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ECONOMY, ENERGY AND FAIR WORK COMMITTEE 

SCOTLAND’S CONSTRUCTION SECTOR INQUIRY  

SUBMISSION FROM: Scottish Decorators’ Federation 

Further to evidence session on 5 February 2019 

When asked “what has construction learned from the demise of Carillion and McGill” 

I gave a brief answer which I would like to expand. 

Construction, by its nature is a very competitive business! There is little or no 

incentive but to tender the cheapest price. Whether the work is in the public or 

private sector. Margins are low so very little has to go wrong with a contract before 

difficulties arise. 

A large proportion of construction in Scotland is procured from the public purse and it 

is easier for the clients of these projects to place large packaged tenders in the 

hands of large contractors. Either tier one or two. 

 These contractors, of which there are a few true Scottish companies, invariably 

have their own tried and trusted sub contacting chain, (if from frith of the border it 

may be that many of the sub- contractors are also from firth of the border) and they 

generally choose from this supply chain to price tender documentation. Invariably, 

the lowest priced returned tender wins. If they have a preference from their sub-

contracting supply chain they may well (if his price is more) try to negotiate him down 

to the lowest price received. This is also true as you cascade further down the supply 

chain.  

Few public pursed clients break down tender packages into specific trades which 

local smaller contractors can price but by doing so, whilst creating a bigger workload, 

would benefit the local small sub-contractors, which in turn would provide work and 

money for local communities. 

Many of these smaller contractors do not want to work for any type of main 

contractors either in the first or second tier for a number of reasons. 

Some of the reasons but not all are: 

1. Do not have the time to price tender documents for work they are unlikely to 

get. 

 

2. Do not have the expertise to price the work and understand some very 

complicated conditions of contract. 

 

3. They have no experience of working with contacts of this type and don’t 

understand fully, stage payments, retentions, main contractor discounts, and 

penalty clauses, etc. etc. 

 

4.  Many contractors are too small to carry the burdens of risk that the contract 

places on them. 
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5. They may not be financially able to handle the guarantees that are required by 

the main contractor. 

 

6. Do not want to work for main contractors because of payment terms, reported 

sub-contractor abuse, pay when paid clauses, unfair contact conditions, lack 

of client policing the contract and its conditions. 

 

7. Specifying material from specific manufacturers who offer substantial rebate 

to the main contractor, creating a cartel which causes pricing difficulties for 

the sub-contractors.  

 

For those that do work in this area many complain about payment terms, not 

knowing when the practical completion of the contract takes place and when and if 

they can receive their retention monies as some main contractors consider it as an 

extra discount and are reluctant to release the money.  

Retention money is held for latent defects ensuring the contractor will return to repair 

defects if not there is money in the pot for said repairs in the 12 months after contract 

completion. However, there are some trades where this is not applicable as defects 

to the work are immediately apparent, i.e. painting and decorating.  

It is surprising that the Government places so many contracts with the same 

contactor. The likely reason is that he has tendered the lowest price. If cash flow for 

that contactor is detrimentally affected on any of his contracts it may put a financial 

strain on the company, ultimately resulting in the company’s demise. This is likely to 

have a cascading effect on his supply chain with the result that they too enter 

administration.  

One final point regarding the procurement process. This is where the main 

Contractor will scrutinise the tender documentation and look for areas where they 

can reduce specification from that which is expected by the client. In this manner 

they would tender a project with lower possibly negative margin in order to secure 

the work. They would then look to change the design or specification where they can 

introduce savings, allowing for a positive margin to develop. This is particularly 

prevalent in Design and Build projects. 

To counter this it is essential that the Employers Requirements for the project as 

contained in the tender documents are clear in terms of the design intent, life cycle 

requirements, maintenance strategy, construction materials etc. etc. to minimise the 

ability of the main contractor to reduce specification where the client could find 

himself instructing changes, where he would subject himself to additional costs, such 

that he maintains the building quality he expected. 
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In the question asked by Jamie Halcro Johnston regarding construction 

apprenticeships and diversity I would like to expand on this answer. 

For many years the Scottish construction apprenticeships have been accepted as 

the Gold Standard and this was confirmed by a study undertaken by Cardiff 

University. In fact when Sir Michael Latham was the Chairman of the Construction 

Industry Training (CITB) he publicly stated that Scotland’s apprentice system was 

the jewel in the crown of CITB. 

However, over the past 30 months industry has witnessed actions undertaken by 

CITB and SQA, which have had a very detrimental impact and can only be described 

as dismantling the authority of the industry bodies who were the Guardians of 

industry qualifications. 

Both CITB and SQA have been at loggerheads with industry in this period, with the 

result being that   members of both the Scottish Decorators Federation and Scottish 

Building voted against the continuation of the CITB apprentice levy. This means that 

two of the three Scottish consensus Federations wished the practice discontinued. 

This was done to show our disapproval of the current situation as our organisations 

had no other meaningful means of expressing our current high level of dissatisfaction 

with CITB and its direction of travel in Scotland. 

At the same time CITB withdrew the requirement of grant linked to the registration of 

apprentices with the industry registration bodies SPADAC and SBATC. This seems 

contrary to the Scottish Government’s intention to promote Fair Work and Inclusive 

Growth practices. 

This means that employers have the legal ability to pay Government minimum 

wages (currently £3.50 P.H.) rather than the Collectively Bargained pay and 

conditions agreed between the industry bodies’ and the Union, which helped to 

attract more young people to the industry. The action also removes the protection 

offered to apprentices when in dispute with an employer and his/her right to proffer 

evidence to a local combined Employer/Union Council which is set down in these 

Collectively Bargained conditions. 

CITB have also stopped the remuneration of industry assessors marking of the Skills 

test which is undertaken in the last six months of the four year apprenticeship. The 

result of this is that many industry assessors refuse to mark the test, which will 

weaken the qualitative aspects of the programme and reduce industry ownership, 

further disenfranchising industry from the apprenticeship model.  

At a time when Scotland is becoming more devolved CITB is becoming more 

centralised (in England), with staff not well acquainted with the Scottish educational 

environment and making unilateral decisions based on their scant knowledge. The 

upshot of this is CITB’s Scottish staff are facing unnecessary redundancies and an 

uncertain future. 

With this being the case we can see little alternative but to press for a more devolved 

or indeed independent Scottish Training Board for construction to properly represent 

the needs of Scottish industry which is answerable directly to the Scottish 
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Government. Construction in Scotland also requires that it has its own Scottish 

Sector Skills Council detached from the Training Board as we see the current system 

as a conflict of interest.  

We would also highlight in regard to industry qualifications that SQA has become a 

more process- driven organisation that is not responding to legitimate input from 

industry bodies and are blaming Government for changes within the sector. There is 

little merit in producing qualifications without the approval of our industry! The 

regulatory role of qualification being the same body as SQA is a conflict of interest 

and should be separated. 

Industry may have no alternative but to use qualification bodies’ out-with Scotland to 

achieve its aims and objectives if SQA refuse to respond to industry’s needs. 

Notwithstanding the above the Construction Industry has a responsibility to become 

a career of choice, with good wages linked to good industry approved qualifications – 

Fair Work! We need to have an effective, achievable and well publicised career path 

to enable career teachers and parents fully understand the benefits of a Scottish 

construction career.  

 


