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ECONOMY, ENERGY AND FAIR WORK COMMITTEE 

SCOTLAND’S CONSTRUCTION SECTOR INQUIRY  

SUBMISSION FROM ROBERTSON GROUP LTD 

  

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.  

The sector is very important to the economy. The sector accounts for an estimated 45,500 

businesses, 10% or £21.5bn of Scottish GVA and around 1 in 10 (170,000) Scottish jobs.1 

45,500. Analysis suggests for every £1 spent by the sector a further £2.94 is generated in 

the Scottish economy. Given this, it is sometimes a source of frustration that the sector isn’t 

seen as high a priority as others in Scotland.  

Through a focus on inclusive growth, the sector has also helped to effect change in the 

communities we work in helping address social issues. For example, at Robertson we 

measure our impact as an organisation and in 2017-18 26,912 people benefited from 408 

activities delivered bespoke to local needs and stakeholders. These included work 

placements, employability and other community activities and learning opportunities 

delivered from early years through to higher education. 

The investment in infrastructure in these communities that we help deliver also serves to 

regenerate economies, increase confidence and unlock investment.  

However, there are ways in which the sector’s impact could be increased. These include 

identifying whether more of the raw materials and manufactured components, particularly 

mechanical & electrical elements, imported to Scotland could be produced here. Although 

we acknowledge that public tendering rules must be followed, it is also frustrating to see 

overseas contractors bid for and win major infrastructure projects. Finding ways to support 

UK businesses to bid for these contracts would help create a more sustainable supply chain 

in Scotland.  

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

possible solutions?  

GVA per employee in the sector is £61,000 compared with an estimated £53,000 in all 

industries. However, we recognise this must improve for the industry to be sustainable.  

                                            
1
 Scottish Construction Industry Strategy, 2019-22 
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Some of the issues we have at present around productivity are skills-related. There is a 

shortage of some trades in some sectors e.g. housebuilding. This is in part related to the 

recent rapid expansion of activity, which has pushed up some costs and has the potential to 

create project delays.  

There are also gaps in existing staff skills. We and others in the industry have been 

investing in our existing staff and supporting the re-skilling of the sector through 

apprenticeships. We are establishing the Robertson Training Academy and have had a 

Young People’s Strategy in place for 3 years to do more to attract and develop younger 

workers. However, bringing on new staff takes time and can result in a short-term loss of 

productivity as trainees get up to speed. We see this as a necessary investment for our 

sustainability and that of the wider sector and more support from others to positively 

promote working in the sector is needed to address negative perceptions which act as a 

barrier to some recruits.  

The way projects are procured can also have an impact. Tight procurement turnaround 

times don’t always allow for much innovation or for effective resource planning on projects. 

More detailed and assured visibility of the future pipeline (who, what, when, how, where) 

and more assurance over packages of work (rather than one-off projects), through 

frameworks and/or long-term strategic partnering arrangements would also help the 

industry to have the confidence to invest for future skills needed. This may also help 

encourage some overseas workers who are currently helping the industry to address its 

skills shortages to stay for longer. We are finding some EU workers are already returning 

home due to uncertainty over Brexit, as well as the poor exchange rate.   

A longer-term pipeline also allows for repeatable projects which means savings can be 

made in planning, costing, design and through working with the supply chain. Collaboration 

amongst framework partners for example allows for better management of skills 

requirements, potential for shared design costs and pre-emption of any skills shortages. 

Agreement with building standards for example on standardised components for 

housebuilding would also help to create efficiencies from repeatable projects.  

However, we recognise we also need to invest more in automated processes, robotics and 

the use of digital technology in the design and scheduling of projects to ensure they are as 

efficient as possible. We also need to use more offsite manufactured components, including 

timber, which can be faster and more efficient overall on projects.  

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

duplication, etc.  

There is a good core and generally sub-contractors can be engaged, although this may 

come at higher costs depending on levels of demand. The central belt of Scotland is better 

served than other areas where there are more specific shortages from time to time e.g. 

bricklayers. This can make achieving local spend targets challenging and push up costs if 

national contractors must be brought in.  
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Some support is required from outside of Scotland particularly for larger projects. There 

tends to be a weakness in joinery where businesses are generally much smaller and supply 

more fragmented. These businesses have been particularly vulnerable to economic shock 

and the house building sector is particularly reliant on them at present. Further weaknesses 

in the supply chain may emerge due to the reliance on overseas labour if more workers 

decide to return home in the short-term.  

Another area of shortage is in third sector and social enterprise businesses. There simply 

aren’t enough to support the construction sector with the right types of service/product and 

we find it a challenge to drive enough spend through this sector. However, we are 

committed to spend with SMEs, through our work with the public sector, through our 

frameworks and through our commitment to the Buy Social Challenge which aims to create 

a £1bn spend with social enterprises by 2020.2 

However, to allow us to give our suppliers the confidence to invest in their staff we also 

required a consistent flow of work, and in turn visibility of where that work is coming from. 

We regularly run supply chain events and engagement in our regions to share our future 

pipeline with SMEs.  

Where there are significant shortages, we may see more use of pre-manufactured houses 

or components to address shortages and provide more assurance over delivery. This in 

turn requires capital investment the costs of which can be significant. However, we do have 

a genuinely distinctive skill set in Scotland of offsite timber manufacturing capabilities 

represented by the members of Offsite Solutions Scotland (and others), which makes 

Scotland uniquely well placed to meet the need for more offsite building components.3 

More could be done by contractors and procurement working together to help strengthen 

the supply chain in Scotland. We are one of eight leading contractors working together to 

roll out the Supply Chain Sustainability School in Scotland which is a start to this process.4 

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

It really depends on if a deal is struck and when. If it is a ‘soft’ Brexit we expect slower 

growth in the short-term, but for things to settle down in the medium term. As our business 

is diverse we well-placed to deal with a slowdown. However, a no-deal scenario would have 

a more detrimental impact and could cause recession in the economy and in construction.  

We have surveyed our supply chain to understand the short-term impacts. As many of them 

are UK-based and themselves use UK material and product suppliers they do not foresee 

perhaps as substantial an impact as in some other areas. However, there is a risk of future 

material shortages, currency fluctuations or tariffs which could result in prices rises. We are 

also seeing skills shortages in some areas where some EU labour is already deciding to 

                                            
2
 https://www.socialenterprise.org.uk/buy-social 

3
 https://offsitesolutionsscotland.co.uk 

4
 https://www.supplychainschool.co.uk 
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return home. Where there are material shortages and skills shortages, these would push up 

costs on construction jobs. These would be exacerbated under a no-deal scenario and 

could see a significant slow-down in sector activity and project delays.  

In the short-term and as uncertainty over the outcome persists we are already seeing 

private investment being put on hold impacting the flow of private sector construction 

projects. In the longer-term an effective mechanism for replacing EU structural funds for 

local and regional projects will be important for some projects. We are currently having to 

negotiate contract risk around Brexit which some clients are seeking to pass on. It is not 

acceptable to expect contractors to bear all the risk of this and these negotiations may 

further delay construction projects or push costs up.  

Whatever the outcome the UK and Scottish Governments can play a positive role through 

public spending on economic and social infrastructure to help offset the potential slowdown 

in other work. Having invested heavily in recent years in training our staff, our housebuilding 

capabilities, in engaging our suppliers and in recruiting young people, we would like to know 

that there will be enough work to sustain them and us through a potentially turbulent period.  

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?  

This is a significant opportunity for the sector and we welcome the recognition that this 

gives the construction sector, alongside others, as part of the UK’s Industrial Strategy. Its 

immediate impact for the sector so far has been limited although it is in its early stages with 

the initial funded projects just getting under way. We can see the benefits of drawing on 

academic expertise and experience from other sectors in helping to address issues around 

the way we build houses, modern methods of construction and skills issues in the sector.  

And we can see its potential to help address areas of the construction and housebuilding 

sector where business improvement or innovation is required. This could include supporting 

the development of workable applications for Augmented or Virtual Reality for the sector. 

We would also like to see it applied to driving out the consistent use of Building Information 

Modelling (BIM) throughout the sector from commissioning clients through to the supply 

chain and facilities managers to ensure that everyone is using the same digital methods to 

deliver projects.  

We would like to see support for the sector go beyond support for academic research to 

encompass a broader range of allowances and grant support for construction and 

housebuilding firms of all sizes. We have had a positive experience in this respect from our 

engagement with Scottish Enterprise and the CSIC. However, there are other things that 

could be considered. For example, we would also like to see a return to more realistic 

capital allowances for large firms to encourage investment in the plant, equipment and 

digital tools. We would also like to see specific incentives to invest in offsite manufacturing 

and in robotics where capital costs can be high. Policy incentives which recognise and 
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incentivise more innovative approaches to building houses and to achieving higher 

standards of energy efficiency could also help.  

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.  

The demise of Carillion has had a lasting impact not just on its customers and suppliers but 

on the wider industry. Consequently, the sources of finance for the sector for day-to-day 

operational funding have become more diverse as traditional banks have moved away from 

the sector or have become more cautious in their approach. We are in the fortunate position 

of having a strong balance sheet but there is a real risk that investment by firms of all sizes 

in the sector will be constrained by a lack of access to funding for some time yet.  

It has been well publicised that some large firms are struggling to get finance which is 

impacting on their ability to trade and may impact their willingness to take on larger or more 

risky projects. Small and medium sized firms in our supply chain are also being affected as 

they cannot get finance from banks or through credit insurance. We are unfortunately 

seeing some SME businesses in our supply chain going out of business. This creates risk 

on projects which must be priced in using other instruments such as bonds. We have used 

these but there are some sub-contractors who unfortunately we cannot use as we cannot 

secure a bond to work with them. We have also had to implement stricter vetting 

procedures to allow us to demonstrate to our customers we are effectively managing risk. 

In terms of project funding, there are fewer constraints for the private sector and a variety of 

institutional funders looking to invest in the sector. There is also room for innovation in the 

public sector in looking at ways that funding can be raised from or against existing assets. 

We have recently begun work with East Lothian Council using a new funding model to 

develop new affordable and mid-market rent homes.5 In terms of the future economic and 

social infrastructure Scotland needs it is our view that the Scottish Government also needs 

to look to new alternative public/private finance models, such as the Mutual Investment 

Model being considered in Wales, to complement existing capital funding models.  

The biggest impact for the sector will be through restoring the confidence of funders that we 

are operating in a stable economic environment and when the sector has visibility of where 

our future work is coming from.  

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

sector?  

We look to pay on time as a matter of principle (unless there are clearly defects) as we 

consider our sub-contractors are critical to our ability to deliver our projects for our 

                                            
5
 https://www.robertson.co.uk/project/fair-acres-affordable-housing-dunbar 
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customers. However, some of our customers don’t pay us on time. To ensure we can pay 

our suppliers on time we also need consistent payment behaviour throughout the supply 

chain.   

Unfortunately, the whole sector is being blighted by the payment behaviour of some 

contractors. However, it is not the same across all organisations and we believe it is getting 

better. We welcome government initiatives such as publishing payment performance which 

are helping to change behaviour. We would also be happy to see the end of retentions with 

these being replaced by a bond regime which would put the onus on all parties in the chain 

to behave fairly.  

8. How effective is the financial management of large-scale infrastructure 

projects and the mechanisms used e.g. project bank accounts?  

There are some well publicised infrastructure projects which have gone over budget or 

been severely delayed, although there are many others which are delivered on time and on 

budget which don’t make the headlines. It is right that the public sector seeks best value on 

contracts, but our perception is that on some large contracts it may be that too much of the 

contract risk has been passed on to contractors putting undue financial pressure on the 

project. We recognise both the industry and government need to get better at scoping out 

costs and risks together at the bid stage. Public procurers, for example, could make more 

information available at an earlier stage to help bidders scope out risk more effectively.  

They could also consider recompensing unsuccessful bidders in some way. Bid costs can 

be substantial and contractors will want to be as informed as possible at an early stage 

about a project to determine their chances of winning and delivering it successfully. 

Procurers may also need to have more realistic expectations about project costs and terms 

and conditions for these projects if a sustainable number of active bidders for projects is to 

be achieved. If not, the risk is that there may be fewer bidders and fewer UK firms willing to 

bid, further impacting on the sustainability of the supply chain.  

It is possible to manage large projects successfully in our experience. Detailed upfront 

planning, effective ongoing management and managing client expectations of what can be 

achieved within budget are important. Both customers and contractors need to be able to 

have realistic conversations with clients about timescales and costs.  

Project bank accounts (PBA) are one option for managing payments but PBAs alone won’t 

replace effective project scoping, good project management and financial control. Where 

they have been proposed it has tended to be in the context of fair payments. We are not 

averse to PBAs and are trialling them on several projects. Where we have trialled them, 

and because we follow fair payment practice anyway, we have found that some sub-

contractors have chosen not to sign up as they don’t feel there is any need as they know 

they will get paid on time by us in any case. It is also worth highlighting that contractors’ 

business models rely on cash flow to effectively manage their operations. The use of 

Project Bank Accounts limits this which in turn limits effective operational cash flow. This 
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has the potential to create a risk to contractors who may seek higher margins to 

compensate for this and may increase the risk of business failure for some.  

We are strongly in favour of fair payment but feel that a more effective approach may be to 

ensure that the current guidelines on fair payment are enforced/followed. We also feel that 

publishing fair payment practice is helping change behaviour.  

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? 

The industry has not been good at planning and investing in future skills. The cyclical 

nature of the industry does not help. Following the 2008 recession investment in training 

was cut back. Much has been done to invest in training since then, but it takes time to 

recover and there is now considerable investment in the sector. Robertson, for example, 

has had a well-developed People Strategy for several years, has a Young People’s strategy 

and is developing its own Training Academy. We are also seeing a trend around training 

academies becoming a core part of very large projects in future.  

We need to get better at addressing negative perceptions of potential recruits to the sector 

and to offer more flexible types of training to compete with Higher or Further Education e.g. 

by introducing graduate apprenticeships. We also need to get across the long-term career 

benefits of trainee positions which might have low starting salaries and to appeal to a more 

diverse range of people who don’t necessarily want to work on construction sites. We also 

need to do more to invest in training our existing staff to ensure they keep up with 

technology. We have offered reverse mentoring as a way of addressing this.   

As an industry we need to commit to training throughout any economic slowdown, but this 

requires a whole sector approach including skills funding support from government as there 

is no mandatory training. Confidence in the economy and visibility of the pipeline of projects 

are both factors which help firms to continue to invest in training.  

10. How does Scotland’s apprenticeship system contribute to the sector? Is it 

doing enough to meet equality challenges in the sector?  

The system does contribute but we would like to see more from the sector. We employ 47 

apprentices directly in our businesses at present in a range of office and site-based 

activities. The balance of these are men but we would like to recruit more women into these 

roles. Changing perceptions of the sector and the variety of on and off-site roles available to 

recruits is key to this. One practical challenge is that the full mechanism for making training 

money raised through the levy for apprenticeships available in Scotland is still to be brought 

forward. 

There is still a challenge of attracting young people into apprenticeships as opposed to 

degrees in higher or further education even though an apprenticeship may suit some 
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trainees better and given that higher level apprenticeships leading to degrees are also now 

available. Some young people are also not prepared to accept the low wages that the start 

of training entails, despite the access to higher paid career opportunities this offers. We pay 

the apprentice rates but are aware that some other employers pay the minimum wage. As 

an industry we should also review pay rates for apprentices to ensure they remain attractive 

enough to potential trainees.  

The volatility of the sector at present doesn’t help. Business failures amongst SMEs mean 

that some trainees are not getting the opportunity to complete their apprenticeships. In 

some areas, including Tayside, local partners have worked together to address this. 

However, there is also a challenge when large projects in rural areas complete about where 

apprentices can complete their apprenticeship in that area. More companies should be 

encouraged to sign up to these apprenticeship sharing schemes around the country or a 

centralised clearing scheme be created.   

Procurement   

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

Unfortunately, some aspects of procurement can slow things down. This can be where 

processes are repetitive or on occasion cumbersome in terms of the number of 

stakeholders who may be involved in the decision-making process. Competitive dialogue 

processes can help to scope out complex projects but only if run effectively. These can 

occasionally be one-sided rather than a constructive dialogue. 

By their nature procurement processes are often very linear with little room for innovation. 

We have unfortunately seen wasted assets and skills which could have been repurposed 

for follow-on projects but were hindered by public procurement taking a very risk averse 

view of procurement rules.  

Open tendering is less attractive to many firms as the number of competitors is not known 

and it often pushes prices down below sustainable margins. Two-stage tenders can help to 

manage risk in this context. When designs are not sufficiently progressed, this creates a 

risk for the contractor in taking on the project.  

The overall value being achieved also needs to be considered. Procurers should be looking 

to ensure contractors are making a sustainable margin to ensure their longevity and should 

be focussing on the certainty of final costs rather than just the cost itself.  

Frameworks can be helpful as they can reduce the time taken to procure projects. The best 

frameworks also give bidders visibility of future work and a reasonable chance of securing 

that work once on the framework. However, on some frameworks the visibility of work on 

offer and the chance of securing it is too vague to justify the investment of time in winning a 

place.  

12. Do you have any suggestions on opportunities to enhance procurement 

practices across the sector?  
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We need to find ways for everyone to be more realistic about costs and to focus on better 

outcomes and facilities.  

Use existing frameworks rather than creating new frameworks. We are on several OEJU 

compliant frameworks (including East Central Hub, Scape Major Projects, Procurement 

Hub and Clear Futures) which are being used by clients to reduce procurement timescales 

by up to 6 months and costs by up to 1% in some instances. These focus more on getting 

the brief and costs correct up front, allowing Scottish public bodies to choose which 

compliant UK frameworks suit their specific needs and giving them maximum flexibility in 

progressing projects.  

Where open tendering is preferred or necessary, more two-stage tenders and designs 

coming forward at RIBA Stage 4 will help to reduce risk, reduce the number of bidders to a 

more attractive level and give more cost assurance. A focus on a more balanced scoring 

process which, as well as price, takes account of experience, ability to deliver, the quality of 

people, the quality of the supply chain, the rigour of inspection processes and the whole life 

cost of the project will result in better project outcomes. Procurers could also perhaps 

consider excluding bids which are either unrealistically low or high. 

Look for ways to streamline the process whether through the standardisation of legal or bid 

documentation or early engagement with contractors.  

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?  

We would like to see more spend on infrastructure. Spending on social and economic 

infrastructure should continue to be a Scottish Government priority and it is positive to hear 

the commitment made to an additional £7bn of investment in the next parliament. The 

pipeline is a useful document we would like to see more visibility beyond this of future 

commitments. Speeding up existing projects like the A9 dualling or A96 may be a more 

appropriate focus whilst this is being developed.  

The new Infrastructure Commission needs to make an independent assessment of the 

required infrastructure and what economic or social impact projects will have. It needs to 

set out clear and realistic priorities, identify funding sources or mechanisms and reduce 

spend in areas of low priority. New social infrastructure (housing, schools, healthcare) 

should be considered alongside economic infrastructure with maintenance investment 

considered alongside new infrastructure. Regional hubs such as the East Central Hub are 

well-placed to help develop the required pipeline at a regional level to feed into this.  

Where large infrastructure decisions are being made, strong financial management is 

needed to ensure costs remain under control. All financing methods should be considered 

including elements of private finance. Creating long-term investment opportunities for the 

private sector can create an incentive to maintain privately held public assets at a certain 
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standard whilst backlog maintenance can be an area of underspend in traditionally 

procured projects where there are other budget pressures.      

There is capacity to meet this need within industry. Providing certainty, visibility and a 

steady volume of work in the pipeline is the best way to ensure the industry can invest to 

retain skills and plan for new areas of skills demand. However, the tender requirements for 

some projects may need to be more realistic about the experience requirements or financial 

balance sheet tests for bidders if Scottish or UK firms are to be able to compete on a level 

playing field with larger EU firms.  

Innovation   

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

We welcome the creation of the innovation centre and the opportunity this represents for 

construction. Our sector can be slow to change and CSIC gives the industry in Scotland a 

good focal point. We see them very much having a role in creating and sharing a vision for 

how things could be different in 10 years’ time and in driving out the adoption of new ways 

of doing things.  

However, there probably isn’t the level of awareness of the centre that there could be within 

the wider construction and housebuilding sectors so more could be done to promote 

awareness. That said, we find their staff proactive, open to engagement and helpful in 

promoting the available innovation support opportunities in Scotland and UK opportunities 

through the sector deal.  

The sector also needs innovation support to implement these in practice. Scottish 

Enterprise has a key role here. However, one area which is restricted is funding support for 

capital investment. If the industry is to move towards more offsite manufacturing and the 

use of robotics, for example, it would be useful to consider the ways that government could 

share the risk around these types of major capital investments by, for example, co-

investing, grant funding or lending.   

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

construction?  

There are opportunities are around trialling and encouraging the use of modern methods of 

construction (MMC). These include offsite fabrication from advanced panelised timber kit 

systems which can have elements such as insulation or windows factory-fitted, the 

manufacture of bathroom and kitchen pods for housing and the development of full modular 

building systems. This also has the advantage of allowing manufacture in a quality-

controlled environment and away from construction sites which may be attractive to a 

section of recruits who don’t want to work on sites. Scotland has a unique cluster of timber 

kit manufacturing expertise which could be developed further to address this global market. 

More standardisation of design and components for public buildings such as schools or 

public housing in Scotland could help to create economies of scale from repeatable 

designs. 
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MMC also include on-site innovations intended to address skills shortages such as brick 

cladding systems which can replace traditional brickwork and provide greater cost 

assurance.  

There are also opportunities to reduce the environmental impact of the sector and of the 

buildings it constructs. We see healthier and low, even net zero carbon, high quality 

buildings and homes which have low energy demand as an area of future growth. Finding 

ways to do this affordably is a challenge. However, Scotland has a strong record of leading 

in the use of renewable energy so there is a good fit here. 

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

sector? How can Scotland take advantage of this change? 

There is a huge opportunity for the industry to embrace technology to increase productivity, 

provide more project assurance, reduce risk to workers, replace skills shortages and 

support more robust quality procedures. Some examples include: 

 More automated processes in offsite manufacture, some using robots, are being 

developed. These can replace labour on some processes, increasing productivity 

and providing greater quality assurance. The sector has the potential to follow best 

practice from advanced manufacturing sectors such as aerospace or car 

manufacturing and has a core skill set in timber manufactured solutions on which to 

build. In England there is a presumption across most departments in favour of offsite 

manufacturing. Scottish Government is leading research to consider what role offsite 

can play in Scotland and we look forward to the findings of that.   

 Building information modelling and associated tools for 3-D modelling and real-time 

project and cost visualisation and management are already providing more cost and 

time assurance on projects. These need to be adopted right across the built 

environment and government can help by supporting training to upskill the whole 

built environment sector from commissioning clients through to building managers.  

 Driverless plant and vehicles can carry out some tasks on sites, reducing both costs 

and potential health & safety risks. These may require considerable investment and 

testing but this could happen in Scotland helping firms here develop their approach 

to using these.  

 Augmented reality and virtual reality tools are already being developed around 

applications including health & safety, design, training, and quality checks. More 

tested applications need to be brought to market and trialled at a cost which is 

affordable for the sector.  

 The use of more technology is creating new data from which we need operational 

insight. In future this also means the application of Artificial Intelligence.  We are in 

the unique position in Scotland of having three innovation centres (construction, 

sensors, data) which could work together both to ensure the sector has the support 

to develop solutions and to help providing the right volume of suitably trained data 

analysts/technicians the industry increasingly needs.    


