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ECONOMY, ENERGY AND FAIR WORK COMMITTEE 

SCOTLAND’S CONSTRUCTION SECTOR INQUIRY  

SUBMISSION FROM Construction Plant-hire Association 

Economic impact of the sector  

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

The construction sector plays a vital role in growing the economy of Scotland. According to 

Construction Scotland, for every £1 spent on construction, £2:94 is generated across the wider 

economy. In Scotland alone, the sector employs 170,000 people – 10% of all Scottish jobsi. This is 

mirrored in recently published figures from the ONS GDP Quarterly National Accounts for Scotland 

(Q3, 2018, released 30th January) which showed construction as the biggest single contributor to 

Scottish GDP growth the figures revised from 2.7% to 2.9%ii.   

From housing developments and the infrastructure needed to support them, to new warehouses, 

offices and transport links, construction is at the heart of a vibrant, growing economy. For Scotland 

in particular, the expertise developed in off-shore oil rigs and the support network developed in the 

North Sea has led to many Scottish companies developing new innovations and technologies in 

specialist areas of construction that have been exported around the world.  

One of the construction industries’ leading trade associations, the CPA represents over 1,600 

members, with Scottish CPA members responsible for at least £125m worth of turnover, operating 

in Scotland and Northern England. The UK plant-hire industry is the most professional in the world 

with Scottish CPA members at the forefront of many major construction projects. Worth over £4bn to 

the UK economy, our members are at the heart of construction. From breaking ground and laying 

foundations, to building new motorways and skyscrapers, plant hire operators and the specialists 

who work in the sector play a vital role in all aspects of construction, generating jobs, new 

technologies and linking up the construction supply chain.  

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

possible solutions?  

The productivity issues within construction, while well documented, continue to impact on the 

industry. Lack of collaboration between sectors, the cyclical nature of the industry, wider economic 

outlook and lack of secure, long-term work all contribute to the productivity challenges facing 

construction. 

As a potential solution, effective project management which brings in the client, design teams, 

contractors and suppliers at the start to highlight issues and identify problems will help teams work 

more productively but it is only a start. The industry needs to embed a culture of effective 

collaboration which breaks traditional working practices. Information needs to be shared right up 

and down the design and build process, with each element able to voice concerns or highlight 

issues without ramifications.  

As construction methods change and the wider industry evolves, digital design capabilities and off-

site construction has the potential to impact on productivity levels. The proof will be in seeing these 

changes utilised effectively and used widely across the industry.  
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3. What is the future economic outlook and implications of Brexit on the sector? 

The immediate impact on the plant-hire industry is hard to predict. Clearly any delay in securing a 

transition deal for our departure from the EU will undermine business confidence. The potential 

disruption this might have on our construction imports could lead to shortages and delays in 

construction projects which will ultimately affect our members.  

Brexit is having an impact on the wider construction industry as business investment decisions and 

confidence affects the sector, alongside access to skilled labour from the EU. The government’s 

own Construction Leadership Council has highlighted the need for construction companies to start 

preparing for a no deal Brexit. As part of the CPA’s work with fellow trade associations from across 

the industry, we contributed to the ‘Shortages occupation in construction’iii report which identified the 

main occupations in UK construction which are or may experience, shortages in the future. The 

CPA is lobbying for the UK government’s Migration Advisory Committee to consider plant and 

machine operatives as a priority role in a future Shortages Occupation List.  

Brexit is already influencing decision making when it comes to EU nationals wanting to work in the 

UK’s construction sector. A recent report by construction recruitment consultants Randstadiv 

highlighted how a third of EU nationals working in UK construction could leave after Brexit. Taking 

the steps now to recognise this and address the shortcomings in the current Government 

Immigration White Paper (especially around the limit of workers earning under the £30,000 

threshold) will help ease some of the concerns in the construction sector and give some degree of 

clarity.  

How Brexit will impact on the construction supply chain is slightly more complicated given the 

complex nature of modern supply chains. We have heard anecdotal evidence from colleagues in 

different construction sectors who have started stockpiling some materials and goods being bought 

into the UK, via the EU, with recent construction forecasts predicting a growth in warehouses being 

built, primarily to store imported construction materials.  

4. 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?  

The Construction Sector Deal and the Industrial Strategy Challenge Fund are welcome initiatives to 

address issues in skills, exports and innovation, but it is important the measures and steps are 

implemented. The Construction Sector Deal has a series of recommendations for both industry and 

government to follow up on. This is fine in principle and issues like reform of the Construction 

Industry Training Board (CITB), so it better meets the needs of the plant-hire industry is needed, 

however, it is important changes made are transparent, add value and ultimately make a difference 

for CPA members.  

The emphasis of the Construction Sector Deal is on the industry as much as it is on government in 

coming up with the solutions needed to drive construction ahead. While CPA members stand ready 

to work with colleagues from different sectors and the government, we have already seen the 

implementation plan for the deal miss its own deadlines. Brexit and the focus of government in 

securing a deal for our departure from the EU is diverting attention and efforts away from the 

existing policy landscape.  
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For members in Scotland and across the UK, we want to see the government follow up on its 

commitments, provide further guidance and implement its own sector deal and wider industrial 

strategy. Further delay will undermine the government’s own efforts and dilute much of the goodwill 

built up within the construction industry towards securing our own sector deal.   

Skills  

5. 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? 

Within the plant-hire industry, CPA members are aware of the challenges they face in attracting new 

talent to the sector. Much work has already been done that identifies the key occupation shortages 

and skills challenges of the future. Addressing these issues will impact significantly on our members 

and the role they play in large infrastructure projects such as the Glasgow City Deal, HS2, and the 

increases in house building. 

Within the plant industry, entrants come to the sector through a variety of non-traditional routes. 

Some might be former agricultural operators or HGV drivers, while many plant operatives and 

mechanics have experience from the military or through automotive engineering.  

Issues such as loss of institutional knowledge, an ageing workforce, the image of construction and 

how it is perceived by parents and school teachers / careers advisors, are all well established. The 

challenge is for the plant-hire industry to come up with its own measures to meet the future needs of 

the sector as it changes and grows, both in technological change but also as the calls on 

construction increase.   

The CPA is developing its own skills strategy to secure the future of the plant-hire industry, both in 

making it an attractive career to work in, but also so our members have a secure talent pipeline that 

allows them to plan-ahead. By working with our colleagues in the CITB and across the UK, including 

the devolved nations and the HE sector, it is important our industry takes charge and starts to 

address the failures in our skills system.  

Infrastructure investment   

6. 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?  

The Infrastructure Commission for Scotland is a welcome move in developing and accessing the 

infrastructure needs of Scotland. It is important the Scottish government works with industry in 

outlining future trends and areas where the industry needs to invest. However, realism is needed. 

As the recently published Infrastructure Forum v report on UK wide infrastructure highlights, 

infrastructure projects should not be publicised as a wish list of what government would like built – it 

is far more complicated than that. Investors need certainty that projects are going ahead, 

contractors need certainty in making decisions in what projects to bid for.  

This will only happen if government and the industry work closely together and identify what projects 

are deliverable within the appropriate timeline. The report highlights how poor pipeline planning and 

a lack of consultation with the construction sector results in volatility, lack of investment in skills and 

uncertainty on wider, longer-term government infrastructure plans.  
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In the short to medium term, the plant-hire industry will only be able to meet the country’s 

infrastructure needs if it is able to address the skills challenges highlighted above.   

Innovation   

7. What are your views on the Construction Scotland Innovation Centre (CSIC)?  

In order to improve productivity and embrace the future changes we can expect in construction, 

clearly the CSIC has an important role. Bringing together the different parts of the industry, 

alongside the public sector, educators and the HE sectors is important in publicising the role of 

construction and its impact on the wider economy. However, CSIC must be able to reach out to all 

parts of the sector, with companies of any size able to access its facilities and expertise. There is a 

danger that while these schemes are well meaning, it can bypass companies involved in 

concentrating on the day to day efforts of making their business work.  

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

and how will technological change (e.g. robotics, automation) impact on the sector? 

The opportunities for growth within sub-sectors are enormous and have the potential to change how 

construction operates. But it will take time. In a sector as complex as construction which embraces 

so many different disciplines, it is important the industry takes advantages of these opportunities 

while making sure the core elements of the sector remain competitive.  

Any new technological change and innovation can be risky, and many new ideas fail. In the 

construction sector, where margins are tight and the cycle of work can be unpredictable, these 

factors must be recognised when looking at the uptake of technological adoption and investment 

rates in research and development (R&D). While traditionally, the construction sector has been a 

poor investor in R&D, this is unfair given the outside influences and volatility of the sector. Robotics 

and automation will have an impact; however, it will take time for the full benefits to be felt.  

                                            
i
 Construction Scotland ‘Our Construction Industry’ http://www.cs-ic.org/constructionscotland/  
 
ii
 GDP Quarterly National Accounts – 2018 Quarter 3 Scotland (July – September) 

https://www2.gov.scot/Resource/0054/00545609.pdf  
 
iii
 ‘Shortages in Construction – a cross-industry research report, January 2019’ https://builduk.org/wp-

content/uploads/2019/01/Shortage-Occupations-in-Construction-A-cross-industry-research-report-January-2019.pdf  
 
iv
 ‘The Build up to Brexit’ – Randstad, February 2019 https://www.randstad.co.uk/employers/areas-of-

expertise/construction-and-property/brexit-uk-construction/  
 
v
 ‘Sustainable Procurement: A vision for UK infrastructure’ – The Infrastructure Forum, February 2019 

https://docs.wixstatic.com/ugd/d9a995_5bc1017abd7b424289ba2e4514ecbaa9.pdf  
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