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ECONOMY, ENERGY AND FAIR WORK COMMITTEE 

SCOTLAND’S CONSTRUCTION SECTOR INQUIRY  

SUBMISSION FROM Scottish Natural Heritage 

Our Statutory Purpose 

Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) is a non-departmental body (NDPB) funded by the Scottish 

Government through Grant-in-Aid. We are the Scottish Government’s advisers on issues 

relating to nature and landscape. Our statutory purpose is to: 

 Secure the conservation and enhancement of nature and landscapes; 

 Foster understanding and facilitate their enjoyment; and 

 Advise on their sustainable use and management. 

Scotland’s construction sector interacts with nature and landscapes in a wide range of 

situations. We help the sector maximise the opportunities from nature, whilst also advising 

on how to minimise the risk to nature from construction. 

Our approach supports development of Scotland’s competitive advantage – based on a 

high-quality environment that underpins Scotland as a great place to do business, to live, 

work and visit. 

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.  

We recognise the importance of construction and infrastructure development to the Scottish 

economy. In terms of multiplier effects for local, regional and national priorities, the 

construction sector can enable environmental improvements which have broad economic 

and social benefits. For example, transport, energy and housing construction projects often 

include habitat enhancement and active travel projects that contribute to Scotland’s green 

infrastructure and natural capital, key components of the Economic Action Plan. 

Whilst recognising these benefits, and the significant contribution of the construction sector 

to Scotland’s overall and local economies, we also recognise that construction can 

represent a risk to the quality of Scotland’s nature and, if not managed carefully, has the 

potential to undermine its contribution to public wellbeing. 

To maximise these benefits and minimise the impacts, we have actively helped the 

construction sector adopt environmentally-sustainable solutions. For example, we have 

engaged closely on the work to dual the A9 with Transport Scotland, its consultants and 

other key stakeholders to design the work in a way that it looks after the quality of the 

wildlife and landscapes along the route. 
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As well as advising on specific projects, we work with the construction sector to help share 

solutions to challenges and develop environmental management skills and understanding. 

For example, our award-winning suite of renewables guidance seeks to achieve 

development in locations that do not impact on Scotland’s iconic landscapes and wildlife. 

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

possible solutions?  

Ensuring good design from the outset and thinking long-term/whole-life is a productivity 

challenge for the sector. This reflects that investment in higher standards of environmental 

practice – for example, track construction related to hydro schemes – can reduce 

productivity challenges in the long term. Such investment in design and appropriate 

environmental assessment at the start can help streamline the decision-making and 

approvals process. 

To help meet this challenge, we have been working closely with developers and others from 

an early stage in projects. Examples of this include developments such as Coulags hydro 

scheme; and the development and installation of the Emergency Services Network 

commissioned by the UK and Scottish governments and put in place by EE. 

In our experience, good outcomes for nature are more likely where key parts of the 

construction sector are involved in environmental discussions at the early stages of 

developments. Where all those involved are aware of the practicalities as early as possible, 

potential tensions can be addressed and opportunities for environmental protection and 

enhancement included before proposals go through the development management stage of 

the planning system. This early investment in environmental considerations can reduce the 

risk of delays to projects during the construction phase. 

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

duplication, etc.  

We support innovative approaches that bring about environmental benefits from the supply 

chain. Examples here include the adoption of circular-economy principles to reduce both 

the volume of waste and the demand for previously unused materials by finding new uses 

for what is currently seen as construction waste. We would also encourage the supply chain 

to develop biodiversity-friendly materials that support wildlife in and around the completed 

infrastructure and buildings. 

We are working with the Construction Scotland Innovation Centre to help develop possible 

innovative approaches. 

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? 

We recognise the benefit of procurement processes that focus on long-term value and 

lifetime cost, rather than just the initial cost of projects. We also consider that it would be 
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advantageous to encourage approaches which include the costs of the environmental 

impacts within the overall project costing. 

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? 

We are encouraging environmental skills and awareness of natural solutions to be an 

integral part of the sector’s skills model. This will help realise the full potential and broad 

benefits of construction. Skills on topics such as environmental assessment, 

environmentally-aware design and construction practices, and environmental legislation can 

support good construction. 

SNH is working with a range of partners in the construction sector to develop their skills. 

We hosted a Sharing Good Practice Event in 2018 on successful environmental 

management and good construction – and this inspired the Civil Engineering Contractors 

Association (CECA) Scotland to establish its environmental forum. Building on this success, 

we plan to work with others in this sector – for example, the Construction Industry Training 

Board (CITB) and Skills Development Scotland (SDS). 

Improving environmental outcomes requires skills at all stages in the construction process – 

not just in design and planning, but also among those who operate machinery on the 

ground. To this end, we are developing a series of key cards (also referred to as ‘dangle 

books’) suitable for operators to keep in their cabs. These books aim to show what good 

environmental practice looks like on the ground. They have been warmly welcomed by 

partners in the sector. 

We also recognise the importance of up-skilling the next generation of construction 

employees. We are working with academic institutions to encourage courses on 

architecture, planning and engineering to include environmental issues as part of their 

curriculums. 

Procurement   

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

Our experience is that the most successful projects are those that agree the full range of 

outcomes wanted at the outset – and the whole-life costs of delivering this are budgeted for. 

We have noted that digital technology is being used to help with costing and overall project 

management, and this is helping to reduce the risk of both the emphasis being 

overwhelmingly on the upfront cost of building infrastructure, and previously-hidden costs 

arising during the construction phase. By incorporating a broad range of outcomes early on, 

facilities to deliver these outcomes are more likely to be part of the overall project design 

and implementation. For example, including active travel outcomes in wider transport 

projects will help ensure that walking and cycling routes are included in broader road and 

rail infrastructure projects. In addition, by considering the whole-life cost, the ongoing 
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maintenance requirements of different options should be part of the decision-making 

process at the outset. 

This issue has been recognised by key partners across the infrastructure and construction 

sector – and has led to initiatives such as Project 13 (www.p13.org.uk), led by the Institution 

of Civil Engineers (ICE). We welcome this approach to developing a new business model 

for infrastructure delivery. 

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

across the sector?  

We feel that there is a need to improve the design-and-build process. If environmental 

commitments made by the client and designers are not fully incorporated into construction 

planning and operations, then this can lead to delays in projects. Examples of where this 

has happened include on the Aberdeen Western Peripheral Route. 

We recognise the advantages that the flexibility of the design-and-build approach allows, 

but the development and construction sectors need to be aware of the additional risks of 

duplication in environmental assessment and delays as a consequence of that flexibility. In 

addition, this approach places an additional burden on advisory and regulatory bodies. 

As mentioned above, the more collaborative approach outlined by initiatives such as ICE’s 

Project 13 offer solutions to this. 

Innovation   

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

The ambitions of the organisation are good. We support the principles of encouraging 

innovation transformation within the construction industry, especially where this will help 

look after Scotland’s natural capital and deliver on the country’s climate change ambitions. 

CSIC has been creative with its Innovation Champions initiative. CSIC relies on industry 

and academic champions to help set their priorities, shape new campaigns, influence 

funding challenges and generally lead the innovation charge. The approach of asking a 

broad range of stakeholders to engage in this is helpful in promoting CSIC and getting buy-

in for and on new ways of thinking. We are keen to contribute our expertise to this creative 

venture. 

CSIC has a specific member of staff (Business Relationship Manager) with a remit 

focussing on sustainability and environmental gains with infrastructure. They are keen to 

work in partnership with us to see the construction industry working with nature – we 

welcome that. 

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

We see opportunities in the environmental management sub-sector. Our Green 

Infrastructure Strategic Intervention (https://www.greeninfrastructurescotland.scot/) aims to 

http://www.p13.org.uk/
https://www.greeninfrastructurescotland.scot/
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improve Scotland’s urban environment by increasing greenspace in our towns and cities, 

especially close to areas of multiple deprivation. This will make these areas more attractive 

for people to live and work in, and therefore attract jobs, businesses and further investment. 

This is focussed on delivering capital projects. However, green infrastructure can also be 

delivered as part of broader infrastructure projects such as housing, transport and 

commercial developments. This builds on the support for Green Infrastructure included in 

the likes of Scottish Planning Policy and National Planning Framework 3. 

We see expansion and integration of green infrastructure sub-sector as a key opportunity 

for the construction industry to help deliver sustainable and inclusive economic growth 

across Scotland and to increase Scotland’s stock of natural capital. Environmentally-

sustainable (nature-based) solutions can be cheaper and/or more cost-effective than 

traditional hard engineering, can help mitigate the impact of climate change (e.g. by 

managing flood risk) and can have multiple additional environmental, social and economic 

benefits. Other examples here include sustainable urban drainage systems (SUDS), and 

trees and bushes to provide shade and shelter in urban environments. We are working with 

the development and construction sectors to explore how these solutions can become a 

key part of future construction in Scotland. 

Finally, we see opportunities in applying traditional construction skills to projects in the 

environmental subsector. Examples include path building to support the development of 

active travel networks (walking and cycling routes); and dam-building and profiling for 

peatland restoration to help with both carbon capture and flood-risk management. 


