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BLURRED 
VISION
CONSTRUCTION WANTS CLARITY  
ON POST-BREXIT ECONOMIC POLICY 

Now that the election is over, the government’s 
main priority is to negotiate a Brexit deal. For 
the construction and infrastructure sectors 
the result of these negotiations is critical, and 
the industry is unanimous in what it believes 
are the crucial areas up for discussion: 

investment in projects, and skills and labour.
Last year the industry set up the Brexit Infrastructure 

Group – which includes consultants, contractors, 
membership organisations and standards bodies – to 
advise government. When the group was launched, 
its chair, National Infrastructure Commission deputy 
chairman Sir John Armitt, said: “The European Union 
Referendum outcome has left a cloud of uncertainty over 
the infrastructure and construction industry. There are 
questions around access to skills, foreign investment, use of 
codes, standards and regulations, and funding for research 
– all of these things are core to delivering the infrastructure 
that forms the backbone of the UK economy.”

Ahead of the election, the group published an open letter 
to all the party leaders in which it highlighted the need for 
continued investment in UK infrastructure projects. 

“The UK is an internationally recognised centre for 
excellence in the design, delivery and operation of social 
and economic infrastructure,” it said.  “A major part of this 
success is our ability to deploy investment models that 
attract high volumes of private finance. This is a hugely 
significant advantage for our nation and it is vital that 
political uncertainty does not undermine market confidence 
in the UK as a destination for investment. 

“This risk can be mitigated by continuing to support a 
stable infrastructure pipeline and maintaining the UK’s world 
leading model of economic regulation,” the letter continues. 
“We also need to ensure that we can access a diverse pool of 
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T he UK’s political and social landscape is more 
turbulent than at any time in decades. The 
unexpected General Election result has left 
manifesto pledges discarded and resulted 
in hasty deals to ensure key legislation gets 
through Parliament. The government has  also 

started the negotiations that will decide the UK’s future 
relationship with Europe.

This uncertainty has an impact on the infrastructure 
sector. Employers want to know who is going to fund 
major projects and where their workforce will come from. 
Designers and contractors must work out how the political 
climate will affect their businesses, while delivering the 
infrastructure that will drive economic growth. The most 
recently published National Infrastructure and Construction 
Pipeline contains £500bn of projects, and the supply chain 
has been focused on working out how it can deliver these  
safely, efficiently and with minimum environmental impact.

This report, produced by New Civil Engineer  with 
McGinley Support Services, is designed to aid engineers 
charged with managing and delivering infrastructure 
projects in the current uncertain climate. It highlights 
issues affecting six key areas: economics and workload; 
social and employment; legal and compliance; the political 
landscape; technological change; and the environment.

The report – the first in a regular series – also comes as 
infrastructure delivery teams are being asked to be more 
innovative than ever before – embracing technological 
change, investing in research, adopting new practices 
and techniques; and also more aware than ever of their 
environmental and social responsibilities.

This report identifies how the infrastructure supply 
chain is responding to these challenges.
� Mark Hansford, editor, New Civil Engineer

Brexit is coming as demand for 
construction workers is increasing

B Y  M A R G O  C O L E



investors, with risk appetites suitable for different types of 
projects at different stages of their lifecycle.”  

It urged the new government to maintain membership 
of the European Investment Bank (EIB), which invested 
more than €30bn (£26M) in the UK between 2012 and 2016 
and acted as an “anchor investor” in many infrastructure 
projects. “If this proves impossible, government should 
begin discussion with industry now on the options for filling 
this gap,” said the group.

The ICE has also called for consultation on the possibility 
of a UK investment bank if the UK loses EIB membership. 

In its letter to politicians, the Brexit Infrastructure 
Group also warned of the need to avoid “a self-imposed skills 
crisis”. The UK currently needs an extra 36,000 infrastructure 
workers every year to meet demand, and the sector has 
not yet recovered the 400,000 construction jobs lost in the 
last recession. In addition, more than 700,000 of the current 
workforce are set to retire in the next 10 years. As a result, the 
industry relies heavily on up to 250,000 EU nationals.

Construction recruitment and support services firm 
McGinley is feeling the challenge. Director Sean McGinley 
says: “Our experience is that job applications from within 
the EU are down, we can only assume as a result of the 
uncertainty. We really need some clarification on post-Brexit 
immigration policy, to ensure that we can secure the skills 
the industry needs.”

In its Manifesto for Infrastructure, the ICE says: “A rapid 
reduction of EU nationals in our workforce on this scale 
would be disastrous for the sector. The resulting cost 
inflation and labour shortages will cause delays and make 
some vital projects unaffordable.” 

It has urged the government to guarantee the status of 
EU nationals currently working in the UK, as has the Civil 
Engineering Contractors Association (Ceca). 
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Build UK represents clients, main contractors, specialist 
contractors and suppliers – around 10% of the construction 
workforce are non-UK nationals and in some areas – including 
London, migrant labour accounts for up to 50% of the 
workforce. It wants the new government to clarify the status of 
EU nationals as soon as possible, and to set out an immigration 
policy that “recognises the need to recruit non-UK skills for 
both high and lower skilled roles”, and also “enables industry 
sectors to recruit outside of the UK as necessary”. 

Build UK’s members are also very aware of the possible 
impact of Brexit on material and product imports and 
exports. At present the UK imports £4.9bn more building 
materials and components from the EU than it exports. 
“Around 15% of all manufactured construction products 
consumed in the UK are imported from the EU, which 
means currency fluctuations have a significant impact on 
project costs,” the organisation says.  

While it acknowledges that Brexit provides an 
opportunity to reduce the industry’s trade deficit by 
actively supporting UK manufacturing and supply chains, 
it is not always possible to source construction materials, 
components and products from inside the UK. So Build UK 
is calling for barrier-free access to trading with the EU.  

“We really need some 
clarification on post-Brexit 

immigration policy to ensure we 
can secure the skills the industry 
needs 



FILLING  
THE HOLE
CAN PRIVATE FINANCE PLUG THE 
INFRASTRUCTURE FUNDING GAP? 

One big question that none of the major 
political parties really tackled ahead 
of the General Election was how to fund 
new infrastructure. They all agreed that 
infrastructure investment is good for the 
economy, but none was willing to put up 

general taxation. 
“It was unclear where the money would come from but the 

situation has changed to some degree since the election,” 
as McGinley Support Services managing director Dermot 
McGinley points out. “The DUP and the Conservatives 
have agreed a deal that will bring an unexpected boost to 
the infrastructure of Northern Ireland, including £400m in 
projects and £150m in ultra-fast broadband.”

The last two administrations have been convinced that the 
solution is to get private investment to pay for infrastructure. 
Since 2012, governments have been publishing details of 
their infrastructure pipeline annually. 

These are intended to give a forward-looking assessment 
of the planned investment in UK economic infrastructure. 
The value of the pipeline has been rising steadily over the 
last five years, from around £310bn in 2012 to £500bn at the 
end of 2016.

The government’s plan was that around 50% of that 
£500bn would be financed by private money – including from 
overseas. It insists that the UK is an attractive destination 
for investors, quoting law firm Nabarro’s 2016 Infrastructure 
Index, which ranks the UK as the number one country for 
private infrastructure finance. 

But what private investors seem to be keen on is owning 
infrastructure, not building it. More than half of the UK’s 
water companies are owned by overseas private investors, 
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as is the gas supply network and many of our major ports. 
But what they are not keen on are the risks associated with 
construction.

“There are a few reasons why we haven’t really seen 
infrastructure investors piling loads of capital into greenfield 
projects,” says Deloitte partner Jason Clatworthy. “The 
biggest issue is that the projects aren’t really there. When 
you do see a project – like Thames Tideway – when it is 
a fully signed off project, you get a lot of these investors 
turning up and bidding.

“But another reason is that a lot of investors are in this 
sector because they’re investing for yield – they want annual 
cashflows,” he adds. “They can generally invest anywhere 
in the world. My clients ask: ‘why invest in a UK greenfield 
project that won’t give any yields for five years? Why not 
buy an airport in Australia or a regulated distribution 
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network in Europe that is up and running and giving me 
cashflow immediately?’”

Deloitte surveys European investors every three years to 
find out how their investments are performing. In the most 
recent survey, the lack of “shovel-ready” projects was a big 
issue. “[A] key barrier to private infrastructure investors 
seeking to invest in primary projects is the contractual 
uncertainty early in the asset life,” says the survey report. 
“Governments hoping to encourage private investment in 
greenfield infrastructure should consider providing some 
form of support/risk reduction during an infrastructure 
project’s early development stages. This would reduce the 
development risk and would increase competitive bids.”

Clatworthy adds: “On greenfield projects, their biggest 
concern is construction cost overruns. We all know that 
happens on construction, and it’s a real risk for [investors] 
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and something they can’t deal with. What they want is for 
someone else to underwrite the cost of overruns – ideally 
the government.”

Aberdeen Asset Management global head of 
infrastructure funds Gershon Cohen agrees. “If you look 
at a major infrastructure project such as a nuclear power 
station, the scale is huge, and if it’s delayed even a month 
the investors are going to be in for millions. There are 
certain projects that lend themselves to government 
funding to get them built, and then to sell them or award a 
concession once they’re up and running.”

The two most popular areas of infrastructure investment 
in the UK are long term DBFO/PPP concessions and 
regulated industries. 

Concessions have a relatively low risk profile, but 
with a long term, stable income stream that is effectively 
underpinned by government. They tend to be very popular 
with institutional investors like pension funds, which have 
long term liabilities.

According to Cohen there are around 1,000 long term 
contracts of this nature in the UK, with the main investors 
now being Canadian and European pension funds, which 
manage pension schemes on behalf of their governments. 
They have been joined by Asian pension funds and some 
UK local authority and corporate pension funds. These 
institutions prefer to come in once the assets – schools or 
hospitals, for example – have been built, although some long 
standing experienced fund managers have also successfully 
managed some greenfield infrastructure projects for their 
investors.

Investing in regulated industries is slightly riskier, as 
financial performance is dependent to some extent on the 
regulator. But investors in this field tend to be specialists, 
like Australian fund manager Macquarie, which recently 
sold its stake in Thames Water to Canadian pension fund 
Omers and the Kuwait Investment Authority. Macquarie had 
owned the company since 2006.

According to Cohen, that is a typical investment model 
in the regulated sector. “If you are investing in something 
like a water company, you have to be able to understand 
how to operate a company in that sector,” he explains. “So 
what you see are funds that are set up with the expertise 
to do that. For example, Macquarie has a very high level of 
operating expertise in water, airports and ports. 

“They set up a fund and attract investment from all 
around the world, but the term of the investment in these 
deals is shorter. The idea is that the company improves the 
asset, improves its profitability and then moves on.”

The previous government had also hoped to attract 
more private money to deliver infrastructure through the 
Private Finance 2 (PF2) model, launched in 2012. So far 
only a handful of projects have been delivered through this 
mechanism, including the Mersey Gateway, and a promised 
list of new projects due earlier this year did not materialise. 

“There are certain  
projects that lend 

themselves to government  
funding to get them built



GREEN 
& CLEAN
CONSTRUCTION IS ACTING TO
CUT ITS CARBON FOOTPRINT

The construction sector is a major contributor to 
the UK’s total carbon footprint – a fact that was 
acknowledged in the government’s Construction 
2025 strategy document, which called on the 
industry to cut carbon emissions by 50%. A 
large proportion of the total is made up of CO2 

embedded in construction materials, as well as in the energy 
needed to construct and operate structures and buildings. 
But another signifi cant element that often goes unnoticed is 
transport.

Even when a construction project has a fairly limited 
geographical footprint, it is usually dependent on materials 
and people travelling over considerable distances. A large 
project can clock up a huge total mileage, with its knock-on 
implications for fossil fuel consumption and for pollution 
from emissions, noise and disruption on local roads. 

Transportation accounts for around 25% of 
the UK’s carbon dioxide emissions. To try to reduce this, 
the industry has been adopting a range of solutions, 
including switching to more effi cient vehicles and plant; 
sourcing materials locally and trying to combine deliveries 

from the same suppliers to reduce the number of journeys 
needed to and from the site.

On major London projects, a lot of emphasis has been 
placed on reducing lorry movements for transporting 
materials and waste. Crossrail, for example, moved 3M.t  
of material from the tunnel excavations by rail and ship 
to create a new wetland nature reserve on an island in 
Essex. And, during construction, Tideway is aiming to 
transport 90% of spoil from the main tunnel by river, 
signifi cantly reducing the number of lorry trips on London’s 
roads.

But lorries and plant are not the only contributors to the 
transport element of a project’s carbon footprint; there is 
also the issue of getting workers to and from the site.
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“Crossrail requires all 
its contractors to have 

a sustainable transport plan 
that encourages personnel to 
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In construction’s recent past, major projects often set 
up residential compounds, where site workers lived in 
temporary accommodation – often caravans – for the 
duration. Those days have gone, with workers preferring 
to get home to their families each night or their employers 
paying for them to stay in local budget hotels or B&Bs. This 
is defi nitely an improvement in welfare terms, but may mean 
that more of them are driving to work every day.

Major project clients are aware of the issue. Crossrail, for 
example, requires all its contractors to have a sustainable 
transport plan that encourages personnel to use public 
transport. Tideway’s contractors also have to produce a 
staff travel plan, detailing how they plan for their workers to 
get to site. And the work sites are designed without space 
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for private cars within the site compound and with areas for 
bike racks.

 Tideway’s own staff are encouraged to travel to and 
from work by sustainable means, and the organisation is 
currently meeting the target it set itself that at least 95% 
of its employees should travel to work by sustainable 
means. And there are signs that contractors are going to 
have to think about their travel carbon footprint more 
carefully too.

 Tideway’s main works contractors are required to survey 
their workforces to fi nd out how they travel to and from 
work. They are expected to pass this requirement onto 
their supply chains. This is one indication that the issue is 
becoming more prevalent.

Construction recruitment and support services fi rm 
McGinley bid manager Kelley Bissell says she has been 
asked three times in the last nine months to provide 
information on the carbon footprint of getting site workers 
to and from their destinations. “It’s certainly not a common 
question – I’ve only seen it on three tenders out of 200 or 
300, but they were all directly or indirectly for publicly 
funded projects,” she says. “We can defi nitely see this is 
coming down the pipeline, and we can defi nitely see a 
shift towards the environmental aspects and health and 
wellbeing aspects.”

Crossrail and Tideway’s sites have the advantage of being 
predominantly city centre locations, so driving is not usually 
the sensible option. “Almost all of our sites are in central 
London and readily accessible by public transport,” a 
Crossrail spokesman told New Civil Engineer, explaining that 
its contractors had little diffi culty encouraging personnel to 
travel by tube, train or bus. But when High Speed 2 gets off 
the ground, public transport is unlikely to be an option for 
many.

At that stage, it is likely that contractors will be asked 
to at least measure their travel footprint, and ultimately to 
fi nd ways to reduce it. McGinley is in the process of fi tting 
telemetry to its entire vehicle fl eet so it can accurately 
record the mileage being done by site workers.

This technology may well be key to collecting accurate 
data, so it is perhaps no surprise to see telematics company 
Tom Tom entering the arena. The fi rm last year conducted 
a survey among construction fi rms, and discovered that 
58% regularly monitor their carbon footprint, and 51% 
claim their clients require them to record and act on carbon 
emissions. In the survey, fl eet operation was identifi ed as a 
focus for CO2 reduction.

Bam Nuttall has succeeded in reducing its transport 
emissions every year since 2009, after carrying out a green 
fl eet review with the Energy Saving Trust. Initiatives include 
setting annual targets to improve the effi ciency of the fl eet, 
fi tting tracking systems and speed limiters to vehicles 
and offering season ticket loans, shuttle services and 
reimbursement for public transport. 

“Tideway’s contractors also 
have to produce a sta�  

travel plan, detailing how they 
plan for their workers to get to site

Construction contributes to 
carbon emissions in many ways



OPENING 
MINDS
MIXED REALITY ADDS NEW 
PERSPECTIVES FOR CONSTRUCTION 

The arrival of building information modelling (BIM) 
on major UK projects has led to the development 
of 3D models that lend themselves to fly-through 
and advanced visualisation. This, combined 
with the rapidly-decreasing cost of virtual reality 
(VR) headsets and goggles, has resulted in 

immersive VR, augmented reality (AR) and so-called “mixed 
reality” technologies being adopted for a variety of different 
purposes in the construction industry.

From a fairly early stage in construction on Crossrail, for 
example, it was possible to stand on part of a construction 
site, hold up an iPad and see how it would look when it was 
finished – complete with passing trains at platform level. An 
entire VR world was built from the project’s BIM model, and 
provided an immediate visual representation of the finished 
project.

And High Speed 2 (HS2) has been using VR and AR from 
the start, creating visual and aural representations that 
convey exactly what the railway line will look and sound 
like as part of the consultation process. The organisation 
delivering the new high speed line has regularly talked of 
designing, building and operating a virtual railway long 

before the first shovel goes into the ground.
Construction lends itself to these advanced visualisation 

techniques – particularly when it comes to showing 
clients what their structure will look like, or for different 
subcontractors to work out the best way to avoid clashes 
on a busy site. RMD Kwikform is investing heavily in VR and 
AR technology, with the visualisation aspect being the main 
selling point. “This is opening up the way we work with our 
customers to plan, specify and develop safe methods of 
work, before we get to site,” says RMD managing director 
Mike Follett. “We like to think of it as ‘BIM Plus’.”

But visualisation is only one benefit of this technology, 
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and a wider world has started to open up, as organisations 
begin to use AR for training. Earlier this year, Hire 
Association Europe (HAE) announced that it is developing 
VR training modules for key pieces of equipment and 
tools. At the same time, Balfour Beatty, Vinci and Highways 
England announced they were working with a tech company 
to use a VR simulation for Zero Harm health and safety 
training on their Smart Motorway programme.

Both projects are using the technology to create fully 
immersive simulations of real world construction scenarios. 
On the Smart Motorways project, technology company 
3D Repo – a spinout from University College London – has 
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designed a solution that gives users different perspectives 
of the same potentially dangerous situation, so they can 
develop an understanding of safe working zones. 

The user is immersed in a position relative to an activity, 
for example excavation, from where they can examine the 
worker’s visibility and that of the plant driver. They can 
then position themselves where they think they are safe and 
switch to the plant operator’s position to understand what 
they would see.

Construction recruitment and support services firm 
McGinley’s head of safety John Jebson recognises its value. 
“We are certainly seeing VR technology creeping into our 
sector now. As the technology improves, we can see that 
this is the next logical step in hazard awareness training. It’s 
cost effective and an efficient way of improving the skillset 
of new or existing workers.”

HAE has also been working with a university-based 
research centre – University of the West of England’s 
PlayWest – to design a series of modules to improve safety 
and risk/hazard perception for hirers of popular tools and 
equipment. Users find themselves on site with the kit once 
they put on the VR headset, and before they can even start 
to learn how to use it  they have to choose the correct PPE 
to wear. They are then guided through – and tested on – the 
important decisions they should make to use the tool or 
equipment safely.

“One the of ground breaking things about VR is that you 
can analyse behaviour,” explains HAE commercial manager 
Richard Whiting. “If somebody is struggling to find the right 
answer, we can work out if it is because the training is not 
up to scratch or their knowledge or understanding is not up 
to scratch. If we found that everyone was getting stuck on a 
similar thing, we would know that we would need to make 
that easier for them to understand.”

The HAE’s VR programme uses gaming technology, with 
cues or activities popping up in view when you look in the 
right direction, and different levels that must be successfully 
attained before getting to the next stage. But it still only 
takes a few minutes to complete – a vital factor if people 
hiring tools are going to be bothered with it.

“I can guarantee that if you work for someone like Bam 
Nuttall or Laing O’Rourke you will be getting all the right 
training, and toolbox talks etcetera. But the further you go 
down that supply chain, the more it tails off,” says Whiting. 
“Hire companies can reach these people; they are their 
customers.”

“Virtual reality is something that’s been touted around 
for a while,” he adds. “Other people have played with this 
technology for sales or demonstrations – using it in a very 
experiential type of way. That serves a purpose, but we’re 
trying to be innovative and get ahead of the game. It’s a 
completely immersive way of delivering safety messages.”

“As the technology 
improves, we can see that 

this is the next logical step in 
hazard awareness training

The industry 
is increasingly 
using virtual and 
augmented reality 
for a range of tasks



CLUMSY 
CHARGE
THE APPRENTICESHIP LEVY IS 
DISRUPTING TRAINING EFFORTS

Back in April, after two years of consultation, the 
government introduced an apprenticeship levy 
for all companies with a wage bill of more than 
£3M. In England, the money raised from this levy 
will be available to fund apprenticeships, while 
in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland it will go 

into general taxation. 
Already there is considerable disquiet among construction 

firms and the wider business community that the levy may 
not be the most appropriate way to address skills shortages 
or improve standards and productivity among the UK 
workforce. 

The government announced the levy during the 
Emergency Budget in 2015, claiming the proposals would 
increase the number of quality apprenticeships available. At 
the same time, it set a target for UK businesses to create 3M 
apprenticeships by 2020. It cited the fact that UK businesses 
have reduced their investment in training for more than 20 
years, and pointed to the success of similar levy systems 
in more than 50 other countries, including South Korea, the 

Netherlands and Denmark.
The scheme requires all employers with wage bills of 

over £3M to pay 0.5% of its value into the government’s new 
apprenticeship service. They can then access these funds to 
pay for apprentice training, and the government will add an 
additional 10%. 

But before the scheme was launched, employer’s 
organisation the CBI called for government to “radically 
rethink” the design of the levy, claiming it would not deliver 
the desired outcomes. One concern was that the levy 
prioritises apprenticeships over other, equally valuable, 
forms of training.

“Currently, the levy misunderstands training only as 
apprenticeships,” CBI director-general Carolyn Fairbairn said 
in April 2016. “Companies are having to change the ‘spec’ of 
graduate or management training schemes – programmes 
that are working perfectly well – just to fit apprenticeship 
standards.”

And now that the levy is in force, the CBI has repeated its 
call for the government to broaden its focus. “For the levy to 

INFRASTRUCTURE MARKET REPORT

78 N E W  C I V I L  E N G I N E E R  I N  A S S O C I AT I O N  W I T H  M C G I N L E Y  S U P P O R T  S E R V I C E S  ( I N F R A S T R U C T U R E )  |    A U G U S T  2017

B Y  M A R G O  C O L E

“Companies are having 
to change the ‘spec’ of 

graduate or management training 
schemes – programmes that are 
working perfectly well – just to fit 
apprenticeship standards



be a success, it must deliver long-lasting careers and close 
skills gaps, not just create more apprenticeships, says CBI 
director for people and skills policy Neil Carberry.

It is something the Civil Engineering Contractors 
Association (Ceca) is also worried about. “We are calling on 
government to consult with the construction industry as a 
matter of urgency, to ensure that the levy is implemented in 
such a way that allows our sector to invest in skills through 
different qualifications and training methods applicable to 
their specific needs,” said Ceca director of external affairs 
Marie-Claude Hemming, just before the levy came into force 
in April.

“Ceca is seriously concerned about the potentially 
negative impact the levy will have on the quality of 
apprenticeships, existing apprenticeship programmes, and 
wider skills development.”

Hemming’s comments came as a report was published 
by the House of Commons sub-committee on education, 
skills and the economy that also raised concerns about the 
government’s apprenticeship strategy. “We welcome the 

79A U G U S T  2017    |    N E W  C I V I L  E N G I N E E R  I N  A S S O C I AT I O N  W I T H  M C G I N L E Y  S U P P O R T  S E R V I C E S  ( I N F R A S T R U C T U R E )Y 

government’s efforts to bring the benefits of apprenticeship 
to all sectors of the economy. Nevertheless, it must ensure 
apprenticeships are not seen to be the solution to every 
skills problem,” says the committee’s report.

“The three million target is a useful symbol of the 
government’s commitment to apprenticeships, but it must 
guard against the perception that it the only measure of 
success. Apprenticeship starts are the means to an end, not 
an end in themselves.”

The report also said that government has not set out 
how its increase in apprenticeship numbers will help 
fill the country’s skills gaps, and recommended that the 
government publishes an annual document setting out skills 
shortages on a national, regional and sector-specific basis 
and sets clear targets to ensure apprenticeship uptake in 
these areas is prioritised.

Apprenticeships are equally valid at the professional level 
as at operative level in the infrastructure sector, and the ICE 
has briefed all its membership development officers (who 
liaise with companies) on the implementation of the levy. 
In June it launched an apprentice toolkit developed with 
gender equality campaigning organisation WISE and the 
Science, Engineering & Manufacturing Technologies Alliance 
(SEMTA), giving guidance on how to attract, support, engage 
and retain apprentices.

Since 2010, the ICE has been collaborating with 
the Technician Apprenticeship Consortium (TAC), which 
is made up of major consultants and some contractors. It 
has developed an apprenticeship, based on the BTEC Level 
3 Diploma and mapped to Engineering Council technician 
(EngTech) standards. There are now 18 major employers 
in a TAC national group, and others in regional groupings, 
which invite tenders from training providers to deliver the 
Level 3 apprenticeships. Currently, around 500 people join 
the scheme every year, and the ICE expects this number to 
increase, with a further 100 starting degree apprenticeships 
in the first instance.

According to ICE head of education policy Andrew 
Stanley, the main frustration among ICE members is that, if 
employers are supporting degree apprenticeships, they will 
not be able to spend all their levy payments in the first year, 
as they will need to make provision for an increasing cohort 
size: “Getting full value from the levy is therefore unlikely in 
the first few years of its operation,” he says. 

 “The other main frustration is that the apprentice 
systems are different for each part of the UK,” he adds. “UK-
wide employers would generally prefer a UK wide scheme.”

A similar point is made by construction recruitment and 
support services firm  McGinley director Sean McGinley. 
“As we talk to customers about the levy, we’re finding that 
there’s a significant number that haven’t yet undertaken 
the necessary planning to get a return on their levy 
contribution. Consequently it seems that the industry just 
won’t get good value, at least for the first year.” 

“For the levy to be a success, 
it must deliver long-lasting 

careers and close skills gaps, not 
just create more apprenticeships
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FITTING 
BACK IN
CONSTRUCTION EMPLOYERS ARE 
TARGETING FORMER OFFENDERS

It might come as a surprise to some readers to discover 
that inmates in some of the UK’s toughest prisons 
are learning how to build scaffolding towers and use 
construction equipment. But training for employment 
in the construction and rail sectors is seen as an 
important way of reducing the chances of prisoners 

re-offending when they are released.
According to the RMT Training Academy, which provides 

construction training for inmates at Hewell prison in the 
West Midlands, finding stable employment is the single 
greatest barrier to the success of ex-offenders. Figures 
from the Work Foundation show that only 27% of men and 
13% of women find employment after being released from 
prison. Many become reliant on the benefits system, and 
a staggering 46% are re-convicted within one year; a figure 
that goes up to 60% among those released after serving 
sentences of less than a year.

Studies consistently show that prisoners receiving 
vocational training in prison are more likely to secure 
employment shortly after release; and employment on 
release reduces re-offending by up to 50%. 
Many businesses and occupations will not hire individuals 
with convictions, so opportunities are limited. However, 
construction is seen as being fairly open to ex-offenders, 
according to construction recruitment and support services 
firm McGinley director of training John Orange, who 
previously spent 25 years as a director of education in UK 
prisons. “Some of the discrimination that offenders can 
face when they come out doesn’t exist in the construction 
sector,” he says “From the inside that’s what it feels like.”

Francesca Findlater, founder of Bounce Back, which runs 
construction training in Brixton prison, agrees. “A number of 

KEY STAT

50%
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offending 
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offenders who 
are employed 

on release 
from prison

employers [in construction] are seeing prisons as being an 
excellent source of employees – and indeed employees who 
hugely value the opportunity and who are excellent staff 
members and make good business sense if given a chance,” 
she says.

Findlater says that construction is a good fit for several 
reasons: “There are a number of people who already have 
construction skills when they come into prison. In addition, 
we are keen to get people into paid work fast to prevent re-
offending, and a number of entry level construction jobs enable 
us to do this. However, there are also higher level jobs that are 
open in construction, and we are currently exploring ways to 
open a progression route into these.  Above all, the huge skills 
shortage means that the demand is high.” 

Last January Bounce Back, Prospects and the Prison 
Reform Trust launched “Out for Good”, a six month pilot 
that gives employers a chance to get more involved in 
supporting prisoners into work. People in prison apply 
to join the scheme between four and six months prior to 
release, at which stage they are paired up with an Out for 
Good team member who works with them to identify and 
address barriers to employment through training, education 
and practical support. 

Employers who have signed up to the programme go into 
the prison to run workshops, explain their company ethos, 
highlight positions available and give a realistic view of the 
expectations, challenges and opportunities of each role, as 
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well as informing the participants about the need to gain 
employability skills. As they near the end of their sentences, 
the participants are offered interviews with the employers; 
on release, the Out for Good team continues to support 
participants and employers to make sure the transition to 
work is as smooth as possible. 

Employers taking part in the programme come from a 
variety of sectors, but include Keltbray and Tideway. 

Tideway has also signed up to “Ban the Box”, a campaign 
urging UK employers to remove the “have you got a criminal 
record?” tick box from application forms, and only ask about 
criminal convictions later in the recruitment process. Other 
construction sector firms that have signed up include Amey, 
Carillion, Gleeds, Farelly and Currie & Brown.

Carillion, which joined Ban the Box in 2014, only asks 
about criminal convictions for roles where specific checks 
are required – for example when safeguarding regulations 
apply. Group HR director Janet Dawson says: “It is so 
important to maintain a steady flow of skilled, engaged 
people into our workforce and promote opportunities within 
our business to a wider pool of talent. Not having a criminal 
record tick box is one of the ways we meet this aim.

“Of course. we want to monitor and manage the 
recruitment of people with criminal convictions, but we 
also want to show through our recruitment process that we 
give opportunities to different groups of people that bring 
alternative views and perspectives into the workplace.” 
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Carillion, Skanska and Costain also work with Clean Sheet, 
a charity supporting prisoners and ex-offenders into work. 
And Mace has set up its own programme with the National 
Offenders Management Service and homeless charity 
Crisis to offer employment to recently released offenders 
through its subcontractors. Launching the scheme earlier 
this year Mace business unit director Jonathan Foster 
said: “Accessing real employment opportunities is extremely 
challenging for ex-offenders, and statistics have shown that 
increasing the proportion of prisoners in employment after 
release is important not only for prisoners’ wellbeing but for 
the long-term sustainability of local communities.”

Initiatives like these support the view that the 
construction industry is open to employing ex-offenders – 
and to investing in their rehabilitation.

“A number of employers [in 
construction] are seeing 

prisons as being an excellent 
source of employees – and indeed 
employees who hugely value the 
opportunity 

Some employers are 
training prisoners so 
they can be ready 
for employment 
when on release
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