Market Report

INFRASTRUCTURE INSIGHT

In association with

P02 NEW TAXATION RULES
P04 PROJECT INSURANCE
P06 TOUGHER SENTENCING

P08 BREXIT IMPLICATIONS
P10 WORKFORCE LITERACY
P12 ENVIRONMENT

INFRASTRUCTURE MARKET REPORT

TAXING
QUESTION

NEW TAX RULES ARE AFFECTING SELFEMPLOYED CONSTRUCTION STAFF
BY MARGO COLE

T

his report, the second in a regular series
produced by New Civil Engineer in association
with McGinley Support Services, is designed
to aid engineers charged with managing and
delivering infrastructure projects. Each report
highlights the latest issues affecting six key areas
that every busy project manager needs to be abreast of:
economics and workload; social and employment; legal and
compliance; the political landscape; technological change;
and the environment.
In this report we begin by examining how new tax rules
are affecting self-employed construction staff – a major issue in
an industry with such a high degree of self-employment both
on the construction site and in the design office.
At a more strategic level we then explore how a new twist
on project insurance can help promote collaboration. The
concept of project insurance has not proved popular and we
examine how the latest take on it is set to make a difference.
From a legal and compliance standpoint we highlight the
recent toughening of sentencing guidelines for health and
safety breaches.
And in the context of the political landscape and Brexit we
then challenge the latest concerns about migrant workers
and the potential for Brexit to trigger a mass skills shortage,
particularly in London and the South East. We then examine
a real, emerging concern around the use of technology on
site – literacy (or lack of) in the workforce. And finally, we
consider the environment and use Highways England’s
A14 upgrade as a case study in delivering projects in a
sensitive way.
We hope you find it useful.
l Mark Hansford is editor of New Civil Engineer
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arlier this year there was a subtle change to tax
legislation that has had major implications for
the construction sector. The changes applied to
HM Revenue & Customs’ (HMRC’s) rules on “Offpayroll working through an intermediary”, known
as IR35, which are designed to establish whether
someone is genuinely self-employed or should be treated as
an employee for tax purposes.
The rule change, which came into effect in April, followed
on the heels of court cases in late 2016 involving taxi
company Uber and food delivery firm Deliveroo, challenging
their business models.
The common link is the government and HMRC’s
determination to crack down on “false” self-employment in
every sector of the economy.
IR35 rules have been around for a while, and tend to get
tweaked every year to keep up with changes in business
practices. They apply to anyone who works for a client
through an intermediary – often by setting themselves up as
a Personal Service Company (PSC) – but who would be an
employee if they were providing their services directly? If
that is the case, then they should be paying the same tax as
an employee.
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Some clients working on
big public infrastructure
projects will mandate that we have
to directly engage our employees
under PAYE. That’s an increasing
trend we’re seeing

Until now, it has been the responsibility of the individual
to decide if they come under these rules or not, and to
settle their own tax affairs. The big change that came in
during 2017 was that, for the first time, HMRC is now making
the employer responsible. At the moment the new rules only
apply to public sector client organisations, but tax experts
suspect they may extend to the private sector at some stage
in the next three years.
Pinsent Masons legal director Chris Thomas says: “This is
not just an issue for the public sector because I think, going
forward, we are going to be seeing some wider changes
which are going to be impacting on the private sector as
well. In terms of potential changes that I think we might see,
it would not surprise me at all if we did see the IR35 changes
that applied to the public sector being applied to the private
sector as well.”
One way of side-stepping IR35 legislation is by contracting
with an umbrella company rather than a PSC. Under this
arrangement, tax is payable on a PAYE basis by the umbrella
company, rather than the end client. But construction union
Ucatt (now part of Unite) says umbrella companies are
exploiting workers, whose take-home pay tends to work out
significantly less under this arrangement.

The rules that came into effect in April have already
impacted on the construction industry, through public
sector client organisations like Network Rail, Tideway and
Transport for London (TfL), which have had to review all
their contract workers to identify if they come within IR35
or not. Press reports indicate the level of confusion caused
by the sudden change, claiming at least on large public
sector employer changed its stance a number of times in the
months after the rules came into force.
And some commentators predicted that TfL would
struggle to carry out some of its major Tube improvements
if contract workers quit rather than having to be put onto
less favourable permanent contracts.
TfL human resources director Tricia Wright refutes
this, and says the rule change coincided with a review of
employment status within the organisation: “At the same
time as the introduction of the IR35 legislation, we have
been undertaking a root and branch review of how we are
organised and operate. As part of this, we have reduced
the number of people appointed through agencies and the
amount spent on agency fees.”
She adds: “TfL’s agencies now pay the majority of their
workers via PAYE and the impact of the IR35 legislation
has been minimal. Where it makes sense for us to employ
people on a permanent and fixed term basis we are doing
so, and we are confident that we will deliver our multi-billion
pound investment programme.”
McGinley Support Services is one of the largest agencies
providing labour and staff to construction clients. Its finance
director John House says: “Some clients working on big
public infrastructure projects will mandate that we have
to directly engage our employees under PAYE. That’s an
increasing trend we’re seeing. What the industry needs is an
even playing field.
“Typically for private sector clients, people at the
technical and professional end can still go through their
own company, but there are some rail workers and
engineers that fall within the grey bracket. In the past, the
majority would probably have been self-employed. Now,
most go through payroll intermediaries and PAYE.”
HMRC has a calculator for individuals, agencies,
umbrella companies and employers to work out whether
a worker’s employment status falls inside or outside the
IR35 rules. The calculator takes you through a series of
questions covering things like the level of responsibility a
job involves. House says one of the key questions on the
list is that of substitution: “If you have the right in practice
to substitute someone else to do the work if you are not
there, then you’re probably outside IR35. That’s a very key
determinant.”
l The HMRC’s calculator can be found at www.tax.
service.gov.uk/check-employment-status-for-tax/setup
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STRONGER
TOGETHER
PROJECT INSURANCE IS HELPING
TO PROMOTE COLLABORATION
BY MARGO COLE

T

wo of the main tenets of the Construction
2025 industrial strategy, published by the last
government, were the role construction can play
in economic growth, and the opportunities for
the UK construction sector in the international
market. In a post-Brexit world, this could
become even more crucial, as the UK strives to become an
international player with a successful economy.
Much of the focus in Construction 2025 is on how to make
the industry more efficient, with the target of cutting costs
by one third. Procurement is one area with considerable
potential for improvement, according to the report. “How
projects come to market has a significant impact on the
ability of the construction industry to provide innovative,
whole life value for money solutions,” it says. “Much waste
in construction is driven through the approach to risk
across the supply chain.”
The report identifies three new procurement models to
be trialled on real projects: two stage open book, cost led
procurement and integrated project insurance (IPI). The
first project procured under the IPI model – the Centre for
Advanced Building Technologies at Dudley College in the
West Midlands – is just reaching completion.
IPI was developed by collaborative working consultant
Integrated Project Initiatives in conjunction with insurance
broker Griffiths & Armour, and uses insurance as a
mechanism to create a collaborative environment. Integrated
Project Initiatives director Louise Lado-Byrnes describes IPI as
“insurance-backed alliancing”, and says the model’s underlying
principle of shared project insurance makes it very different
from other collaboration-driven contracts.
Under the IPI model, a virtual company is created for the
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project, and the main organisations taking part in the project
– client, designers, main contractor and key suppliers – all
have a seat on the board. Together, the company’s directors
decide how best to deliver the client’s strategic needs and
develop a cost plan, before using a “best for the project”
approach to design and delivery.
Adrian Speller, sustainablility director at Speller Metcalfe,
the main contractor on the Dudley College IPI trial, recalls:
“When we tendered the project, we realised there was
something different that we had to get our heads around in
terms of the form of contract and the pricing mechanism
relative to that form of contract. The selection process
was different to what we had been used to: it focused on
behaviour workshops and how people would work together.
“We work on partnering frameworks for a number of other
clients, so we are used to early contractor involvement,
but in that scenario the roles and responsibilities are quite
clearly delineated. With IPI it was up to us to define the
individual roles and who’s best to do them. We didn’t know
the architect or the engineer or mechanical and electrical
contractor [when we tendered], but we were brought
together through an alignment period that helped us to
work out who was best suited to the different roles.”
In the first phase of the project, the alliance team worked
together to develop a cost plan and concept that met the
strategic needs of the client, before moving onto detailed
design. “As a contractor, it is very rare that we would be
involved in the actual conceptual design of the building;
even in early contractor involvement there would generally
be a fixed concept before we get involved,” says Speller.
Phase 1 ends when the client and the IPI team are happy
that they have a concept design that meets the client’s
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In contrast to traditional
policies, it is the project risk
that is insured rather than liability

criteria and can be done within the budget; then the
insurers have to sign it off. This is crucial: the whole point
of the IPI model is that the project has its own insurance,
which includes independent facilitation and risk assurance,
12-year latent defects cover and cost overrun cover instead
of professional indemnity (PI) insurance. On the Dudley
trial, the cost of the insurance was set at 2.5% of the project
cost to ensure that IPI does not cost more than traditional
contract arrangements.
BLP Insurance chief executive Kim Vernau says current
construction industry insurance mechanisms are “a far cry”
from this collaborative approach, with a culture of passing
risk down the supply chain: “Leaving it to each member of
the construction process to insure the risk under their own
insurance policy perpetuates a defensive system which
is unhelpful for the end client. In the event of an issue or
problem emerging throughout the project delivery, it is
likely that the parties will take opposing positions to avoid
any risk of liability.”
Vernau believes IPI will revolutionise the way projects
are insured. “A single policy covers the entire construction
delivery team (client, contractors, consultants and specialists),
replacing individual construction insurance,” she explains.
“In contrast to traditional policies, it is the project risk that
is insured rather than liability. Crucially it also covers any
financial loss without the requirement to prove fault by the
party from whom the problem has originated.
“Not having to prove fault on the part of one individual
goes a long way towards eliminating the blame culture.
Instead it fosters a more collaborative approach that is focused
on achieving outcomes aligned to the needs of the client.
This joint risk culture, where the team can either stand or fall

together under the combined liability, also naturally motivates
the quick resolution of any problems,” she adds.
BLP has been involved in the Dudley trial project as the
local technical inspection provider for the project’s technical
risk assurer Seco. This is one of three independent roles
on the project; in addition, Rider Levett Bucknall is the
financial risk assurer and Integrated Project Initiatives is the
independent facilitator. “The facilitator sits with the project
team and the alliance board, reminding people how to
behave differently, and making sure they adhere to the new
ways of working,” explains Lado-Byrnes.
She says the project insurance drives the behavioural
change – alongside the behavioural model: “Not having PI
means the team comes up with “best for project” solutions.
When something goes wrong you might revert to type, but
that’s a complete waste of time. You need to sit down as a
team and resolve problems.”
The collaborative approach extends to the detailed
design. “One of the key selling points is that design is
something you only do once,” says Lado-Byrnes. “On costled procurement or design and build, the architect and
engineer design something, and then when the suppliers
come in they say: ‘you can’t do it like that’; so it can end
up being redesigned three, four or five times. With IPI you
literally have the supply chain sitting there to inform the
design. Nothing’s designed when you get them on board.”
IPI also adopts a “top down” approach to costings. Once
the project board has defined the target cost for the project,
it will identify the budget for each element of the work and
go to suppliers saying, “we’ve got this much money – what
can we get for that?”
Speller adds: “Because you have the ability to split up the
management of the packages across the team, it doesn’t fall
within the more rigid constraints of more traditional design
and build. For example, at Dudley the alliance manager took
control of the lift package, we took control of some of the
façade, and the architect took control of some of the internal
elements. We did a lot of thermal modelling of the building.
Traditionally that wouldn’t be our design responsibility, but
with IPI we were able to get on and solve issues.”
Lado-Byrnes says IPI works particularly well with building
information modelling (BIM) levels two and three: “Because
everyone shares the insurance, they can all put information
into one federated BIM model without worrying about who’s
responsible for it.”
However, she is aware that it will be difficult for some
subcontractors and suppliers to adapt to this new approach.
“They will have to learn what top down costing means, they
will have to learn to work within a budget, and they will have
to learn to speak up, and to work with designers to complete
the design,” she says. “But there are also a lot of benefits for
the supply chain: they are going to be paid from the project
bank account, and are reporting to the project board, so
they are not beholden to main contractors.”
With final sign-off at Dudley imminent, the full results of
the trial will be published before Christmas, and a second IPI
trial project is now underway in Derby.
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CRACK
DOWN

INDUSTRY TO FACE NEW SENTENCES
FOR HEALTH & SAFETY BREACHES
BY MARGO COLE

P

lanned changes to sentencing rules could result
in longer jail terms for people whose gross
negligence results in a fatality on site. The
Sentencing Council, which produces guidelines
on sentencing for the judiciary, recently
published proposals that clarify how judges
determine the appropriate prison sentence for individuals
whose gross disregard for worker safety results in death.
Under these proposals, jail sentences for gross negligence
manslaughter – the category of manslaughter that most
construction fatalities are prosecuted under – could be as
long as 18 years.
At the request of the Lord Chancellor, the council has
drawn up comprehensive guidelines for manslaughter, and
a three month consultation period on the proposals was
ending as this edition went to press in early November.
The proposals cover four different types of manslaughter:
unlawful act manslaughter, manslaughter by reason of
loss of control, manslaughter by reason of diminished
responsibility, and gross negligence manslaughter. The latter
is the offence most applicable to construction fatalities, and
occurs when the offender – who could be any employee, but
most often a company director – is in breach of a duty of
care towards the victim.
At the moment, the minimum custodial sentence for gross
negligence manslaughter is one year, but it can be anything
up to 12 years. The average sentence in 2014 was four years.
The new guidelines are intended to clarify what the sentence
should be, by setting out a matrix of factors for the judge
to take into consideration. For example, a fatality resulting
from a failure to appreciate the risk, or a momentary lapse
of otherwise high standards will result in a jail term of one
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to four years. But when an employer has long-standing
disregard for worker safety, the sentence would be between
10 and 18 years.
The proposals follow the introduction in 2016 of new
sentencing guidelines for offences under the Health & Safety
at Work Act. Those new guidelines also provided a more
structured mechanism for determining the appropriate
sentence, and have resulted in higher fines for serious safety
breaches. “The penalties for getting it wrong are definitely
higher than they used to be, and we’ve seen a 100% increase
in custodial sentences,” says Richard Wilks, director of
health and safety at Bell Group and a member of the ICE’s
health and safety expert panel.
Donald Lamont, a director at Hyperbaric & Tunnel Safety
and a former Health & Safety Executive (HSE) inspector,
says the latest proposals for manslaughter sentencing bring
the two types of offence into alignment: “The proposed
guidelines match the existing regime for health and safety
offences, and bring clarity about how the sentence is
made up, in terms of culpability, harm done and mitigating
factors.”
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We have been seeing a
very significant increase
in penalties across the board, and
manslaughter is just part of that

The consultation document for the new gross negligence
manslaughter guidelines set out the key factors that a judge
should take into account when sentencing, and they are
very similar to those for health and safety offences: the
degree of culpability, the level of harm, and any aggravating
or mitigating factors. The guidelines for both types of
offence give clear descriptions of what constitutes “very
high”, “high”, “medium” and “lower” levels of culpability,
and also give examples of mitigating and aggravating
factors. “High culpability”, for example, might be due to
the negligent conduct being motivated by financial gain
(or avoidance of cost), or if it persisted over a long period
of time. An extreme example of one high culpability factor
could push the offence into the “very high” category, as
could the combination of two or more factors.
Culpability would be deemed to be at the “lower” end of
the scale if, for example, the offender failed to appreciate the
risk of death arising from the negligent conduct; or if it was a
lapse in an otherwise satisfactory standard of care.
Aggravating factors include previous convictions and
involving others through coercion; while mitigating factors

include having only a temporary duty of care and previous
good character or exemplary conduct.
If the proposed manslaughter sentencing guidelines are
adopted, judges will use this matrix of culpability, harm and
mitigating/aggravating factors to calculate the appropriate
sentence, which should result in more consistency in
the sentences that are handed down. In its consultation
document, the Sentencing Council gave the hypothetical
example of a basement excavation that collapses, killing one
site worker and narrowly missing a second. It looks at the
level of culpability of the subcontractor who employed the
two site workers, explaining how the starting point for the
sentence would be eight years, and then considers possible
aggravating and mitigating factors. It also applies the new
guidelines to the main contractor’s site manager, for whom
the starting point would be five years.
The same method has been used for the last 18 months
for setting penalties – usually fines – for offences prosecuted
under health and safety legislation. However, here the size
of the company or income of the individual is also taken
into consideration. So, for example, a large company with a
turnover of over £50M with very high culpability and high
harm is likely to be fined between £2.6M and £10M for a
serious health and safety offence; whereas a company with
less than £2M turnover involved in a low culpability, low
harm breach will be fined between £50 and £2,000.
Lamont says more construction fatalities are now
investigated as potential manslaughter, rather than as health
and safety offences: “In the last four or five years there has
been a growth in manslaughter charges. Ten years ago, it
was virtually unheard of as an offence [in construction].
The police have always been involved if there was a fatality
[on site], but they used to hand it over to the HSE. Now
the police will investigate with a view to a manslaughter
charge.”
According to Lamont, the introduction of the new
sentencing guidelines for gross negligence manslaughter,
coupled with those for health and safety offences, indicate
the judiciary is taking a tougher stance on construction
fatalities and safety breaches. “We have been seeing a very
significant increase in penalties across the board, and
manslaughter is just part of that,” he says.
But Wilks says the industry should see the proposed
guidelines as a positive step forward, giving clarity about
the way sentencing decisions are made, and clearly aligning
the severity of the sentence with the level of individual
culpability. “These guidelines give the [judge or] magistrate
a mechanism to evaluate the penalty,” he says. “It makes it
clear that if the right management procedures are in place,
the culpability isn’t there.”
He adds: “I think it should give comfort [to the industry]
that the judiciary has a sensible approach. And it justifies
why you should have all the right procedures and steps in
place. I think everybody welcomes that.”
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EXODUS
SCENARIO
BREXIT COULD WORSEN SKILLS
SHORTAGES IN CONSTRUCTION
BY MARGO COLE

W

ith claims and counterclaims from both
sides, it is difficult to know exactly how
the Brexit negotiations are proceeding.
The British government is keen to start
talking about future trade arrangements,
but the European Union (EU) refuses
to discuss trade until there is agreement on both sides
about what will happen to EU citizens currently living and
working in the UK and vice versa – an issue that has major
implications for the UK construction sector.
Estimates generally indicate that people from non-UK EU
countries make up around one in nine of the UK construction
workforce, working at every level: manual trades, skilled
operatives, supervisors, engineering and architectural
designers, and project and business managers. The figure
rises to around 27% in London. Brexit negotiations are
focused on agreeing what their status will be after Britain
leaves the EU: will they be able to continue living and
working in the UK?
The ICE has made its position very clear; its Brexit
Infrastructure Group, chaired by Sir John Armitt, has stated:
“Government should guarantee the status of EU nationals
currently working in the UK”, to avoid a “self-inflicted skills
crisis”. The group argues that, at a time when the industry
needs to recruit an additional 36,000 people a year just to
meet the demands of the current infrastructure pipeline,
a rapid reduction in the number of EU nationals could be
disastrous for the sector.
Immediately after the Brexit vote, there was some
concern that EU workers might leave the UK ahead of any
decision on their right to stay or the introduction of new
immigration rules.
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While there is some anecdotal evidence that this may be
happening, there certainly has not been a mass exodus.
“We haven’t seen any change downwards since the vote
last year, although as we get closer to the exit date that may
change,” says McGinley Support Services business support
director Sean McGinley. His firm employs around 1,400
people, 15% of them from elsewhere in the EU. “At this level
– skilled and semi-skilled workers – it is true that they don’t
know where they stand at the moment. However, if you don’t
know where you stand but you’re in work, and that work is
valuable, then you will stay with the work.
“In our sort of business you will stay for as long as you
can. The rewards are healthy, and there’s consistent work,
so I think they will remain in situ until their employer can’t
employ them any more, or at least until they know exactly
what’s going to happen. The UK has a decent order book on
construction and infrastructure activity, so it is a draw, and
I think most people intend to stay while there’s a pipeline of
work available.”
This view was born out in a survey conducted by IFF
Research and published in June by the Construction
Industry Training Board. IFF surveyed non-UK nationals
working in the industry, and found that most (79%) are
planning to remain in the UK for at least the next 12 months.
Only 5% said they definitely intend to leave. Workers aged
over 45 and those who have been here for more than 10
years are most likely to stay.
Of the non-UK workers surveyed, just over half said they
planned to stay in the UK until they retire; 21% definitely
plan to leave at some point; and 23% have no definite plans.
However, qualified engineers and project managers may be
among those most likely to move, according to the survey
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Highly skilled people
may be more in demand
elsewhere in the world, so they
might take the opportunity to work
elsewhere in Europe or abroad.

report, Migration and construction: The view from employers,
recruiters and non-UK workers. It says: “…those qualified to
graduate level were far less likely than average to plan to
work in the UK until they retire (41%), and more likely to be
undecided (32%), suggesting that they have more options
around their work mobility.”
McGinley agrees. “It depends how portable your skills
are,” he says. “Highly skilled people may be more in demand
elsewhere in the world, so they might take the opportunity
[of Brexit] to work elsewhere in Europe or abroad.”
A commitment to allow EU nationals currently working in
the UK to stay would help employers plan for the immediate
future while they are waiting for details of the post-Brexit
immigration rules.
“Any information they can give us on existing EU
nationals’ rights on staying in the UK would have an impact,”
says McGinley.
The focus would then switch to what long term plans
the government intends to put into place for limiting
immigration – a key issue for pro-Brexit campaigners and
voters. It is currently assumed that the government is
looking at some form of points-based system, similar to
those in Australia and Canada, designed to attract people
with skills that will contribute to the economy and fill labour
shortages. But there is concern in the UK construction
sector that this type of policy may mean highly skilled
workers – including engineers and project managers – can
get working visas, but low- and semi-skilled workers would
lose out.
In its 2016 report The real extent of Britain’s construction
labour crisis, consultant Arcadis concludes: “Construction
is heavily reliant on unskilled or semi-skilled workers, and

a points-based system could prove problematic in terms of
bringing in the right labour.”
McGinley agrees: “The attention at the moment is mostly
at the highly skilled level. I don’t think it will be appropriate
just to overlay the system that is used for people from
outside Europe, because that wouldn’t deal with the skilled,
semi-skilled and low-skilled levels.”
Arcadis has looked at two possible post-Brexit scenarios,
and calculated the net loss of EU workers to housebuilding
and infrastructure by 2020 for each. It says: “A “hard” Brexit
scenario – for example extending the points-based system
currently in place for non-EU migrants – could see the
number of EU construction workers entering the UK fall at
the rate of attrition.
This would mean that those EU nationals leaving the
industry will not be replaced at the same rate by new
EU workers. If that was the case, Arcadis anticipates a
cumulative loss of 214,542 people from the industry.
Even the so-called “soft” Brexit option still leaves the
industry short of workers, according to the report: “In the
event of a “soft” Brexit, the construction workforce could
see a steady reduction in numbers. We have estimated a
scenario whereby, for instance, rigid quotas are introduced
or policies implemented on a sector-by-sector basis,
allowing for a degree of EU migration into the sector.” In this
scenario the net loss would be 136,081 by 2020.
The construction industry is looking at imaginative ways
to fill the looming skills gap, but also genuinely believes
there will always be a need to top up the home grown talent
pool with workers from outside the UK. Civil Engineering
Contractors Association external affairs director MarieClaude Hemming says: “Industry can and should always
look at ways to improve productivity and/or increase
recruitment to close skills gaps. However, there will still be a
requirement for EU labour.”
She adds: “As an industry we need to do as much work
as we can collaboratively to understand where the skills
pinch points are. We also need to work with government to
ensure that steps are taken to address these pinch points in
the short-medium term, while also putting in place a clear
framework for migration in the long term.”
McGinley adds: “The UK has become used to the EU
supplementing our workforce – in construction and in other
areas. I don’t think the construction industry should be
singled out; the government has to deal with this skilled/
semi-skilled issue across the board. Whatever immigration
rules and regulations are put into place, there should be a
permanent system that deals with semi-skilled and skilled
resources to access the construction market from the EU
and outside.”
He suggests a “bidding” system in which the sectors that
regularly employ people at the lower skills levels could bid
to allow a certain number of appropriately skilled people to
enter the UK.
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THE NEED
TO READ

TECHNOLOGY BRINGS MORE DEMAND
FOR WORKER LITERACY SKILLS
BY MARGO COLE

T

he theme for this year’s United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation
(Unesco) International Literacy Day in September
was “Literacy in a Digital World”. This seems
particularly appropriate theme in an era of
increasing automation and digital communication
– and in an industry that is rapidly deploying these
technologies.
But does increased automation mean the construction
workforce can rely less on basic functional skills like
literacy and numeracy – or might these skills be even more
important in the future? The 2017 education and skills
survey carried out Pearson for the CBI identifies that the
jobs of the future will require higher levels of skill.
“The shape of the UK economy is constantly evolving,”
it says. “.... technological change means the level of skills
required to do different jobs is rising. These are positive
trends, and as a result, the average job is increasingly skilled
and better paid. But there are also challenges. The digital
age is likely to reduce the number jobs of process and create
more jobs based on judgement.”
The report claims the biggest growth in jobs in the years
ahead is expected to be in management, professional and
technical roles, which require better levels of education and
skill. Skilled trades and what the report calls “elementary
occupations” are set to decline.
We can already see this trend in the construction sector. A
lot of construction equipment is capable of full automation,
and earlier this year contractor Balfour Beatty predicted
that, by 2050, low and unskilled jobs, and “those relying on
repetition of tasks” will disappear as robots become more
prevalent in construction.
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Its June 2017 report Innovation 2050 - A Digital Future
for the Infrastructure Industry predicts a world in which
the construction site will be “human-free”, with the role
of the “human overseer” being to remotely manage
multiple projects simultaneously, using data from on-site
machines. As a result, it says, the sector will need a more
agile workforce, with new skills.
“Increasing use of robots and automation will mean that
the industry becomes more productive, creating new roles
for skilled workers in cutting-edge areas, while reducing the
need for those undertaking repetitive, manual tasks, such as
bricklayers,” says the report.
But this is going to require higher levels of basic
skills among the construction workforce. Traditionally,
construction trades were seen as an attractive option
for non-academic school leavers, says McGinley Support
Services head of safety John Jebson.
“The traditional route was that your family background
or educational background steered you towards a certain
industry. A lot of people working in the industry used to
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One of the most important
aspects of supporting
adults with low literacy levels is
to increase their self-esteem and
persuade them of the benefits
of improving their reading and
writing

come from areas that once had heavy industry. They left
school at 14 or 15, and education was not really a priority.
“This group is still there among the older workforce;
the groups that come through now are getting much more
training – for example track induction, National Vocational
Qualifications (NVQs) and Construction Skills Certification
Scheme (CSCS) courses. But I still know people who can’t
read and write. They can function in the industry to certain
level, but it knocks people’s confidence and makes them
think they can’t do better. For example you have labourers
who don’t think they can be managers because of their
literacy skills.”
Jebson says a survey of the McGinley workforce found
that the average reading age was seven to nine years lower
than it should be. According to the National Literacy Trust,
around 15%, or 5.1M adults in England, can be described as
“functionally illiterate”.
They would not pass an English GCSE and have literacy
levels at or below those expected of an 11 year old. They can
understand short, straightforward texts on familiar topics,

and obtain information from everyday sources, but reading
information from unfamiliar sources, or on unfamiliar topics,
could cause problems.
The Trust says: “Many adults are reluctant to admit to
their literacy difficulties and ask for help. One of the most
important aspects of supporting adults with low literacy
levels is to increase their self-esteem and persuade them of
the benefits of improving their reading and writing.”
Jebson agrees. “It’s very difficult to get across to people
that they haven’t failed,” he says. “We as a society have
failed. The construction industry needs to do lot more to
promote literacy.”
According to the CBI/Pearson report, 45% of UK
employers say they have had to organise training in at least
one basic skill area for some adult employees recruited
in the past 12 months. But, says Jebson: “The rise of
the gig economy means a lot of people are not in secure
employment, which makes it difficult to train them. People
can slip through the net.”
The CBI/Pearson report says 39.8% of candidates did not
achieve a grade C or better in GCSE English, with a similar
number not getting the grade at maths (39%). But employers
are more likely to focus their training on constructionspecific skills than literacy and numeracy. Jebson points out
that a lot of training involves using electronic media – PCs
or tablets. It is often pictorial, and may well be tested using
multiple choice tick boxes. “If you’re lucky, you can get 25%
right without understanding the question,” he points out.
However, he believes technology may also be part of the
answer when it comes to improving basic skills. “We live in
an electronic world, so why can’t we make literacy more of
an electronic thing?” he says. “Nearly everyone is IT literate
to a point – they can all use the latest smart phones, but
they’re not very good when it comes to using pen and paper
for some form filling.
“But whenever you text someone, or go onto Facebook
or YouTube you’re improving your literacy. So let’s find a
medium that works for these people.”
One answer might be a mobile phone. US start-up CellED has developed a technology that uses texting as a tool
to teach literacy. It is based on a cloud communication
platform, and delivers bite-sized courses in reading via text
message and audio that people can work on whenever they
have the time. The company says that the success rate with
its literacy programme is far higher than classroom-based
literacy programmes.
“We’re shedding light on the importance of creating an
industry focusing on the needs of low-literate adults – which
is the majority of the world,” says Cell-Ed co-founder Jessica
Rothenberg-Aalami.
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GREEN
ROUTE

BRITAIN’S LARGEST ROAD PROJECT IS
FULL OF ENVIRONMENTAL MITIGATION
BY MARGO COLE

E

very major project in the UK has to satisfy a
wide range of environmental requirements,
whether it is by protecting wildlife habitats,
minimising the number of trees that are felled,
or cleaning up water courses. But Highways
England has decided that the A14 Cambridge
to Huntingdon project – the largest road project currently
under construction in the UK – should go above and beyond
the usual requirements when it comes to environmental
mitigation and environmentally-minded project management.
“There are a number of things we have to do by law, like
survey the land where the road will be built to assess how
the scheme might affect wildlife, or talk to environmental
organisations to get their advice and give them the
opportunity to feed back on our proposals,” explains
Highways England ecology lead for the A14 project Patrick
Howard. “And we have to look after protected wildlife
species, such as great crested newts, water voles, bats,
badgers and a number of birds that breed on the site of the
scheme.
“But we’ve also decided to build into the project ways
to minimise our environmental impact now and to leave a
positive legacy for the future.”
He adds: “We began thinking about the environment at
a very early stage in the project, well before construction
started. “Our team of ecologists started working on the
project as soon as it was given the go ahead, and they will
continue until after completion.”
Their aim, Howard says, is to set a high standard when it
comes to reducing the overall impact of a road scheme on
the local environment both during construction and after the
scheme is finished.
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“An important part of any road construction project is
the planning of environmental mitigation so that, by the
time a project is completed, its footprint on the surrounding
natural environment is as small as possible,” he explains.
“As well as leaving a positive legacy for local communities
and businesses, we’re keen to create an environment where
the local wildlife can flourish too. That’s why we’re creating
new, connected habitats along the new road which will make
it easier than currently for wildlife to move between areas.
And we’ve also ensured that our design takes into account
where mammals are more likely to cross the new road –
creating ways for them to pass safely under the new road.
“In addition, all the energy we’re using at our three
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Wherever we can, we’re
trialling ways to reduce
our use of fossil fuels on the
construction site, like using
hybrid generators, solar-panelled
floodlights or hydrogen powered
vehicles

compounds is generated from 100% renewable sources
like wind and solar,” Howard adds. “And wherever we can,
we’re trialling ways to reduce our use of fossil fuels on
the construction site, like using hybrid generators, solarpanelled floodlights or hydrogen powered vehicles.”
Initiatives include creating 271ha of new, connected
habitats for wildlife, replanting two trees for every one
felled, gathering rare wildflower seeds and specimens to
replant after the end of construction, using renewable
energy where possible, and making the most of naturallyoccurring materials on site to build the road. In addition,
only non-drinking water is being used for construction
purposes to minimise the impact on the local drinking

water supply, with water coming from treatment plants, the
scheme’s borrow pits, and local watercourses.
All the vegetation cleared ahead of construction,
including felled trees, has either been used within the local
community or been sent to a biomass facility for energy
production. And 866,000 plants from 50 different species will
be replanted once the scheme is completed, including oaks,
field maples, elms, hawthorns, blackthorns and elder.
Several rare plant species have been found across the
route and moved so they can be replanted in the same area
along the road verges once the scheme is finished. These
include bee orchids, common spotted orchids and slender
tare – a rare wildflower found near Girton.
Protected wildlife species include great crested newts,
water voles, bats, breeding birds such as yellow wagtail,
skylark, corn bunting and yellowhammer, and badgers. More
than 200 bat boxes are being installed to provide additional
habitat and help bats during migration, as well as the barn
owl boxes – the first five of which were used for nesting this
year, with three of the birds successfully rearing chicks.
Once the scheme is complete, nesting boxes for kestrels will
be installed around borrow pits and balancing ponds.
New habitats are also being created at three locations.
These are for water voles, Britain’s fastest declining wild
mammal. Ten water voles were re-located to their new home
in Alconbury over the summer. Activity around five badger
setts is being monitored, and the team is deciding how best
to help the badgers relocate so they are not disturbed or
endangered by the new route.
“It’s great when one of the ecologists is able to share
footage from one of our badger monitoring cameras,
or pictures of one of the nesting barn owls, with the
construction teams,” says Howard.
Work on building the £1.5bn upgrade to the A14 between
Cambridge and Huntingdon started in November 2016.
The project involves widening 11.2km of the A14 in each
direction across two sections, a major new bypass south
of Huntingdon, widening a 4.8km section of the A1, and
demolishing a viaduct at Huntingdon.
Three contracts have so far been let to deliver the £1.5bn
scheme: a £35.3M detailed design contract awarded to an
Atkins CH2M joint venture; a construction package, valued
at £598M and covering the A1 at Alconbury to the East
Coast Mainline, and east to Swavesey, awarded to a Costain/
Skanska JV; and a £292M contract to widen the existing
A14 from Swavesey to Milton awarded to a Balfour Beatty/
Carillion joint venture. A fourth package – for the demolition
of the viaduct over the East Coast Mainline at Huntingdon –
will be awarded in 2019, and the entire scheme is due to be
completed in 2020.
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