to opinion-formers in any powerful way.

*****

It is twenty years since Michael Heseltine, then Secretary of State for the Environment,  chastised the construction industry for its fragmentation declaring that it was necessary to ‘hire the Royal Albert Hall’ to speak to the industry since there were so many disconnected bodies representing its various parts.     
Many of us remember that speech because it was both TIMELY and TRUE.  The industry was in a mess and many of its constituent parts barely spoke to each other let alone worked together to present a unified voice to Government.  
It would be wrong to pretend that the industry is now transformed into a model of harmonisation but the Heseltine speech became a catalyst to reduce fragmentation.  It provoked the discussions that led to the formation of the Construction Industry Council, which now brings together 55 organisations representing the professional communities that serve the built environment.  
But CIC only represents about a third of the total number of representative bodies operating in the built environment.    Other umbrella groups have formed to represent the sectoral interests of contractors, manufacturers and specialist engineering contractors and we work with these other bodies to try and reduce the negative impact of the fractured nature of the industry.   
At least we have come far enough to enable a Minister to meet the industry around a relatively small table.  Yet, as demonstrated by the several very different and occasionally contradictory construction election agendas I mentioned earlier, we have still got a long way to go! 
When Michael Heseltine criticised the industry for its fragmentation, he did so from a position of authority.  

He spoke as a senior Cabinet Minister, presiding over a Department of State which brought together the diverse responsibilities for creating the built environment.  He WAS the sharp point of Government in its relationship with the industry.

After 1997, it seemed that the new Labour Administration would go even further in extending this “joined-up” focus by creating the Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions. 
We all thought that this was great, but, perhaps blinded by the freshness of it all, many of us overlooked the danger signs.  
In place of a Secretary of State, a Minister of State and a Junior Minister sharing aspects of this huge industry’s portfolio, the new government’s relationship with the industry was shrink-wrapped into a small part of a single Junior Minister’s brief.  
But because the first Minister, Nick Raynsford, had both exceptional ability and long experience with construction, the cracks in this diminished interface between industry and government were papered over.
At Ministerial level things have significantly worsened since 2001: we think that we are still holding onto the coat-tails of a Junior Minister’s portfolio but it has to be said that whenever his role is expressed publicly away from the construction industry, he is always just the Minister for small businesses.  It seems that the construction aspect to his title is a necessary afterthought for our eyes only!

******
The pendulum has now swung fully in the opposite direction from the circumstances of Michael Heseltine’s speech.  The industry may not have got its act fully together but it is improving.  On the other hand, it is now the way in which Government recognises and interacts with the industry that is a fragmented mess.   

Today, the government itself identifies 13 departments with responsibility for some aspect of policy related to creating the built environment.  

The effectiveness of the relationship between government and industry is compromised because these interfaces separate the planning of a project from its design, which is then quarantined from its manufacture;   even different design elements are kept apart - building services engineering is the responsibility of a different part of government than architecture.    Distinct types of the same product are also sponsored quite separately within different departments.  Housing is separated from other forms of building, which in turn are kept apart from other aspects of construction, such as civil engineering.
How sensible is this?   Can we imagine any other industry where the processes are divided and separated in terms of policy and regulation?  Is it surprising that the no-brainer issues of avoiding lowest cost procurement and ensuring design quality are still not taken up by large chunks of government?
The government has rightly been pressing the construction industry to develop and implement an integrated approach to construction projects in line with the ‘Rethinking Construction’ and ‘Accelerating Change’ agendas, set by Sir John Egan.   But government could enhance these agendas itself by creating an integrated interface with industry.
To be fair, parts of government have recognised these problems.  Its own cross-departmental construction group has identified ten key areas of policy that traverse the boundaries of several government departments.  These included a number of very key areas, such as sustainability, quality and skills.    It also recognises that without a joined-up approach these issues are likely to fall down the gaps between departmental responsibilities. 
Sustainable Construction is far too important for that.   The main source of carbon dioxide in the UK is buildings.  Construction is, therefore, the principal industry that can lead the way into a Low Carbon Economy.    It will require a more rational structure for interacting with government in order to maximise the effectiveness of the industry’s contribution to meeting the crucial Kyoto targets.

*******

The generic failure of joined-up government in relation to the built environment has not been kept in check because the vital entity of construction sponsorship within government has been significantly eroded over these years.
I recently came across a ten-year old internal telephone directory for the Construction Sponsorship Directorate, when it was at the Department of the Environment.   Although no longer of any practical use, it was nevertheless illuminating.   Ten years ago, we had something like 250 civil servants, led by a very senior official, spread over five separate divisions working on behalf of the construction industry.   
I’m not going to pretend that there wasn’t any waste in this bureaucracy: at CIC we sometimes provided short-term secondments for officials to come and get a more hands-on feel for the industry and, without exception, they found it impossible to work at the pace expected in the private sector (I well remember one fairly high-ranking civil servant who came to us for a fortnight’s placement during which he couldn’t attend any major meeting since he always went home at 4 pm, come what may!).   
However, this was an important chunk of government and in Tony Pelling, Phillip Ward and then John Hobson; the industry had an advocate who was sufficiently high-ranking to punch at an appropriately heavy weight within the civil service.   Sometimes this was crucial in terms of having someone able to stop or reduce the negative impact of burdens that government is always capable of imposing on industry.  
Looking through this old directory, I was reminded about just how much the present fragmented arrangements have been exacerbated by the movement of construction sponsorship to the DTI in 2001, coupled with a narrowing of the definition and scope of this role.  

In effect what we have left to sponsor the construction industry in government is the rump of just one of the five divisions which existed ten years ago.   We’re VERY fortunate that, within this small band of 30 or so, we have some extremely talented, valiant and hard-working individuals rooting for the industry in Whitehall but, I’m afraid to say that their abilities are effectively buried under the dead weight of the DTI. 
******
One unintended consequence of the transfer of construction sponsorship to the DTI, has been the loss of the £23 million annual budget for Partners in Innovation research projects.  These grants levered in much more from the industry giving a real loss in excess of £75 million per year.     In an industry where no business has more than a 2% market share, it is foolish to anticipate that individual firms will make good this loss.   Yet it is government that represents 40% of demand for our products and therefore government and the public purse that will benefit the most from increased innovation in the industry.
The DTI has just given away 6 and a half million pounds in a week to the Administrators of MG-Rover despite, if reports are accurate, being told by the Chinese ‘which part of NO do you not understand’.   It is petty cash, of course, but then so is the £23 million PII budget when measured against the billions of pounds of public money spent on construction.  
To rub salt in the wound, instead of being a deliberate policy decision of government to withdraw this significant research funding, the scheme stopped for no better reason than that it didn’t fit the DTI’s generic way of dealing with business.  
The DTI’s strap line to business appears to be: 
‘You can’t have any special needs or characteristics’.    
So when YOU next reach for the invaluable, dog-eared technical guide, produced with the aid of this now defunct research fund by BSRIA, BRE, CIRIA or any of the remarkable bodies that have carried out this work for the greater benefit of the industry, you might just wonder when – if ever – this guidance will be updated with the next generation of knowledge.  
This is not an isolated example of the key role of construction being lost within the DTI, which has given little strategic support or leadership from high ranking officials to the stalwart work being undertaken by Elizabeth Whatmore and her ever-decreasing team.   
At the highest levels, the DTI has demonstrated little understanding of the vital importance of the construction industry to the national wellbeing.      The Department recently set up a Technology Strategy Board to advise ministers, without appointing a single member with any expertise about the one industry that every other industry depends upon.
One very simple and practical expedient to measure the lack of effectiveness of construction sponsorship in today’s Government is through the Honours system.
It may not matter much to most people but it is certainly a signifier of the comparative weight of different aspects of public life.    It is a formulaic process: nominations are made through national institutions in every nook and cranny of society, whether it be the Olympic movement, the Royal Ballet, the Local Government Association, or CIBSE.   The nominations are collected at whatever point of Government interfaces with that national institution and they then begin a kind of “Grand National”, progressing over, or falling at, various fences at which they come together with nominees from other groups, onwards and upwards, until a few make it all the way through the course to join the “great and the good”.   
As a rule of thumb, nominations for awards start off at a level equivalent to the grade of the civil servant in charge of that sector and, if I can maintain the racing analogy for a few moments more, ten years ago, those put forward by the construction industry for public recognition had only half-a-dozen or so fences to negotiate.   
The outcome was that, in each twice-yearly honours list you would always spot a small band who there for ‘services to construction’:  putting this into perspective, there was still only one construction award for every 50 civil servants honoured or one for every 20 awards in the entertainments industry but there were enough to notice! 
Because construction has been so downgraded within Government, since 2001, the process now starts at a much earlier stage and there are, therefore, so  many extra fences to negotiate that it is a major success just to get one award in every list.   Looking back over recent years, construction is a long way below theatre and just ahead of ballet.  It doesn’t seem to me to be an appropriate return for the industry that builds Britain!

Many of you are probably thinking ….’and so what’… and in terms of honours alone I might agree but this system is reflective of the comparative weight and influence of the construction industry within government and it demonstrates by measurable outcomes  the practical effects of construction sponsorship being buried under the dead weight of the DTI.   
**********
Writing in ‘Building’ magazine earlier this year, Sir Michael Latham accurately described the current arrangements for the government’s interface with construction as a ‘melange of ministries (that) is not joined-up government’.
He was right: there is little effective coordination of all the “un-joined dots” in this morass of responsibilities for construction and the built environment.  This might matter less if each unrelated dot didn’t feel the need to intervene and regulate at any opportunity and this is where the loss of influence in construction sponsorship is most keenly felt.      
***

Years ago, Michael Heseltine spoke of the industry’s inability to speak with one voice.     We still can’t speak with one voice but we have established a decent little choir that can sing most of the important tunes in harmony.   
Our problem is that now WE need to hire the Royal Albert Hall in order to reach all the scattered parts of Government that impact upon OUR industry!
******
The impending General Election is an opportunity to put things right.    
WE in CIC have not issued a manifesto but we have written to the leaders of the main parties to press for a post-election restructuring of government.    
We hope that the new government will recognise that it is crucial to the smooth delivery of policy for sponsorship of the associated elements of designing, constructing and maintaining the built environment to be consolidated within a single government department.  
WE are being diagnostic and not prescriptive about this.   The harmonised sponsorship arrangement could be achieved through a new Department of the Built Environment or it could be a major directorate within an existing department.  We would hope that a Minister of State would be dedicated to the construction industry.     We have had excellent support from Nick Raynsford and, more recently, from Nigel Griffiths but it is clear that our mutual relationships would benefit from a single, wider ranging contact at a higher level than Parliamentary Under-Secretary.  

The new department or directorate should, at the very least, bring together the sponsorship responsibilities for planning, architecture and building design, building and building services, construction, housing, surveying, structural and civil engineering, sustainable communities, sustainable construction and innovation & research in the built environment     

It should also foster the opportunity for enhanced interconnection with those agencies and departments responsible for the crucial policy areas of climate change, emissions trading, energy efficiency and carbon management.

******

I have necessarily concentrated on sponsorship in this speech but the need for harmonisation is just as strong in terms of the regulatory role and in developing government’s corporate expertise as a client.    We fully recognise that these three roles should ideally be separated to avoid conflicts of interest.   However, we would argue that there should be as much harmonisation as possible within each facet of government: to create a stronger sponsor, a more effective regulator and a more expert client.  

*******
I want to close by just saying a few words about CIBSE.   Professional bodies generally, and I think in the main unfairly, have a bad press these days.    The pages of our building magazines seem to be full of people jumping on the bandwagon of calling for all the institutions to merge and create one mega-institute.   

Such claims are, at best, naive.  The argument for a single institution completely overlooks the fact that institutions are not top-down bodies: they are governed by their members and their value to their members extends only as far as the next subscription payment.   In any event – how would a single institution work and what would be its core values?   I’ve seen at first hand how the knowledge and information in specialist disciplines can easily be lost when they are absorbed into much bigger organisations.  
INTEGRATION is clearly at the core of CIBSE’s values.   
The Institution was right at the centre of creating the Building Industry Council almost 20 years ago and provided its first Secretary and Treasurer.  We have enjoyed a very proactive relationship with your Chief Executives and Presidents over many years and your officers are always in the vanguard of those enquiring about and considering change.

It seems to me that CIBSE has the balance just right.   It is an organisation that is clearly led by its members and effectively managed by a dedicated and hard-working staff: it enhances and serves the specialist disciplines that it directly represents and adds its considerable weight to the force for integration and unity within the industry.
It has been a great pleasure to have the opportunity of expressing this support for the Institution and for its Patrons.   
For the sake of the industry at large, I hope that the relationship between CIBSE and its Patrons continues to grow from strength to strength.

Thank you
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