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ECONOMY, ENERGY AND FAIR WORK COMMITTEE 

SCOTLAND’S CONSTRUCTION SECTOR INQUIRY  

SUBMISSION FROM Sandy Hutcheson 

I feel moved to comment, not something I’m prone to.  I hope this view from a long-
serving construction industry worker is of interest.  

All comments are my personal opinion and not in any way that of my current or previous 

employers.  

I have worked in the construction industry since 1979, visiting construction sites 

throughout my career and based on construction sites on and off since circa 1992 (total 
of over 12 years based on sites). Almost the entirety of my work has been in Scotland.  

My comments in blue with your own text in black effectively utilised as headings.  

Holyrood committee set to examine the construction industry Scotland’s 
construction sector is being placed under the microscope by a Holyrood 
committee.   
Distinction between the UK, European, USA and global construction industries are 
blurring (inevitable and good in the interest and pursuit of global economic and political 
stability), but further than that Scotland’s construction industry (as it stands) is hardly at 
all a distinct entity within the UK construction industry.  This proposed scrutiny is a good 
thing – the rest of society should better understand the industry in order to ensure it is 
policed in such a manner so that its practices are transparent and acceptable to the 
values of that greater society, and so that the industry is better understood and 
therefore more valued by society.   
The Economy, Energy and Fair Work Committee has launched an inquiry to understand 

the challenges of Scotland’s construction sector, and is looking for a wide range of 

views on how the industry can be developed to help further drive the Scottish economy.  

A healthy construction industry is driven by and dependent upon its parent economy, 

true in Scotland and everywhere across the globe.  A nation’s construction industry can 

only contribute to its local economy if it sells its expertise or services abroad.  

Efficiencies can of course benefit local clients and thereby the local economy in terms of 

impetus to international competitiveness, but this is the case in all corners of society and 

commerce.  In summary I think the emphasis should be/always is on the local economy 

driving the construction sector, rather than vice versa.  

Specific areas that will be explored are economic impact (of what specifically?), access 

to finance, skills, procurement, infrastructure, and innovation.  The rest of these areas 

are worthy subject matter.  

The Committee is also keen to hear views on how to encourage young people to take 

up apprenticeship roles in construction and particularly to tackle the gender gap in the 

industry.  Much needed, in my experience the construction industry reflects a true 
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picture of our greater society’s attitude, uncomfortable and unpalatable as that is to the 

large part (not all) of the middle and educated classes.  I believe there is no good 

reason for gender inequality in society and in construction.  A main fault here is 

commercially driven gender conditioning from an early age, permitted by society – I’m 

not blaming government directly, governments do as they think they are bid by their 

electorate in an effort to maintain popularity within their perceived electorate, but could 

do better in leading.  Further fault is the relatively low status of civil engineering in 

Scottish/British society, as compared with Europe, America, and most developed and 

under-developed countries – Where UK women have the drive to beat society’s gender 

bias then of course they will have the drive to pursue the greater financial (reflecting 

higher perceived societal value and status) reward available in management or service 

industries, as compared with engineering.  

That said, I have had a hugely varied and interesting career, and continue to enjoy 
new (to me) fields of civil engineering.  I would recommend the construction industry to 
anyone, but especially anyone with a creative bent and a thirst for knowledge and 
variety in work.    

The Convener of the Economy, Energy and Fair Work Committee Gordon Lindhurst 

MSP said:  

“Construction is a vital sector in Scotland as it drives and underpins the economy with 

its knock-on effect on other sectors. As well as being a major employer, the sector also 

delivers infrastructure for housing, transport, education and community, and contributes 

£21.5 billion to Scotland’s gross domestic product.  

“However, the sector has its challenges and we want to hear views and suggestions on 

how these can be overcome. We also want to find out how we can encourage young 

people to work in the industry, and we’ll be holding consultation work with businesses 

and colleges over the coming months.”   

Some of the questions the Committee would like to explore include:  

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

The construction industry is not an enabler, it is extremely important in delivering 

enabling infrastructure but can only deliver that which enabling finances are made 

available for, by others.  Efficiencies as with every other aspect of society mean more 

delivered per buck spent.  Only profitable international trade (natural produce; 

manufactured produce; services) can generate the wealth of a country.  There can be 

efficiencies within particular industries, but it is government’s job to optimize taxing of 

profits and channelling same towards creation of best environment to perpetuate and 
improve international commerce benefit as fairly as practicable to all within their parish.    

• What are the causes of the sector’s productivity challenges?  I would be 

interested to see a summary of the derivation of the assertion behind this question, it 

would appear to be a strange conclusion given the comment (below from the link you 

provided) that performance compares reasonably well with peer nations.  As noted in 
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your commentary it is an ancient industry, and as such there have been millennia during 

which efficiencies will have been realised.  There are obvious add-on costs from times 

gone by.  Health, safety and welfare provision is more of a cost burden to the 

construction sector than to most industries by virtue of the very varied nature and 

location of the workload, but an absolutely required cost burden, and the same goes for 

natural Environment consideration and protection.  Improvements have been huge in 

SHEW (Safety, Health, Environment and Welfare) in my time, and these improvements 

are welcome and must continue and are costly.  A significant proportion of the large 

civils companies are overseas owned so profits are not recycled through our economy.  

Labourers are low paid and the hours long and hard, typically minimum wage and 

working 07.30 to 18.00, with wash-up/clothes changing (typically a manky business) 

and travelling time on top.  Pay is a bit better but otherwise the same conditions apply to 

most construction tradesmen (they are typically men, hopefully I’ll be justified in 

referencing tradespeople some day, in my total of over 12 years on construction sites of 

all sizes spanning ca 30yrs I’ve definitely seen 1 female tradesperson (an electrician 

working for her father), but I cannot remember another, I have never seen a female 

labourer or machine operator (excavators, cranes, rollers and the like))  The number of 

female engineers and consultants does continue to increase.     

  

• What is the future economic outlook and implications of Brexit for the sector?  A lot of 

construction projects (current and for some time past) are badged as part funded by the 

EU, this will be lost, I don’t have the knowledge to comment on whether this loss will be 

balanced by reduced payments (eventually nil but unlikely initially) into the EU.  

Labourers and tradesmen may no longer be so readily available from EU countries 

therefore local labour may have to be sourced, this may be more expensive resulting in 

increased but more realistic/honest construction costs to the local economy which would 

increase costs of whatever we sell internationally, may also reduce local unemployment 

thus reduce cost to the local economy, may also force training of a skilled work force - 

good for local society and self-worth of individuals - increased bargaining strength of an 

educated skilled work force could increase construction costs to the extent that the 

country becomes less competitive internationally but I’d argue that this is the correct 

way unless we want an economy where the rich get richer at the expense of exploiting 

(and thus oppressing) the greater population.  Local construction companies may 

benefit from losing the EU wide advertising rules at tender stage, that’s assuming any 

“deal” doesn’t maintain that rule – local companies’ profits are likely to be recycled 

locally rather than lost abroad, as will local employee earnings (sunny holidays, foreign 
phones and cars aside).   

I remain a “remainer” despite any suggestion to the contrary in view of the above 

rational comment, I believe in the development of a fairer global economy for all in the 

interest of global political and economic stability.   

  

• What are the sources of and barriers to accessing finance in the sector?  I have 

no comment other than that already touched on above.  
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Except that I’m repulsed by the gambling tiers of finance/stock market traders, I don’t 
believe these lubricate economies, I believe they are parasitical.  

  

• Do you have any suggestions on opportunities to enhance procurement practices 

across the sector?  Procurement is the root of significant problem, I have been in the 

business since 1979, in my early years traditional procurement was that a Client would 

approach/appoint an expert (consultant) in the field of construction most appropriate to 

their need, that consultant would design the structure and prepare tender documents 

(detailed drawings, specification, conditions of contract, and a Bill of Quantities covering 

as far as possible every detail of the build), on the basis of that design: source 

tenderers (construction contractors with expertise in the appropriate field); manage the 

tendering process; prepare the contract documents and manage award of contract to 

the winning tenderer; supervise the construction quality on site as the Client’s 

representative; manage the ongoing reimbursement to the contractor during 

construction and the final measurement/financial settlement, they used internal or 

external Quantity Surveyors, the lead consultant was usually an architectural practice 

and often a civil or structural engineering practice.  The system had flaws but worked 
well, consultancy fees were usually a percentage of the construction cost.  

In later times consultancies had to compete formally for some design opportunities but 

still led the contract process on award, their costs on such bid preps weren’t huge and 

the spread of that cost over successful award fees wasn’t significant.  

Things changed with the advent of design and build, under that model clients went 

directly to construction contractors at tender stage, each tendering contractor would 

typically employ a consultancy to design for their tender (inefficient in terms of duplicate 

design effort and costs spread across the sector – contractors’ failed tenders costs 

always had to be absorbed by the individual companies’ successfully tendered 

contracts, cost ultimately borne by the construction sector and society at large, but now 

this cost included redundant design effort too), design and build also lost the 

independence of the construction supervision and I believe that is a serious quality 

issue due to consultancies being employed by (reporting to) the successful contractor 

rather than directly by the client – my suspicion is that PFI school wall failures may be in 
part attributable to that change, I am no expert on that example.  

More recently varying combinations have been used where a consultant (successful in a 

consultancy tender to get on a Framework) designs a scheme to a degree, and then the 

construction contract is tendered and awarded on the basis of completion of design (i.e. 

often more consultancies again in the bid process at this stage) + construction, a 

weakness of this is that there can be conflict between the Contractor’s designer and the 

Client’s (conflict rooted in the fact they report to contractual adversaries).  

Frameworks – are used principally by major utility providers and bodies of government 

to source construction contractors services and to source materials suppliers and to 

source consultancy/design services.  All tenderers for these spend a lot of time and 
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effort and budget going through the process, as do the Clients, I believe very wasteful.  

In particular for construction contractors I believe nonsense, the larger contractors who 

can afford to bid to be on these Frameworks jump through hoops extolling the virtues of 

the client body’s values/mission statements and their own values/missions statements 

as part of the process, but come construction time they employ subcontractors (small 

companies and individual workers) who have no knowledge of that convoluted 

Framework bid process nor the purported values and mission statements of either the 
Contractor or Client.  

There is the over-riding flaw in the capitalist system.  Basic competitiveness works well 

and quite naturally in delivering economies and efficiencies where there is repetitive 

repeatable similar ware to sell.  It doesn’t work so well with deliverables which are 

complex and varied to the extent that almost every project is more or less bespoke.  

Two very differently priced brands of car, pizza, phone or water supply are pairs of 

almost identical items therefore buyers have good understanding of comparative cost 

and quality and therefore value, this is simply not the case for infrastructure construction 

therefore it is very difficult to assess value for money or to have a realistic accurate 

expectation of eventual cost.  Where the contract for a pizza might be one pizza with 

olives costs £x; the contract for motorway construction might be very very long and 

complex and even then hugely vague despite genuine best practice effort to the 

contrary, and it’s unlikely to state a definite figure.  Even the most experienced and able 

tender and contract writers will not get everything correct or covered, even the best of 

tenderers will not get all pricing correct, and there are typically several tenderers for 

large projects and obviously there is a range of skill in terms of pricing/tendering, it 

follows that the lowest tender or lowest few tenders have probably got something wrong 

– the client for possibly selfish reason or for boardroom, electorate or shareholder 

reason is unlikely to go for the highest price, so the contract very often goes to the 

lowest or second lowest probably not quite priced correctly tender so from day one that 

contractor is likely to have to chase additional monies from the client through the 

contract (Claims or Change Events (exploitation of flaws or unknowns in the tender and 

contract documents)) and squeeze sub-contractors and suppliers, and cut corners – not 

a good way to be but it’s what we work with.  This system also throws up the buying of a 

contract where a tenderer deliberately bids lower than their own estimate of cost in 

order to win the work, having either noticed a flaw to be exploited in the tender 

documents or simply assuming they’ll be able to find flaws.  This very typical situation 

where the contractor is attempting to recover moneys in order to make profit, break 

even, reduce losses, sets up an adversarial condition which we are unfortunately all 

very used to in construction, so common that even where a contract is well set up such 

that the contractor is set to make a healthy profit that contractor’s disposition (necessary 

for survival in this business) is such that they cannot resist grabbing at every chance of 
squeezing a bit more cash out of the project.  

The NEC (New Engineering Contract) attempted to correct this being set on the basis of 

collaboration between Client and Contractor – a well-intentioned admirable aspiration 
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but a naïve concept, as soon as the contractor realises he has underbid the relationship 
becomes strained at best.   

And then there’s nature, not just our species – the fundamental dichotomy in means to 

survival – herd verses predator - society verses selfishness - working as a team to the 

benefit of all verses damaging/removing competition and exploiting opportunity (naïve 

clients) to one’s singular benefit, obviously there is gradation between the two extremes 

– we are a societal animal, but we all will be selfish where necessary, most of us are 

likely to be selfish (to the detriment of others) where we expect personal benefit at no 
personal cost, and some have more of the selfish bent than others.    

 

• What are your views on the Construction Scotland Innovation Centre?  It sounds 

like a good idea, I wouldn’t argue against it, I don’t know enough about it to comment on 
possible improvements, I hadn’t heard of it before reading this Scottish Parliament item.  

  

• How will technological changes (e.g. robotics, automation) impact on the sector 

and how can Scotland take advantage of this change?  Technology has had and 

continues to have huge impact on the sector in many ways:  

Design software facilitating huge flexibility of design in terms of number of options easily 

generated and structural, flow, thermal, dynamic, geometric variety modelling, 3D 

drawing,…. Enormous increase in scope/variety of possible deliverables, and in 

production per manhour (in 1945 there were no calculators and all draughting of 

drawings was by hand, in 1994 a lot of drawing was still by hand but the calculator was 

a help and computers were making inroads.  Even the bean counters (Quantity 

Surveyors) have had a boost in terms of efficiencies and accuracies of calculating 

quantities and extending same to monies.  Planners programming of complex projects 

made vastly more efficient and detailed and manageable by software capabilities.  

Materials technology continuously delivers improved and new materials.   

Survey technology has evolved almost beyond recognition in my time (e.g. instruments, 

lasers, computers, satellites) in terms of much improved ease of survey, quickness of 

survey and production of survey data, much improved reliability and accuracy, vastly 

improved productivity in terms of amount and quality of data produced per manhour.  
Types of survey available have proliferated with technological advancement.  

Mechanical tools from hand tools to huge items of plant (trench and tunnel excavation, 

demolition, robotic remotely operated tools, vehicles, survey equipment) all continuously 

develop at an almost incredible rate – making it difficult to keep up and maintain 

expertise in any sub-field, but also making the physical work massively more safe and 

efficient in terms of man hours per work done – this particular element makes it 

extremely difficult to accept the flat since  

1945 & flat-lined since 1994 comments below, I think these comments are nonsense.  

Again, a vibrant construction sector is a symptom of a healthy economy, not vice versa.  
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To answer the question on how Scotland can take advantage is more difficult, these 

technologies are available more or less worldwide, and certainly available to all 

significant competitor nations.  Direct encouragement of innovative kick-offs and 

maintenance of that support is the obvious correct approach and I assume that’s what 

CSIC is about.  Procurement is the other way that some advantage may be achievable 

– but as long as small start-ups are subject to the late payment culture coupled with an 

unaccommodating banking culture these companies will continually fail, and more so 

when those large management companies fail.  The abuse of small firms by larger firms 

in this manner is something which governments have permitted, and that is inexcusable, 

there are moves afoot at UK level to address this (probably motivated reactively to the 

Carillion disgrace) but the Scottish Government should steel a march if that is within 

their delegated powers – at least for contracts awarded within Scotland, obviously 

companies may still have to be vulnerable if they wish to trade outwith the Scottish 

Government’s jurisdiction.  I understand that a proposed part-solution (again at UK 

level, but why couldn’t Scotland lead?) is to have independent bank accounts to hold 

retention moneys, I think this a very sensible option which could offer a degree of 

security of payment to both Principle Contractors and to subcontractors, i.e. Principal 

Contractors would be protected from  

Clients going bust and Subcontractors would be protected from Principal Contractors 

and/or Clients going bust, the model could sensibly be extended to the overall budget 

rather than just retention moneys, retention moneys are a necessity to protect Clients’ 
rights to a quality product which meets the contracted specification.  

Modular Construction no doubt has merit in terms of efficiency and quality of 

construction off site, and even in terms of ease of erection on site, but the method is 

suitable on for limited sections of the construction sector – the large proportion of civil 

and structural engineering is unavoidably bespoke, the environmental impact should 

also be born in mind (materials delivered directly to development site against delivery to 

place of module manufacture + module delivery to development site).   

Closing comment.  

Most engineers are in the game because they enjoy and are good at breaking down and 

solving problems, easy and even difficult solutions I fancy will typically have been found 

a long time ago.  So-called management and business expert advice is unlikely to be 

well-received by what is an intelligent constituency, it takes more than good memory 
and communication skills to be an engineer, it takes genuine intelligence too.  I know I 

haven’t offered much in the way of solution, but there are innumerable representatives 

of the industry far better able than me to do that.    

Well, I enjoyed that, a chance to take a broad brush across a range of thoughts which 

have been simmering on a back plate – I apologise that it’s not more structured.  I hope 

my brief attempt in layman’s terms to summarise my understanding from a long and 

enjoyable career has shed some light on the construction game for those outwith.  
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The modern approach to production always seems to focus on the new ‘hi-tech’ 
industries. The most profound impact though of these modern approaches will have the 
biggest impact on our most traditional of industries.  

We have only made consumer electronics and TVs for the last 50 years or so.  We’ve 
only been making cars for the last 100 years.  But we’ve been in the business of 
construction for millennia. Sometimes though for our most traditional industries, change 
can take the longest to make due to custom and practise.  

One traditional industry – agriculture, has undergone a rapid change in the last 20 
years.  In 1840, 24% of the population worked in agriculture[i], which for its time was a 
low number due to the rapid industrialisation of the UK. These days, agriculture employs 
less than 1.3% of the UK workforce.  However, the adoption of new technology has 
meant that labour productivity has increased by 250% since 1973[ii].  

Productivity in the construction industry has flat-lined since 1994, whilst the whole 
economy has improved by around 30%[iii].  

The publication of the UK Government’s Made Smarter review in October 2017 
highlighted that through adoption of modernised digital approaches by businesses, the 
size of the prize for the UK economy is an eye watering £455Bn over the next ten years.   

And the sector that has by far the most to gain from this new digital approach is 
construction, with a predicted £88.9Bn of additional value – that’s 20% of the total.  
Compare that to £17.5Bn for the aerospace sector (a sector that the UK is a world 
leader in) and you can see that the construction sector’s prize is 5 times that for 
aerospace.  

There are no silver bullets to improve productivity in any industry – however that does 
not mean we should not try. Looking to other countries, we can see that this is not a 
‘UK’ specific issue.  In fact, UK productivity beats some of our European neighbours – 
even Germany who is often viewed as the paragon of productivity virtue![iv]  

Digital transformation offers huge potential to manufacturing over the next decade.   The 
construction sector has the greatest opportunity to embrace this new digital world and 
through techniques such as offsite manufacture, profoundly increase productivity.  This 
will have significant benefits both for business through improved profitability and societal 
through the provision of high quality affordable housing.  

Scotland’s construction industry is expected to grow over the next five years according 
to forecasts by the Construction Industry Training Board.   A 3.9% growth in public 
housing each year is expected for the 2018-22 period with private housing growing at 
just under 3%.  Much of this driven by the Scottish Government’s target to build 50,000 
affordable homes by 2021.  

   

Scotland has demonstrated its commitment to improving construction productivity 
through the establishment of the Construction Scotland Innovation Centre (CSIC). This 
centre has been created to allow businesses to gain hands on experience of current 
technology that will improve building techniques and productivity.  Focused on 
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Business, Product, Process and Service forms of innovation; CSIC offers advice, 
funding, facilitation and access to the appropriate expertise.  It facilitates collaboration 
with Scottish businesses, academia (through 13 partner universities) and public sector 
organisations.  

It’s for anyone within the construction industry to use, with annual membership 
packages and pay-as-you-go models on offer.  The centre’s Innovation Factory has 
been designed to give businesses hands-on experience of labour-saving technologies 
in advance of purchase to de-risk any investment decisions, with everything from robots 
to offsite manufacturing cells and innovative timber cutting and assembly equipment.  

A productive construction sector will be at the heart of a productive economy.  Providing 
much needed infrastructure improvements which attract foreign investment coupled with 
a sustainable and low-cost approach to new housing will also provide the societal 
benefits on affordable housing that the UK needs.    

My challenge to you is to think how you can improve your construction business by at 
least 10% in the next 2-3 years and I encourage you to engage with the CSIC for a low 
risk approach to achieving this.To find out more about how to take advantage of the 
Innovation Factory, contact the CSIC team on hello@cs-ic.org, 0141 212 5250 or 
www.cs-ic.org.   

Blog post by Nick Shields, Director of the Scottish Manufacturing Advisory Service 
(SMAS) at Scottish Enterprise. isory Service (SMAS) at Scottish Enterprise.  

  


