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1. Minister, chairman, ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the meeting and thank you for joining us. As chairman of the Construction Confederation I’d like to say how much the Confederation values its links with our co-hosts today  - the Construction Products Association and the Construction Industry Council. Together we make up the Construction Industry Umbrella Group.

2. I would particularly like to welcome Alun Michael, the new construction minister, to his first Labour Party conference in this new role. Our relationship with Government - our industry’s biggest single client -is particularly important and I am delighted that you found time in your busy schedule to be with us. 

3. I am pleased to have this opportunity to discuss how we can work together to deliver better public services. And straight away let me say how much I am looking forward to the London Olympics in 2012 - being such an integral a part of the London Olympics will provide a great showcase for the UK construction industry. We look forward to playing this important role in turning plans into reality - to deliver a true legacy.

4. Today, I want to look at two main issues.

5. Firstly, I want to look briefly at the current state of the construction market 

6. Secondly, I want to outline how I believe the Government can help us to deliver the public services investment programme.

7. First of all, an appreciation of our industry. Construction is the UK’s largest industry, worth £93 billion each year and contributing over 8% of Gross Domestic Product.  There are more than 3 million people employed in construction and construction related industries.

8. The construction industry is at the heart of the UK economy. It provides the fabric of our homes, schools, hospitals, factories, offices, roads and railways.

9. We are proud to play a key role in increasing the quality of life for the UK’s citizens and improving the infrastructure necessary to maintain the UK’s global competitiveness. 

10. But -and you may have guessed there would be a but – despite the UK having the fourth largest economy in the world, it has consistently failed to invest sufficiently in the fabric of its public services and infrastructure.

11. In fact, this country has seen the least amount of construction activity, as a percentage of GDP, compared to any other major European country over the past 10 years.

12. Of course, we must acknowledge the efforts this Government has made to turn around the decline in our public services. The additional funding committed by the government has helped to drive the sustained growth in our sector.   

13. However, although public sector investment has risen sharply over the past few years, spending has still fallen short of Government plans.

14. In some sectors – most notably civil engineering – there is massive concern about investment in roads, railways and water infrastructure. In 2000, the government mapped out the way ahead in its10 year plan for transport.  Just four years later that plan was effectively abandoned. The uncertainty created by this lack of direction is sapping contractors’ morale and making long term planning very, very difficult indeed.

15. This government does at least recognise the need for construction targets. Unfortunately, in too many areas the Government is missing its own targets. The Construction Product Association’s superb report ‘Achievable Targets’ highlights where the Government is getting it right – and where it is already behind and getting further and further behind. 
16.  Whilst the programme to build 100 new hospitals by 2010 is broadly on target, the most recent condition survey of the NHS estate shows disrepair backlog over £300 million greater than the target set. The target to deliver 380 schools by 2008 is already at risk, because of the slow start to the programme. None of the schemes have yet reached financial close.

17. We, the industry, want to help get those programmes back on track.

18. The 2005 Achievable Targets report is launched today and I commend it to you all. 
19. Our industry needs committed forward planning to enable continued investment in its people – in health & safety; in recruitment and training; in improved processes, plant and machinery.  All of which helps us to achieve increased productivity and provide Best Value in the Government’s public services improvement programme.

20. Best Value for the taxpayer’s pound.

21. Clearly, the tracking of these targets is an essential indicator of expected workloads – helping industry to meet demand. We need properly planned programmes – and for government to stick to these targets – to get the best out of our industry. Minister, please help us, to help you.

22. This brings me to another point.  PFI. There is a clear need to speed up the process and reduce bidding costs.  This will free up bidding capacity, increase competition and produce better value projects.

23. The Major Contractors Group, carried out a research project into PFI bid costs in 2003. It has recently repeated the exercise. While the 2005 results suggest some slight improvement in bid costs and delays there is clearly still much work to be done. 

24. PFI is a success – but it could be so much better. Here’s how:

25. Streamline the bidding process; 

26. Ensure a greater sharing of experience and expertise within the public sector;

27. Introduce a greater consistency of approach. 

28. If the Government as client could establish a better assessment of the viability of projects before they go out to tender we would be able to reduce wasted time, effort and money but also provide better value for the client – ie the Government and, ultimately, the taxpayer. Again, please help us to help you.  

29. So, in conclusion…

30. The nation needs sustained public investment.

31. Our industry needs consistency. 

32. Our industry needs commitment.

33. And crucially, we need Government to recognise and use its influence as a major client.  Make Best Value your criteria. Encourage Best Practice in our industry. Reward responsible health and safety regimes. Help us to drive out those who cut corners.

34. The industry is looking for a partnership with our public sector client.

35. Government has made clear it is committed to delivering.

36. Together we can provide the people of this country with the world-class public services they want and deserve – so, let’s do it!
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