Chartered Institute of Building – Annual Dinner

The Guildhall: 8 February 2005
Toast to the Institute – As given
President, Your Excellencies, My Lords, Members of the Institute and distinguished guests…….
It is a pleasure to propose the health of this GREAT Institute, for many reasons, not least because I’ve had the honour of being a guest of the CIOB, in these wonderful surroundings at The Guildhall, on at least twenty previous occasions.    So, I suppose it had to come sometime! 
One advantage of being such a perennial guest is that I have been able to contemplate the 80 or so speeches that I’ve heard at past Dinners in preparing for this one.

Unsurprisingly, I find that I can’t remember many but there IS ONE that stands out and this was an address by the Right Honourable Michael Heseltine, then a distinguished predecessor of tonight’s Principal Guest Speaker as Secretary of State for the Environment.
On that occasion, he chastised the construction industry for its fragmentation declaring that it was necessary to ‘hire the 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 50 organisations representing the professional communities that serve the built environment.   
***

When Michael Heseltine criticised the industry for its fragmentation, he did so from a position of strength and 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 Environment, Transport and the Regions. 
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 part of a single Junior Minister’s brief.  
But because of Nick Raynsford’s exceptional ability and long experience with the industry, the cracks in this diminished interface between industry and government were papered over.

The pendulum has now swung fully in the opposite direction from the circumstances of Michael Heseltine’s speech.  It is now the way in which Government recognises the industry that is a fragmented mess.   

Today, there are at least 13 Government Departments with responsibility for some aspect of policy related to creating the built environment …………and the vital entity of construction sponsorship within government has been significantly eroded.  
We are fortunate to still have a few valiant and hard-working individuals rooting for the industry in Whitehall but their abilities are effectively buried under the dead weight of the DTI.  
Writing in ‘Building’ magazine last month, Sir Michael Latham accurately described these current arrangements for the government’s interface with construction as a ‘melange of ministries (that) is not joined-up government’.
As taxpayers, we should ALL be concerned at the level of coordination by government of an industry that is so vital to the nation’s wellbeing in every sense.   
……….But there is little effective coordination of all the “unjoined dots” in this morass of responsibilities for construction.  This might matter less if each unrelated dot didn’t feel the need to intervene and regulate at any opportunity.  
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.   

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 strapline to business appears to be: ‘You can’t have any special needs’.
So when YOU next reach for the invaluable, dog-eared technical guide, produced with the aid of this now defunct research fund by BRE, BSRIA, 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.  
***

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 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.  
There is a chance to create a single Department, led by a Cabinet Minister who has the time and the inclination to get out and speak to the industry….. a Department which will join together the responsibilities for sponsoring the various elements of designing, constructing, managing and maintaining the built environment.  

And, of course, it would be a double-whammy if all the responsibilities for regulating the industry could be similarly brought together in a “joined-up” way!
***

In conclusion and turning once again to that Heseltine speech, it IS remarkable to consider how much this Institute has changed over the intervening years.   
I’ve been very privileged to work alongside two Past Presidents of the Institute who have gone on to be Chairmen of CIC, the late Sir Ian Dixon ………..and now my current Chairman, Stuart Henderson.  
I’ve also known Geoff Wright for many years and the new, multi-disciplinary, non-sectoral CIOB is well summed up by the professional backgrounds of these three Presidents: Chartered Builders all and each an exceptional manager, but in their professional lives - Contractor, Consultant and Client.  
***
INTEGRATION is clearly at the core of this great Institute and with this in mind I am delighted to ask you all to rise and join me in drinking to the health of the Chartered Institute of Building.
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