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The Future of the Construction Industry

Gordon Masterton’s Introductory Comments
Construction is, fundamentally, an industry that creates benefits. We build stuff to get added-value, either directly, or as a means of improving the quality of life for our social, environmental or educational needs. And if we look after those, we in turn create conditions that encourage and foster higher levels of economic output, either through better productivity or through higher value-added activity. 

If we spend our construction investment wisely, we create wealth in its widest definition. That should be really good news for a nation that needs to get back on the growth track – construction needs to be part of the solution.  Infrastructure UK’s recently published National Infrastructure Plan recognises the beneficial impact of construction outputs. 
But the widest definition of wealth must now include something that we gave little attention to in the past – carbon reduction. I need hardly say to THIS audience how important it is that construction plays its part in lowering carbon emissions.  We are a very large user during the construction phase, and the things that we build become very large consumers of carbon. 

Now, the need to make cutbacks in government expenditure has had an impact on the construction and maintenance industry. 2010 levels of activity in construction were between 5% and 15% lower than 2009.  I suppose, perversely, that might be seen as good news for carbon reduction – but it’s bad news in the long run because that’s 5 to 15% fewer opportunities to build or refurbish to a higher standard.  We need to build and replace much MORE to a better standard if we are to make significant inroads into upgrading the carbon-hungry legacy of our building stock. 
Are we taking carbon reduction seriously enough?  Can we achieve the benefits we need, and can we take advantage of the innovative expertise and new products that we create, to give the UK a competitive advantage in a new economic field? 
Whilst I do think that the economic downturn has imposed unwelcome pressure on our focus on carbon reduction, I think the construction industry is starting to get its act together. The Innovation and Growth Team chaired by Paul Morrell, the Government’s Chief Construction Adviser, published its report on Low Carbon Construction last November.  Government is expected to respond later this month, but meantime a number of bodies are already picking up many of the report’s recommendations because they’re eminently sensible suggestions, whether or not government agrees. 
For example, I chaired a meeting of the Construction Industry Council last week as the first step in establishing a collaborative forum to identify the best means of encouraging wider take-up of Building Information Modelling as a key tool to encourage integrated team-working, whole life costing, and post-construction performance of buildings and infrastructure. This would include the means of embedding principles of “soft landings” into contracts and processes so that a building is not considered complete until it has been shown to perform in accordance with its design criteria. It’s nonsense that we award major industry prizes to buildings and infrastructure, as soon as they’re constructed, with no evidence at all on their actual performance in use. We need to change this culture of “it’s complete when it’s handed over”. We need to treat new buildings as transitioning from a construction phase to an operational phase with a period of trial running, data gathering and feedback that is designed to further improve its carbon efficiency.  And if we can get the right design, optimised through trial running, then we WILL make dramatic improvements. Buildings are indeed machines for living and working – with running costs far greater than their initial construction. The future construction industry needs to recognise this. Building services engineers will be key to this – and first phase designers need to recognise their importance and allow their expertise to inform, if not lead, design thinking from the outset.
But that seminar dealt with just two of the 65 recommendations of the IGT. If this important piece of work is to maintain momentum, it’s essential that we continue to have a Chief Construction Adviser to lead the charge. If that key post is not retained, and becomes another victim of austerity measures, that will be a false economy and a huge missed opportunity. Never underestimate the power of leadership. Low Carbon construction needs many champions and leaders, but the Chief Construction Adviser, tuned in to the centre of government, is the most important of all. 
We DO have a great and exciting future for construction – not least because the planet needs us to succeed. But we’ll do this only if we change our objectives, change our attitudes and work practices, and dramatically change our ambitions. 
Gordon Masterton
Chairman, Construction Industry Council

