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Background 
 
The Economy, Energy and Fair Work Committee held 2 focus groups at the 
Construction Scotland Innovation Centre in Blantyre. The focus groups were 
attended by 20 people representing a variety of different types of construction 
business. The focus groups were facilitated by Committee members John Mason 
MSP, Colin Beattie MSP and Gordon MacDonald MSP. 
 
The below note has been split into themed sections with points raised highlighted 
under each section. This note includes views from both focus groups. 
 
Procurement – general points 
 

• The public sector procures the majority of construction projects (53%) 

• Questions should be raised about how we can procure in a different way as 
the current system isn’t working. 

• Bidders are never asked about how many local people will be employed or 
other wider economic factors. Where a business is located is not a factor. No 
weight is given to Scottish businesses to win Scottish contracts.  

• Small businesses can find it hard to move into commercial ventures because 
whilst they have technical trade knowledge, they do not have experience or 
knowledge of the bidding process. It is also difficult for businesses to research 
the bidding process or complete a bid because it is time-consuming and as a 
small business the priority is always delivering work for customers. One 
participant suggested that there was a lack of support and information 
available from Business Gateway on bidding for contracts.  

• The questions in procurement contracts can be discriminatory e.g. giving 
examples of 3 projects you’ve worked on would be an immediate barrier to 
new businesses.  

• It is also difficult for small companies to fund projects as they need to find 
money to pay employees for a long period of time until payment for the job is 
received. Payment can take 8-12 weeks and SMEs cannot cover these costs 
making it prohibitively expensive for small businesses to procure commercial 
contracts. Small companies have the skills, ability and apprentices but don’t 
have the funding to step up and meet the commercial needs.  

• One participant suggested that the information needed to learn about the 
bidding process should be free - a “wikipedia for construction”. There is a lack 
of services that provide this information and often the information being 
provided is wrong. 

• Different local authorities have different approaches to housebuilding plans. In 
Fife for example the local authority puts the onus on the developer to also 
provide a school. Then multiple developers end up arguing over who provides 
the school and no school gets built. In other areas businesses are expected to 
pay £6.5k to local authorities for every house that is built to go towards 



providing a school. It would be helpful if there was a national standard 
practice in this area. 

• One group felt that overall there needed to be a clear message from the 
public sector that construction workers and businesses are valued. SMEs in 
the sector do not feel valued and they do not feel supported by the public 
sector.  

• Circular principles should be built into procurement. There is no evidence that 
the Scottish Government’s commitment and policy intention towards circular 
principles is being incorporated into public sector procurement.  

 
Winning contracts – cost versus value 
 

• There is a drive to the bottom when it comes to cost in public sector 
procurement. The product does not matter as decisions are made on lowest 
cost (this view was shared among all participants in one group). 

• There is supposed to be a weighting system which accounts for lots of factors 
when public procurement decisions are made, but this weighting skews 
results towards lowest cost.  

• SMEs feel that they are putting in a huge amount of time and effort to tender 
when their bid will ultimately never be successful (because of cost). This is 
very frustrating to businesses. One participant had calculated the cost to their 
business of ticking these boxes to fulfil what tier 1 require – it was 10% of their 
annual turnover, £349,000.  

• Participants quoted examples where contracts had been awarded based on 
lowest cost and resulted in a poor-quality finish. The huge additional spend 
then incurred by the public sector in getting different contractors to fix the job 
outweighs the initial difference in tendering the bid. Participants had 
experience of bidding for these initial jobs and then being asked to fix the 
project after completion. There is a huge public-sector cost to remediating 
poor procurement decisions, which is not currently factored into the 
procurement process. It is important to look at the life cycle of a building when 
considering what money is being ‘saved’.  

• There needs to be an agreement on what ‘value’ means and what a good 
outcome is. Cost and value are not the same thing. The language used 
around procurement and demand by clients needs to change to emphasise 
quality.  

• There are processes in place which show an intention for this not to be the 
case. At the outset of the project there are broader discussions about welfare, 
the creation of jobs etc. but this dissipates as the process progresses until all 
other drivers are set aside and cost remains. 

• The public sector has engaged in reinforcing a cycle of mediocracy by 
awarding contracts to businesses who produce lower quotes through inferior 
quality. These contractors then continue to be rewarded, get bigger and win 
more contracts.  
 

Procurement Skills 
 

• There is insufficient knowledge and expertise among people making 
procurement decisions about what is integral to a project and what corners 



are being cut. This knowledge is needed to know where savings can and 
cannot be made. Public sector procurers must be trained to identify risk in low 
cost rather than value. Case studies should be used to demonstrate how 
buying cheapest is not always best. The public sector has an opportunity to 
take the lead in resolving this.  

 
Skills – training and apprentices 
 

• There is a lack of construction representatives in schools at careers talks etc. 
Some schools are inviting industry reps to career events but it is patchy. 

• There is too much emphasis in schools on University as a destination. No 
information is given on other options such as apprenticeships. Most 
apprentices are people who were not motivated to go to University as 
opposed to those who have positively chosen construction as a career. 
Culturally apprenticeships are less valued and this must change at school-
level. Schools often determine their success on the number of pupils who go 
on to Higher Education. 

•  

• The industry needs to “be smart and go back to basics”. SMEs should provide 
training to employees in areas where the SME has identified a skills gap. 
Construction businesses could offer training alongside work. 
 

Diversity 
 

• In terms of diversity in general the industry “has quite a low bar.” 

• The groups discussed what more could be done to attract women to the 
construction industry. One participant noted that in architecture 50% of 
students are women, but this declines at degree level and declines again at 
industry level. The proportion of men working as architects is far greater than 
that of women. The participant was unsure why this would be the case. 

• There are general problems in attracting women to work in many industries 
that are traditionally male-dominated, but participants acknowledged that 
there are particular challenges in construction.  

• There is a lack of flexible working in the industry. This is difficult to resolve on 
site, but as the industry changes this may become less of a factor. 

• One participant who runs a business told us she’d never had a female 
apprentice application.  

• Someone said that vocabulary is so important when looking to attract women 
into construction. They felt that the word ‘construction’ has negative 
connotations for the majority of women, whereas words and phrases like ‘built 
environment’, ‘design of places and interiors’, ‘the spaces we all use’ spark 
interest and imagination among women.  

• There must be more role models so that female school students know how to 
progress through a career pathway into construction. This would create an 
accessible narrative that triggers curiosity and is more enabling.  

• In this respect it is also important to educate the educators, encourage them 
to teach in different ways and modernise the curriculum. 

 
 



Skills shortage 
 

• When asked if there are any problems attracting people into the industry 
participants in one group said it was a “nightmare” and described it as 
“increasingly difficult.” 

• One participant said that they were actively trying to recruit friends and family 
of current employees into their business as this had a higher success rate 
than normal recruitment methods.  

• The construction industry is now advertising on building sites for bricklayers 
rather than trying to sell houses. 

• Colleges are “night and day” to what they were 20 years ago. They are 
fantastic. Really brilliant colleges in Scotland and if industry could work closer 
with them and fuse the learning material with companies this could make a 
huge difference to how appealing a career in construction is for young people 

• One participant talked about Balfour Beatty’s commitment to reduce work 
undertaken onsite by 25% by 2025. This aligns with the UK Government’s 
2025 strategy for lower cost, lower emissions and faster delivery. Increasing 
offsite manufacture may attract more young people to the industry.  

 
Skills – professionalism 
 

• The increase in self-employment should be good but is actually a “nightmare” 
as people with no training are starting businesses and skilled SMEs in the 
middle are being squeezed out. “Big business at one end and cowboys at the 
other”. If there is a lack of supply there is a reduction in quality as due 
diligence is not paid and people are desperate for the services 

• There is a contrast between the UK and Germany in the cultural value placed 
on careers in traditional trades. These jobs are more valued and have a 
higher status in countries like Germany.  

 
Access to Finance 
 

• During the recession, banks withdrew overdraft capabilities from construction 
businesses. One participant resented that their money must stay in the bank 
which means that the banks are being rewarded despite offering no support to 
their business.  

• One participant had experience of trying to access finance for a new 
company. The bank gave no consideration to the proven experience of the 
candidates (over 20 years of stable and consistent turnover in another 
business) and skill set. They are now looking at private finance. Accessing 
finance through Business Gateway was so slow and laborious that they gave 
up. The business was looking for £50,000 and after 18 months they managed 
to get £7,000. The public sector and banks could de-risk the investment by 
focusing on investment in people.  

• Accessing finance has become more difficult in recent years. One participant 
said banks no longer ‘trust the debtor book’. Banks have become more risk 
averse and no longer trust that debtors will actually pay their debt to a specific 
company. Thus, making investing in that company risky.   



• Using second echelon lenders was seen as a waste of money. Participants 
would rather have slower growth.  

• There is a funding gap. Public money is too slow and banks are unsupportive 
which makes growth difficult. The Scottish National Investment Bank may be 
able to help.  

• “Banks laugh at construction”. They won’t entertain small business. 

• Some bigger PLCs are turning good profits just now but the profitability of 
small housebuilders is being eroded all the time. The big builders do not build 
in rural areas as they cannot get a high enough volume of sales to make it 
worthwhile and smaller businesses cannot access finance to build in rural 
areas. SMEs are being squeezed out of the market place. The Scottish 
Government needs to recognise this as an issue. SMEs tend to be more 
imaginative in design where PLCs focus on mass production. 

• Standardisation takes out overhead design costs but then there is a need to 
find other design areas.  
 

Land asset management 
 

• One participant said there is absolutely no doubt that some businesses are 
guilty of land banking. He felt it was the only way for small housing companies 
to be able to grow. Others did not think that land banking was an issue in the 
housebuilding industry. 

• There should be restrictions – possibly the volume of land or the timescale for 
seeking planning. 5 years was mentioned as a possible timescale.  

• There is an over reliance by Government on the large housebuilders. 
Governments don’t make decisions which would be unpopular with their 
shareholders. 

• One participant said that most academic studies suggest there is no land 
banking in the housing industry. If a site has consents it will be built on. 
Building is down and people are being made redundant because 
housebuilders are struggling to get permissions/consents; they are not 
struggling to get the land but are struggling to get the consent to build on it. 

• Local authorities are delaying issuing consents and one participant felt that 
Government agencies, such as SEPA, are being ‘deliberately awkward’ 
despite legislation setting out what they are supposed to do to help industry. 
Parliament put a bill in place but it was felt that regulators don’t know it exists; 
the legislation is there but the regulators are not enforcing it. 

• Connection charges to utilities need to be reviewed. House builders are 
encouraged to fit solar panels, but are then made to pay a penalty for 
generating too much energy, which can’t be put back in to the Grid. This 
problem will be compounded by electric vehicles. One business is pushing 
down the route of Solar PV but that also brings additional costs. “We end up 
putting a limiter on it to stop the export going back in to the grid to reduce 
costs but this is lunacy”. 

• Properties in areas like Skye have seen land value, building costs and grant 
systems increase meaning that the only people who can afford to buy there 
are people buying second homes. 

• There is a lack of visibility by local authorities who are responsible for 
maintaining a register for land ownership but this “seems to just be going in to 



a black hole”. More joined up thinking is required to connect house-buyers 
with housebuilders. Local authorities look at planning permissions, but not at 
working with developers to deliver projects directly. 

• The industry is on a digital journey. The Scottish Government introduced the 
Greener Homes initiatives, but did not monitor any projects that were funded 
through those initiatives. This was a missed opportunity as the data could 
have been really rich and used to show the benefits of offsite manufacturing. 

 
Innovation 
 

• Innovation, as a term, is overused and widely misunderstood. 

• The challenge is that innovation relies on wider structural and system change 
in areas such as procurement. The procurement system is capable of building 
in innovation. The client is key. 

• The biggest barrier to innovation is risk. Businesses would feel more confident 
if they could see how innovation can have a positive impact. 

• The construction industry is highly fragmented and strong protectionist 
sensitivities throw up challenges. Open source technology was proposed as a 
solution to allow more collaborative working. 

• One participant looked at the issue of certification when developing new 
technologies. They had developed a new type of building brick and while they 
felt there was support for the technology, the traditional nature of certification 
makes it hard for something new and innovative to be certified. Certification is 
too traditional and expensive and there is strong competition from China. 

• There was agreement that there is an instant distrust of something new until it 
can be proved that it will last. Longevity is difficult to prove at the outset 
without having a built example. Companies and planners tend to have a 
conservative approach to innovation. They do not want to take a chance on 
something new that may impact the end-user and negatively impact the 
company. The buying public wouldn’t know the difference between traditional 
and innovative until something went wrong. 

• There was concern expressed that global companies are using robotics for 
example and that unless we develop something in Scotland that works for us 
it will be other countries who come here and use the technology instead. 

• It was also suggested that the structure of the industry and the many different 
ways in which house building is procured makes it difficult to use new 
technology. There are different companies working in different ways and there 
is a variation in structure between how social, industrial and commercial 
builds are procured. 
 

 
 
Late payment 
 

• The late payment issue has been ongoing for decades despite various 
changes in legislation over the years like the Housing Regeneration Act. 

• There should be penalised if as a tier 1 contractor you cannot show that you 
have paid your supply chain. 

• Timescales for getting paid are prohibitive.  



• Urgent need for a new model that better supports the supply chan. Main 
contractors are using sub-contractors as a bank. One participant stopped 
working in the industry because of the lack of timely payment. He never 
celebrated getting a job or winning a contract as payment was still not 
guaranteed. He often sacrificed his own wage so that workers would be paid 
on time. He now only accepts up-front payment for goods and services.  

• Payment is the single most important thing and if there is anything to come 
out of the Committee’s inquiry that is what it should be. Main contractors 
should receive penalties if their supply chain isn’t paid. Sub-contractors must 
be paid on time and in full.  

• Some companies will wait until last day when payment is due then identify an 
error on the invoice. The industry needs strong leadership on addressing late 
payment and an improved spirit of fairness. A lot of companies go out of 
business because they aren’t big enough to challenge late payment. The 
costs of arbitration are huge. 

• BIM (Building Information Modelling) protocol is encouraged by default rather 
than allowing businesses to be involved in forging how it works. It Isn’t ground 
up. It needs to be lower cost and integrate with traditional systems. 


