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ECONOMY, ENERGY AND FAIR WORK COMMITTEE 

SCOTLAND’S CONSTRUCTION SECTOR INQUIRY  

SUBMISSION FROM Scottish Traditional Building Forum 

Economic impact of the sector  

1. How important is the construction sector in Scotland as an economic enabler? 

If possible, please provide evidence of knock-on multiplier impacts at local, 

regional and national levels, and explore the impact of the sector on national 

GDP performance.  

It is widely accepted that the construction sector is an economic enabler, according to the 
Construction Scotland Industry Strategy for 2019 – 2022, for every £1 spent on construction 
output, a further £2.94 is generated in the economy. 
 
However, the Scottish Traditional Building Forum believes the repair and maintenance 
sector generates better output than the industry standard and could be increased further by 
ensuring that indigenous materials were specified (where possible) for work in Scotland. 
 
Where this is not possible, the construction output could still be increased by ensuring 
imported materials were processed in Scotland. 
 
The benefit of building maintenance is contracts are invariably relative small value are often 
tendered directly by local contractors which bring local opportunities for local communities 
including apprentices while also reinvesting their income in the local area. 
 
There is a widespread view that repairs and maintenance are more labour intensive and 
therefore every pound spent will create more local employment opportunities.  
 
Research on this has been done in North America and states that 41% of repair and 
maintenance goes on labour costs compared with 28% for new build. Meaning considerably 
more than half of any investment in a new home goes not to construction jobs, but to 
materials (often imported), equipment and things like trucking services. 
 

2. What are the causes of the sector’s productivity challenges? Can you suggest 
possible solutions?  

 
Contracts are invariably awarded on lowest tender which does not encourage an 
environment to invest in potential productively improvements. 
 

3. How effective is Scotland’s construction supply chain? Explore areas of gaps, 
duplication, etc.  

 
In the traditional building sector, a lot of products are bespoke to the contract and need to 
be extracted and processed. This creates a “lead in” time for preparing and transporting 
products to site.  
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For large contracts, ensuring that the materials are specified and ordered at the outset of 
the contact will give the supplier the maximum opportunity to have the materials ready 
when required. This requires effective procurement and programming processes. 
 

4. What is the future economic outlook and implications of Brexit on the sector? 
 

5. The UK Industrial Strategy Challenge Fund and the linked Sector Deal for 
construction aim to address issues such as improving procurement practices, skills, 
exports and innovation. How do these impact on Scotland?  

 
Access to finance  
 

6. What are the sources of and barriers to accessing finance in the sector? We would 
welcome perspectives from all sizes of businesses from micro through to Tier 1.  

 
7. What are your views on payment terms and payment behaviours across the 

sector? 
 
Payment through the supply chain is essential to ensure financial viability of all construction 
companies. Anecdotal feedback indicates that current payment legislation is not enforced 
and places a burden on SME contractors to have a system in place to ensure payment.  
 
This does not help an SME be productive as they have to put resources/systems in place 
and the inevitable costs in doing so. 
 

8. How effective is the financial management of large scale infrastructure projects and 
the mechanisms used e.g. project bank accounts?  

 
Skills  
 

9. Does the sector’s skills planning model allow it to realise its full potential, in 
terms of attracting talent, meeting skill shortages, preparing for technological 
change? 

 
Put simply, no. The traditional building sector is reliant on many SME businesses employing 
apprentices, those who do often do so on a regular basis. However, many small contractors 
don’t and it would be beneficial if, as identified in the Construction Skills Investment Plan 
(SIP) that apprenticeship models were modernised to develop a more flexible model of 
Modern Apprenticeship delivery, including shared apprenticeship model. A model should be 
developed which allows small companies to engage with apprentices throughout their 
training programme. It could also assist in ensuring that apprentices get the breadth of 
onsite evidence required for their apprenticeship programme which sometimes is not 
possible through one employer. 
 
The SIP stated “As described earlier, the above factors site within a context of a high micro 
and small business base that is spread across Scotland. The challenge for industry and the 
education and skill system in working together to support the future growth of the sector 
requires a multi-faceted and flexible approach, aligned to a common strategy.” 
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The SIP also highlighted that repair and maintenance accounts for around a third of the 
sector by value, is also likely to be a strong driver of sector activity and future demand for 
skills.  
 
While STBF supports the development of a multi-faceted and flexible approach, sufficient 
checks and balances would need to be embedded to ensure the integrity of the 
apprenticeships in the sector. 
 

10. How does Scotland’s apprenticeship system contribute to the sector? Is it 
doing enough to meet equality challenges in the sector?  

 
The whole of construction industry in Scotland (and throughout the UK) struggles to 
encourage a diverse workforce. 
 
Construction Scotland has coordinated the Inspiring Construction programme which STBF 
has delivered traditional building skills demonstration to school pupils. These 
demonstrations give pupils a hands on experience in key traditional building trades to 
encourage them to consider construction as a career of choice. We are changing our model 
of delivery to try and encourage better diversity of those pupils who participate. 
 
It has been identified that the construction industry delivers a considerable amount of 
education engagement with pupils but this is not coordinated or structured to maximise the 
benefits of these efforts. 
 
STBF strongly supports Construction Scotland attempts to coordinate the industry’s 
education engagement programme with schools to maximise the impact of construction’s 
education engagement and hopes that such an approach will have a positive effect on 
addressing the lack of diversity in construction. 
 
Procurement  
  

11. How do public procurement practices and procedures impact on the sector?  
 

Procurement drives behaviours throughout the sector. To maximise the positive economic 
impact that publicly funded projects can make to the Scottish economy we need to develop 
a system for the traditional building sector which encourages the use of indigenous 
materials where possible and applicable. This includes Scotland’s public realm. 
 
Demand for Scottish building stone could be substantially larger, and grow for the 
foreseeable future especially if the public procurement favoured indigenous materials. The 
current demand for stone in Scotland (estimated to be roughly 290,000 tonnes annually, of 
which less than one tenth is produced in Scotland) comes from three main sources.  
 

 Repairs to existing stone-built structures  

 Construction of modern buildings  

 Re-instatement of traditional public realm  
 

 Greater use of indigenous stone instead of imported stone  
In geological, geotechnical and aesthetic terms, there is nothing inherently distinctive or 
unique about most of the stone imported into Scotland, and in most cases building stone 
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sourced in Scotland could provide perfectly adequate substitutes. Scottish building stone 
accounts for approximately one tenth (c. 27,000 tonnes) of all the stone that is currently 
used in Scotland annually.  
 
The geological diversity means that Scotland has numerous outcrops of most of the rock 
types that are sought after as building stone, including sandstone, flagstone, slate, granite 
and whin; the only notable exceptions are limestone and marble, both of which have been 
quarried for building stone in Scotland but not in great abundance.  
 

12. Do you have any suggestions on opportunities to enhance procurement 
practices across the sector?  

 
A sustainability policy on public procurement to include the full carbon footprint of the 
building materials to include embodied carbon, transportation from extraction to site and full 
lifecycle carbon impact. 
 
Economic policy to ensure that no slave labour used (and this can be proved) in extraction 
and processing of building materials and the full lifecycle financial impact of projects. 
 
Procurement process should ensure those working on traditional buildings have the skills 
and qualifications to do so. Working with traditional buildings requires different knowledge 
to ensure that it is done correctly and fulfils the expected lifecycle of products. A transparent 
system to ensure that those working on traditional buildings have the necessary knowledge 
and skills would also drive recruitment of apprentices and upskilling of the existing 
workforce. 
 
Infrastructure investment   
 

13. Considering the national infrastructure construction pipeline, is the planned pipeline 
sufficient? And has the sector got to the ability to meet the country’s infrastructure 
needs to drive growth?  

 
Innovation   
 

14. What are your views on the Construction Scotland Innovation Centre?  
 

15. Where are the opportunities for growth within sub-sectors, e.g. offsite construction?  
 

16. How will technological changes (e.g. robotics, automation) impact on the 
sector? How can Scotland take advantage of this change? 

 
A significant development in the traditional building sector is the use of digital scanning 
equipment to assist with surveying of stone buildings. The accuracy of digital scanning is 
getting to the stage where it will allow a ground survey to identify the stones in need of 
repair/replacement and their dimensions. This will have a positive impact on the productivity 
of the surveying process of traditional buildings. 
 
The use of drones in surveying existing buildings is a positive development and with the 
inclusion of infrared images will assist the surveyor identify the source(s) of water ingress 
and specify the appropriate repairs. 


