
EMERGING REALITIES 
IN THE CONSTRUCTION 
INDUSTRY
SEPTEMBER 2018

Saint-Gobain UK & Ireland



Introduction 

Executive summary and key insights

Recommendations

Emerging economic realities 

Emerging technological realities 

Emerging socio-demographic 
realities 

Emerging environmental realities 

References

03/

05/

06/

07/

18/

30/

38/

49/

CONTENTS



The construction industry is facing a time of unprecedented 
change. Thanks to external factors such as socio-demographic 
pressures and advances in technology there’s a host of challenges, 
and potential opportunities, unfolding for the sector. 

But which approach or tool is likely to become ‘the new normal’ – 
and how will it affect our industry? 

Instead of speculating, we bring you the Emerging Realities report. 
This report is an overview of selected areas facing disruption in 
the construction sector. Our research uses statistics and opinions 
from across a wide range of disciplines to look at the issue from 
multiple perspectives. Most importantly, we reveal the tools and 
approaches already starting to be used by early adopters – and 
how we could all benefit. 

Our Emerging Realities are categorised into four key topic areas 
facing disruption: 

1/ Economic
2/ Technology
3/ Socio-demographic
4/ Environmental

Do our Emerging Realities match up with your experience in the 
industry? Join the conversation using #emergingrealities

I hope this report helps spark a debate about the future of our 
industry. Specifically, how we all might prioritise our thinking and 
activity across our industry to maximise the opportunities at our 
fingertips and capitalise on the vast potential of our sector.
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Saint-Gobain designs, manufactures and distributes materials and 
solutions, which are key ingredients in the wellbeing of each of us and 
the future of all. They can be found everywhere in our living places 
and our daily life: in buildings, transportation, infrastructure and in 
many industrial applications. They provide comfort, performance and 
safety while addressing the challenges of sustainable construction, 
resource efficiency and climate change.

Saint-Gobain operates in 67 countries and employs over 179,000 
people worldwide, including over 17,000 in the UK & Ireland. In 2017, 
Saint-Gobain achieved €40.8 billion in sales.

Saint-Gobain in the UK and Ireland includes some of the best-known 
and respected companies in the construction sector including: British 
Gypsum, Jewson, Graham, Weber, Isover, Glassolutions, Saint-Gobain 
PAM and Ecophon. Together they offer a range of high performance 
energy-saving products and solutions to help create great living 
places and improve daily life. For more information on Saint-Gobain, 
visit:

     www.saint-gobain.co.uk    

Disclaimer: the views in this report are those of the contributors and not necessarily those of 

Saint-Gobain

ABOUT SAINT-GOBAIN
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WHAT ARE 
THE EMERGING 
REALITIES FOR THE 
CONSTRUCTION 
SECTOR? 

WHO THIS REPORT IS FOR 
This report will be of value to developers, architects, 
specifiers and large authorities in the public sector. It also 
serves as a guide to clients, customers and businesses 
of all sizes in construction and infrastructure that factor 
sustainability into their work.

This report presents findings, examples and inspiration 
from thought leaders to provide those in the industry with 
insight from multiple perspectives about how they could 
adapt existing approaches in their own organisation. 

METHOD
To find out about Emerging Realities in the construction 
sector, Saint-Gobain commissioned in depth desktop 
research and then asked the industry itself. We talked to 
economists, project managers, chief executives, academics, 
consultants, engineers, technologists and experts in cyber-
security, demographics and wellbeing.
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9out of10
Times inconsistent information is a 
factor in the majority of mega projects 
that exceed budget estimatesii 

€1.8 trillion

across EU by 2030 from 
a circular economyiii  

40% Potential increase in 
productivity by 2035 
through AI technologiesv 

40%
+

40% Potential increase in
productivity by 2035
through AI technologies

£1.4bn
Estimated costs of 
poor housing to the 
NHS per annum

16.83 Mt   
Construction and demolition 
waste in Ireland grew from 
1.52 Mt to 16.83 Mt from 
1996-2006 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

OUR 4
KEY TOPIC AREAS:

EXPERTS
EMERGING REALITIES11

iv

v

vi
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RECOMMENDATIONS
There are clear trends and synergies we can draw from 
to meet the world’s increasingly tough challenges. We 
have summarised the most tangible recommendations to 
industry from our experts below: 

SUSTAINABILITY AS STANDARD
1/ Implement changes to make businesses and projects  
    more sustainable

2/ Think holistically about sustainability and resilience in       
     projects

3/ Embed designing for deconstruction through the   
     supply chain

4/ View buildings as potential means of minimising   
     energy 

5/ Design accessibly to ease the transition through life  
     stages

6/ Market buildings as being able to deliver wider   
     wellbeing benefits to their end users

ADOPTING A NEW APPROACH
1/ Investigate new disruptive technologies, outside   
    traditional partners 

2/ Ease the skills gap by adopting new tools which   
     require different skillsets

3/ Adopt a manufacturing industry mindset

4/ Digitise buildings old and new by digitally 
documenting materials and completed work

5/ Ensure cyber security resilience

REAPING THE BENEFITS OF COLLABORATION
1/ Embrace cross-industry collaboration

2/ Develop common international standards

3/ Co-ordinate innovation and resource appropriately

4/ Collaborate with all parties on projects to achieve  
     circular economy goals 

We compartmentalise 
- water, data, energy 

– when we should 
be looking at them 

holistically, as a 
package.

Dr Kemi Adeyeye 
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MAKING SENSE OF
  THE STATISTICS

The total turnover of all businesses operating in construction reached 
£296.8bn in 2017, up from £271.9bn in 2016vii.  But with more than one 
million small businesses accounting for 62% of the totalviii,  these figures 
mask a series of economic challenges, requirements and opportunities 
for the sector.

COLLABORATION AND COMMON STANDARDS
There’s no doubt that operating profitability could be improved by 
better collaboration both within and outside the sector, combined with 
common global construction standards. But, how to make these things 
happen, and quickly?

Collaboration with technology businesses is already common in other 
sectors. Tech company NVIDIA has working partnerships with the 
medical sector, robotics, and autonomous driving leaders, including 
Audi, Tesla, Toyota and Volvo. Now, the first construction company 
has taken up partnership. Japanese firm, Komatsu, is using NVIDIA 
technology to create 3D visualisations of construction sites and show 
the real-time interaction of people, machinery and objects, aiming to 
make sites safer and more efficientx. For example, when will these type 
of innovative cross-industry partnership become a reality in the Uk and 
Ireland.

It’s difficult to know what has been efficient if we’re not speaking the 
same construction language. In comparing the costs of a building built 
in Asia, with one in Europe or the USA, there are common standards to 
set and establish.

ECONOMIC MEGATRENDS

ix
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ESTABLISHING A CIRCULAR ECONOMY
To date, the circular economy in Infrastructure and Construction has 
been driven by the Waste sector, largely prompted by government 
regulations. As a result, waste management has effectively become the 
responsibility of the resource owners at the end of an asset’s life. This 
has forced the line of the linear model to bend and become a circle. The 
circular economy cannot happen this way. It needs to work from the 
very beginning, with resource extraction. The world’s population has 
not doubled between 1980 and 2020. Resource extraction has.

The infrastructure and construction sectors need to be more innovative 
and develop their own ideas. Especially if they are to reap a share of up 
to £2.6 trillion by 2030 talked about for the Circular Economy by the 
Ellen McArthur Foundation.xii

Industry disruptors are coming along 
with end to end solutions, challenging 

us in different ways.
Mark Farmer 

GLOBAL RESOURCE EXTRACTION (TONNES)  

and delivery 
time by half  

Circular economy methods 
can cut construction costs 

by up to

xi

xiii
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EMERGING
  REALITIES: 

PAN-INDUSTRY COLLABORATION

THE IMPORTANCE OF PAN-INDUSTRY 
PARTNERSHIPS
Nathan Marsh is Director, Intelligent Mobility for UK and Northern 
Europe for SNC-Lavalin’s Atkins business. With 20 years’ experience 
in leading complex programmes and digital transformation consulting 
assignments in Infrastructure, Transport and Digital sectors, he 
discusses the importance of making infrastructure schemes physically 
and digitally resilient.

Today, with mass digitisation, there’s no single organisation of any type 
that can deliver a big project of any kind. This is the age of unprecedented 
collaboration.

It’s our task to ensure we make schemes truly resilient – from investor 
friendly to long term sustainability. It’s no longer a question of building, 
say, a trunk road. It needs a plan to manage and maintain the asset for 
the longer term. It also has to be digitally resilient and future proof. 
When you consider organisations such as Highways England, it’s clear 
that they are already thinking about a range of factors, all of which that 
call for greater collaboration across a wider group of companies and 
stakeholders including design, engineering and operations. 

NO LONGER STANDALONE                                                                                                                                       

We need to think less about sector-specific projects. The 
technologies that we see other sectors deploying and using 
– from Blockchain to vehicle and systems automation and 3D 
printing – are moving to the centre of engineering construction. 
By everyone thinking collaboratively, the sector can go further, 
faster and achieve a lot more.

Nathan Marsh

UK spend on construction R&D in 2016

xiv
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EMERGING
  REALITIES:CONTINUED

PAN-INDUSTRY COLLABORATION

NO LONGER STANDALONE: CONTINUED
The sector has a choice. This is an increasingly exciting time for delivery 
across the supply chain – a supply chain that has to embrace digital. It 
has a chance. If it chooses to develop in a different way, it could miss 
out on an opportunity.

Projects such as the Birmingham New Street (BNS) station redevelopment 
and HS2, see collaboration in different ways. BNS, is a shopping and 
leisure opportunity built around a railway hub and it was enormously 
successful. People might think that HS2 is a high-speed railway line 
or project. I see it as something much more. An economic and social 
regeneration programme with a series of major schemes, including a 
railway line. It’s vital we collaborate and see complex infrastructure 
projects such as these as something that impacts across the sector and 
industry.

CROSS SECTOR INITIATIVES                                                                                                                                      
Central government has a role in promoting such pan-sector 
collaborations. Cross-government programmes are happening but, 
given that it runs (understandably) on sector lines, it’s not always easy 
to find a home for, say, robotics. Where would it sit? It’s actually in 
all departments. We could come up with a Department of Robotics 
& Autonomous Systems, but I don’t think it’s the right answer. We 
need to see robotics from its various aspects. So there’s a necessary 
workforce input – perhaps more training. So that investors can fall off 
their chairs with excitement at the possibility of cutting housing costs 
by 30%. Technology like this brings with it great opportunities that call 
for crucial collaborations from different sectors.

These pan-industry partnerships, operating at a high level and featuring 
giant organisations, are important for construction as a whole, where 
over one million small businesses accounted for 62% of total turnover in 
2016xv.  All Innovate UK projects specify and explicitly require SMEs to 
be part of the overall collaboration. At Atkins, we have wanted to and 
been mandated to work with a whole range of different organisations. 
Connected and Autonomous Vehicle (CAV) projects which we’re 
involved in, like VENTURER and Flourish, include academic institutions, 
charities, professional institutes, insurance and legal professionals as 
well as automotive and technology experts.

THE IMPORTANCE OF DIGITAL
At Atkins we now employ a Cyborg Ethnographer. She’s tasked with 
understanding the long-term impacts of ever-closer relationships 
between humans and machines and we try to apply her skills to many 
projects.

Moving forward, its vital that all of us put equal, if not greater, effort into 
the digital site, as well as the physical – the ‘digital twin’ of the physical 
asset. This is a new frontier.
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6 SUCCESS FACTORS FOR INDUSTRY 
COLLABORATIONXVI

 
1/ Early involvement
2/ Selection by value 
3/ Common processes and tools
4/ Measurement of performance 
5/ Long-term relationships 
6/ Aligned commercial arrangements 
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EMERGING
  REALITIES: 

COMMON STANDARDS 

TALKING THE SAME LANGUAGE
Jeffrey Matsu is a Senior Economist at The Royal Institution of Chartered 
Surveyors (RICS), a professional body that accredits professionals for 
qualifications and collaborates to develop standards in land, property, 
construction, and infrastructure sectors worldwide. Here, he discusses 
the importance of introducing a common language in the international 
construction industry.

CONSTRUCTION AND THE FOURTH INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION                                                                                                    
RICS engages with multi-lateral organisations, like the World Economic 
Forum, in terms of how we can position industry and the profession to 
leverage the fourth industrial revolution. Asking how big data, BIM and 
other technology can help transform the construction industry. Not just 
introducing more data and technology for the sake of it, but doing so 
in a way that is responsive, responsible and well-informed.

RICS has partnered with a group of more than 120 professional and 
not-for-profit organisations from around the world, working together 
to develop and implement principles-based international standards 
for measuring property and construction costs. The goal is to ensure 
that property assets are measured in a consistent way, creating a 
more transparent marketplace, greater public trust, stronger investor 
confidence, and increased market stability.

NEW STANDARDS   
As part of a comprehensive suite of international standards, IPMS (the 
International Property Measurement Standards) was launched in 2014 
followed by ICMS (International Construction Measurement Standards) 
last year.

While the concept is fairly straightforward, international standards have 
the ability to help transform the construction industry by providing 
a mechanism for benchmarking property measurement information 
across international markets and offering a common and transportable 
method for property practitioners to use. Standards such as ICMS 
enable better comparison in order to improve investor confidence and 
attract more private sector funding. 

At a macro level, this scales up. Construction has rapidly become a 
global industry, but working practices are still localised. Many different 
standards are used to calculate the cost of a building or infrastructure 
project and prices are added together in different ways. Having multiple 
standards to work out the cost of construction and infrastructure 
projects is essentially no standard at all.
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To achieve industry transformation we need to work 
with governments and businesses build awareness and 
appreciation.  This is achievable but we have to start with 
the right building blocks: standards acting as a common 
language.

Jeffrey Matsu 

xvii

The common language of standards allows industry to have a richer 
conversation about how we can, for instance, better incorporate 
technology into production and operational processes. We’re already 
doing many of these things, but often in a siloed way. A conversation 
through recognised standards would free up time for more value-
added inputs.

FROM AWARENESS TO ADOPTION                                                                                                                                         
It’s still very early days and industry-wide adoption will take 
some time. That said, the ethos of collaboration behind these 
global standards present an opportunity to bring monumental 
improvements to the sector by working together for the public 
interest. 

We work with like-minded organisations, first building awareness and 
then increasing adoption rates. If you’re a business doing things a certain 
way, there will invariably be some costs involved in transitioning to a 
different framework. The near term costs incurred however, are marginal 
compared to the long-term benefits of harmonised cost, classification 
and benchmarking definitions that will enhance comparability and 
consistency of capital projects.

xviii
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EMERGING
  REALITIES: 

CIRCULAR ECONOMY 

WAY MORE THAN WASTE 
MANAGEMENT
Davide Stronati is Global Sustainability Leader at Mott MacDonald, a UK-
based engineering and development consultancy, employing 16,000 
staff in 150 countries. One of the largest employee-owned companies 
in the world, Mott MacDonald delivers projects in Africa, Asia Pacific 
and Australasia, Europe, the Middle East, North and South America, 
and South Asia. Here, Davide Stronati offers a new perspective on the 
circular economy within the infrastructure sector.

The infrastructure sector is right at the beginning of the circular 
economy (CE), if not behind. Now, it has an opportunity to embrace 
CE in its true holistic form, rather than seeing it from the old-fashioned 
waste management point of view. We know that Design for Manufacture 
and Assembly (DfMA) reduces waste and therefore optimises natural 
resources, but it isn’t easy to see or quantify. However, there are different 
challenges besides the waste management issue. 

The automotive industry was the first to make the most of CE principles. 
This was in modular cars, where parts and components are reused at 
the end of the product’s first life. In car manufacturing they take a whole 
lifecycle approach. They are in charge of the design and manufacture of 
goods, so they design in ‘take back’ at the end of life. This isn’t possible 
in infrastructure, as the industry is not the overall asset owner. 

Created through 
circular economy 
across Europe   

xx

xxi
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BUILDINGS AS POWER PLANTS                                                                                                                                          
For infrastructure, buildings are the easiest assets to include in a CE. But 
there’s still room here to think about them differently, for example as 
producers of energy. 

We need to think about the next 20, 40, 50, 100+ years when planning 
new infrastructure, to think about all stages. The biggest gains in the 
short-term are from extending the life of existing assets. This is happening 
in the oil industry, which is trying to get the most value out of its existing 
assets. 

We also need to think about the links between buildings and water and 
highways. The thinking needs to start at the beginning of the lifecycle 
and along it, not just at the end. 

In a CE approach, Highways England would be thinking how to reuse a 
motorway at the end of its first life. Not the whole asset, more the parts 
and components of the asset. For example, motorways could have a lane 
where electric vehicles constantly charge as they flow.

Assets need to be valued in their subsequent lives and this requires a new 
marketplace. We have seen this happen in energy. Producers need to be 
more flexible, it’s time to get ready. The first movers are the ones that will 
gain the biggest benefits.  

This is the concept of a fluid infrastructure, where buildings 
are not just part of the built environment, but a means of 
minimising energy. It requires a change of perspective to see 
buildings as power plants. 

Davide Stronati 

LEADERSHIP FROM ASSET OWNERS   
CE in construction means collaboration. No single asset owner, 
constructor, consultant etc can achieve CE alone. It takes an alliance of 
parties working together to achieve an agreed outcome.

For infrastructure, buildings are the easiest assets to include in a CE. But 
there’s still room here to think about them differently, for example as 
producers of energy. 

If you are in the middle of the value chain eg a contractor or consultant 
in construction, you need to influence other stakeholders, especially 
the asset owners who have the control. The right owners are open to 
innovation and new ideas, as we’ve seen in the water sector. 

The 2012 Olympics is another great example of this. The shooting venue 
was unique. It was the first time a venue had been designed to be 
disassembled and reassembled – for the 2014 Commonwealth Games - 
rather than dismantled. This was a bespoke product. The use of standard 
products in construction is more common - building in the traditional 
way. We need to start asking ‘what can I do?’ Engineers are never short 
of good ideas. What they need is leadership from asset owners who are 
prepared to take a few risks and pursue CE ideas. 
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CE in construction means 
collaboration. No single asset owner, 

constructor, consultant etc can achieve 
CE alone. It takes an alliance of parties 
working together to achieve an agreed 

outcome. 
Davide Stronati 
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MAKING SENSE OF
  THE STATISTICS

From pre-fabricated 
construction to 3D printing 
and autonomous vehicles to 
BIM, the impact of emerging 
technologies in construction 
and infrastructure, while 
slower on the uptake than in 
other sectors, is now affecting 
people, processes and profits 
from top to bottom. 

TAKING IT OFFSITE                                                                                                                                         
The construction industry is more than aware that it will only achieve 
construction volumes by finding alternative methods of building – both 
in terms of the materials it uses and the people and machines involved.
While large players have taken offsite manufacturing on board, seeing 
benefits from safer working conditions to improved building quality 
and shorter build times, the rest of the industry has been slower to 
grasp the opportunity. Yet modular building, using timber frames, can 
address the need to build more quickly with less manpower. 

FROM HR TO AI
Construction sometimes attributes its lack of investment in innovation 
to being a low-margin industry.xxiii Yet, with the advent of Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) legitimate reasons for the lack of uptake in the 
construction industry are dwindling.

To meet government housing targets, the UK construction industry 
needs to recruit up to 400,000 people each year till 2021, working 
out to approximately one worker every 77 seconds.xxiv Yet construction 
employment is down 15% on 2008.xxv  Based purely on existing workforce 
age and current levels of new entrant attraction, we could see a 20-25% 
decline in the available labour force within a decade.xxvi  

Artificial Intelligence? According to research conducted by the Institution 
of Civil Engineers (ICE), 48% of built environment professionals surveyed 
believe that Artificial Intelligence will lead to new skills and professional 
opportunities.xxvii That figure rises to 60% when asked whether they 
believed that Artificial Intelligence will increase productivity.

STAYING SAFE                                                                                                                                            
If AI is to lead to substantial performance and productivity 
improvements, there needs to be significantly better data expertise 
across the sector. Issues around privacy, security, intellectual property 
and ethics also need addressing. Future building professionals will 
need different skillsets to get to grips with AI, including greater 
crossover with other disciplines like social sciences.xxviii  

TECHNOLOGY & INNOVATION MEGATRENDS

New construction recruits required to meet
2021 targets for building new housesxxii
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EMERGING
  REALITIES: 

FROM CONSTRUCTION TO MANUFACTURING

REDRAFTING THE NARRATIVE OF 
CONSTRUCTION
Mark Farmer is the author of ‘Modernise or Die’ and CEO of Cast, a 
consultancy offering expert and independent advice to investors, 
developers and construction companies operating in residential 
property markets. He believes the sector should be described as built 
asset manufacturing, rather than construction.

With construction, we’re operating in an environment that’s poor at 
thinking ahead – in terms of both technology and ways of delivery. 
Construction is highly cyclical and this does not facilitate long-term 
innovation. It’s all about the here and now. I see blockers at every level 
of our industry, from SMEs up to the large businesses. 

POSITIVE SIGNS
Yet, in the last 12 months, we’re beginning to see signs that things are 
starting to change. OK, this is mainly due to negative reasons on the 
whole – financial losses and the threat to ‘business as usual’ are pushing 
this. But so is the energy debate. Government can initiate change in the 
industry in subtle ways. We’re seeing positive signs. 

I’m having more conversations with people in which I’m saying that you 
don’t have to engage with this industry in the ways you’ve always done.

A key element right at the top of the industrial change agenda is the 
adoption of different technologies that use less labour on site. We have 
to start embracing manufacturing-led construction techniques. This 
brings major challenges around the skills base and resourcing. We’ll 
be using manufacturing competencies alongside existing traditional 
working. While there are high numbers of people trained in conventional 
construction, we have to learn how to integrate new skills, from logistics 
to specialist assembly.

The UK has an opportunity here. Large businesses are 
beginning to think completely differently. Industry disruptors 
are coming along, with end-to-end solutions, challenging 
us in different ways. They are not respecting the rules we’re 
used to.

Mark Farmer 
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PERFORMANCE GAP                                                                                                                                                              
We need to take digital to another level and have an impact on quality. 
There are more and more conversations about the ‘performance gap’ in 
housing. Looking at what we’re designing, thinking of energy efficiency 
and air quality, there seems to be a gap between the design and how 
the completed buildings perform. This is something we need to address. 

If we move towards a manufacturing mindset and create new career 
families, we’ll offer 21st century jobs and make the industry more 
attractive. We can turn the tide with our image problem of being low-
tech and attract a more diverse talent pool.

It is about mindset. If you’re a small business, technology tools are 
becoming more and more accessible, inexpensive and very user- 
friendly. Innovation varies from wearable technology to temporary 
factories at the work site and use of such techniques is relevant to both 
the new build and retrofit industries. It’s important to recognise that 
we have to do things differently. Smart technology has to become our 
base approach.

OFFSITE MANUFACTURING
All of this is why OSM is taking off. There’s a big link to manufacturing. You 
can get better productivity offsite. It’s about cross-sector learning – for 
example, about processes, which are about creating more structure for 
people to work within. We are trying to drive horizontal innovation and 
are learning a lot from discussions with the manufacturing, aerospace 
and automotive sectors.  

We are redrafting the narrative of our sector. It should be seen as   being 
built asset manufacturing, rather than construction. This approach can 
benefit so much of what our society depends on - housing, schools, 
hospitals, roads and railways.  It will enable us to build more,  to a higher 
quality, with less resources.

Reduction in build time for 
homes manufactured by OSM

months+
xxx

xxxi
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EMERGING
  REALITIES: 

NEW SKILLS

DEFINING NEW, DIGITALLY-DRIVEN 
SKILLS 
Neil Rawlinson took on the role of Strategic Development Director at 
The Manufacturing Technology Centre (MTC) due to his strong beliefs 
in the MTC’s ability to affect meaningful, positive changes to the UK 
manufacturing sector. Here, he discusses the development of a new 
set of skills and a shift in mindset that will be required as we move to 
a more digitally driven manufacturing sector.

No other industry works with the same inefficiencies or suffers in 
the same way from the discontinuity in the flow of information as 
construction. The communication gaps and lack of integration from the 
design team, through the supply chain to the delivery teams, too often 
leads to different results from those originally conceived and costs 
projects both time and money. 

The MTC’s work with the CLC and the Government Construction Board is 
about transforming UK infrastructure performance. It’s about changing 
the mindset of those involved and the Ministry of Justice programme 
is a great example of what can be achieved if you embrace change and 
do things differently. 

MINDSET 
With construction, we’re concerned about inefficiencies, given the 
volume of work required and the importance of this work in supporting 
the future infrastructure requirements of the UK. 

What we have found is that supply chain components manufacturers 
are already operating within a manufacturing systems mindset, but the 
end deliverers aren’t. 

Open architecture product platforms allow start-ups to put innovative 
products into the market, but we need the entire market to see the 
benefits of adopting a more integrated and product-led approach. 

Five Government departments have now committed towards a product 
system that should incentivise the market, while Digital Built Britain has 
pushed a lot of businesses into becoming more data literate which has 
meant we have seen more of an appetite for change. Our hope is that 
change now happens faster.

Over the past 12 months, we’ve conducted several studies with major 
manufacturers including Saint-Gobain, High Speed Rail, Skanska, Keir 
and Balfour Beatty to map future roles in the construction industry, 
based on new digital technologies. We’re now in a position whereby 
we have identified these roles and created core competencies and 
behaviours to develop qualifications to support the workforce tasked 
with these new ways of working.
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A NEW SET OF SKILLS                                                                                                                                                         
At the MTC we’ve been working to define and create a set of skills for a 
more digitally driven manufacturing sector for construction. 

We have identified a series of new roles including a Digital Lead, alongside 
the Architect, a Digital Design Manager, Digital Construction and BIM 
Manager and an Automation Engineer and Assembly Technician. 

This is all very new for the construction industry and represents a shift 
from the traditional ‘biblical’ trade roles and craft-based skills, although 
these skills will remain for some time as there’s a lot of existing stock 
to service. 

What we are charged with is looking at new, transformative changes to 
working practices and the skills needed for these roles. Technologies 
are coming through that help us create the ‘digital twin’ of a physical 
asset, enabling us to do non-destructive servicing and testing and 
move towards a production system of building vs. the current artisan 
approach. 

This should improve efficiencies and create extra value with an 
equivalent-size workforce.

Potential decline 
in available labour 

force within a 
decade

4 in 10 
construction jobs 
are highly at risk 
of automation  

Potential increase 
in productivity by 

2035 due to AI 
technologies

THERE’S A LOT TO BE LEARNT FROM OTHER SECTORS                    
                                                                                            
“In construction, a lot of companies are doing the same 
things when it comes to innovation, but not necessarily in 
a coordinated way, which limits the learning that can be 
shared through the supply chain. The right level of resources 
are still needed to help make the innovation ‘stick’ and start 
to make a meaningful difference. 

Neil Rawlinson

xxxiii xxxiv xxxv
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Comparing UK construction 
internationally, we are still the third 

most productive in the world but there 
remains a huge opportunity to improve 

this. We need to combine a new product 
approach with these new thought 

processes, quality systems and skillsets. 
How quickly it all happens depends on 

a willingness to see the longer-term 
benefits and change business models.

Neil Rawlinson 
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EMERGING
  REALITIES: 

ROBOTIC ADVANTAGES 

DEVICES DELIVERING GREATER 
DIVERSITY 
Mathew Holloway is CEO and co-founder of Q-Bot. The company was 
setup in 2012 to revolutionise the way workers construct, maintain and 
upgrade buildings by developing robotic tools which can operate in 
hard-to reach or hazardous areas. Here, he discusses robotic solutions 
to the issues of an ageing workforce and quality control.

There are currently strong economic and commercial challenges in the 
construction industry. When we started the company, we wanted to 
tackle this by making workers more productive while addressing two 
key trends: a changing workforce and the need for more accountable 
quality control processes.

THE WORKFORCE IS AGEING                                                                                                                                                 
So much of the construction industry relies on archaic, manual practices 
that haven’t changed for hundreds of years. I’m a big fan of skilled trades 
and craft, but for younger people, the physical nature of the work is not 
as desirable as it once was. 

As a result, we have seen a decline in the numbers of skilled tradesmen 
who refine a craft over their career. The slack has been taken up by 
immigration, multi skilled tradesmen and laborers. We regularly hear 
from construction companies that the number one thing limiting their 
growth is the shortage of skilled people to deliver their services. 

Our goal is to transform the construction sector by empowering 
workers with smarter processes, that make the industry safer to work in, 
expand and diversify the workforce, and create rewarding career paths. 
Introducing robotics and AI into construction is one means of upskilling 
the workforce while taking out the back-breaking nature of the work. 
Why hold a drill against a ceiling and drill holes all day, when you can 
use a remotely controlled device to do it?

The democratic nature of Q-Bot’s tools means that we have a diverse and 
equally balanced workforce of all ages, from apprentices just starting 
out to installers close to retirement.

The drive to provide more intelligent tools and 
smarter processes will change the industry and create 

new, more interesting jobs. Moving a joystick on a 
game pad is a new kind of construction craft that 

future generations of construction workers will use.

Mathew Holloway 
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QUALITY CONTROL
For too long the schedule and cost have been the primary drivers in 
construction projects to the detriment of quality. As a result, there has 
been a race to the bottom in the construction industry, with declining 
profits and a lack of accountability. 

One reason is that it is often very difficult to measure quality. If you 
insulate a wall or under the floor, how do you know whether someone 
has done a good job? How do you demonstrate that the correct process 
has been followed and what’s your motivation for doing it properly 
if no one can see your work? How do you build quality control into 
construction processes?

Part of the reason for this is that we know very little about our current 
housing stock and the information captured is rarely digitised. For 
example, what materials were used, where are pipes, cables, and services, 
when do they next need to be serviced, what paint and finishes were 
used, etc. The existing state of-the-art is to visit a site, write information 
down on bits of paper, then take it back to input some of the data onto 
a spreadsheet or some form of database. Then repeat whenever any 
changes are made (or the spreadsheet is lost). 

So, we need to start digitising not just the buildings themselves but also 
the processes by which work is done, so quality can be recorded and 
demonstrated more effectively.  

At Q-Bot we scan and digitise the building throughout the installation 
process. There are three stages to what we do. The first is to capture 
information about the building. This will help to ensure the correct 
solution is specified and manage any risks during the work, for example 
damp, mould or thermal bridging. This information enables asset 
managers to improve decision making and manage the procurement 
process. 

The second stage is the enabling part, where smarter tools help do 
the job quicker, more efficiently. The entire installation process and all 
changes are recorded, creating a digital record of the building and work 
done. Lastly, there’s the learning and quality feedback, tracking what 
happens on site and feeding that back in to improve the installation 
process and management of the building.

MEETING THE SOCIAL NEED   
There are also social and living cost factors to consider. For example, the 
UK has some of the lowest energy prices in Europe, yet we have some of 
the highest bills, because 60% of our energy is based on space heating 
and our homes are so inefficient.

Twenty-five million homes in the UK need
upgrading. And it’s often the poorest people who

live in the least efficient homes.

Mathew Holloway 

EMERGING REALITIES REPORT                           27      saint-gobain.co.uk



That’s very shocking and we are working to address these issues, but 
we’re reliant on a dwindling supply of skilled tradesmen to do it as 
well as inefficient methods that add to the costs. A robotic solution for 
underfloor insulation, like ours, eliminates cost and delivers insulation 
where it’s most effective without ripping homes apart. Ultimately, 
it’s about giving people what they want. Warm feet. Lower bills. Less 
disruption. No mess.

Robotics are here and now, they are all around us and they’re very good 
for automating repetitive tasks. Technology, like robotics and AI will 
transform the construction industry creating new jobs, putting quality 
at the heart of projects, and creating buildings that are warmer, more 
comfortable and cheaper to maintain. 

1000 robots can learn via 
the cloud from one robot
trained with dataxxxvi
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MAKING SENSE OF
   THE STATISTICS

The world is facing huge and 
rapid demographic and social 
change. Yet the size and pace 
of change varies significantly 
across geographic regions. 

POPULATION GROWTH                                                                                                                                   
According to the Office for National Statistics (ONS), the UK population 
grew by more than half a million people – equivalent to a city the size of 
Bradford – in the year 2015-16.

Over the next decade, the ONS projects the population to grow by 5.9% 
in England, 4.2% in Northern Ireland, 3.2% in Scotland and 3.1% in Wales. 

By 2050, continental Europe’s population is due to shrink overall, while 
the UK and Ireland populations are expected to grow. 

AGEING POPULATION                                                                                                                             
By 2030, the proportion of the population aged 60 and over is expected 
to be more than 25% in Europe (UNDP/UNRISD). By 2050, there will be 
only two working age people for every elderly person in Europe (PwC).

DEMOGRAPHIC & SOCIAL MEGATRENDS

POPULATION GROWTH (TOTAL)xxxvii

UK & IRELAND POPULATION AGED 60+ (TOTAL)xxxviii

2015 2030 2050

7.4bn

740.8m

65.4m

4.7m

9.8bn

715.7m

75m

5.8m

8.5bn

739.5m

69m

5.1m

2015 2030 2050
15.3m

0.86m

23.7m

1.79m

19.9m

1.26m

URBAN LIVING                                                                                                                                
In the UK, more than 8 in 10 people (83%) live in an urban area, while 
just under two thirds (63%) of the population of Ireland currently reside 
in an urban area. By 2050, three quarters of the population of Ireland 
and nearly 9 in 10 (89%) people in the UK will be urbanised. 
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EMERGING
  REALITIES: 

HOME ADAPTATION 

HOMES SUITABLE FOR ALL AGES 
Sue Adams, Chief Executive of Care & Repair England, highlights the 
housing challenges of an ageing population and the opportunities for 
the construction industry in home modification and new build.

The narrative around older generations and housing is extremely 
negative in England. Portraying older people as causing the lack of 
available stock and its affordability is not  helpful. The construction 
industry needs to take a more positive approach.

At the moment, people aged over 50 are simply labelled as ‘old’ whether 
they are 51 or 91. We don’t do that with people aged 0 to 49. We need to 
look at demographics in the round and  then consider the wider housing 
implications.

As a charitable organisation, we believe that all older people should be 
able to live in a decent home of their own choosing. We strive to ensure 
that older people can live independently and with dignity in their own 
home, for as long as they wish. We want to see housing, health and 
social care connected in ways that improve older people’s whole quality 
of life.

When it comes to homes and housing for older people in our society 
there are two key issues to consider:

1/ The UK retrofit industry needs to catch up with the importance of  
    home modifications for healthier  ageing

2/How we approach design of the built environment to make homes  
    work across the entire life course.

Number of people who could be helped by one 
handyman for the cost of a care home for one person  

recipients/carers 
Improved quality of life following home 
adaptation 

xli

 xlii
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CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       
Research shows that most people want to live in their current home as 
they get older and this aspiration increases with agexliii, xliv. Yet 93% of 
existing housing stock lacks basic accessibility features.xlv

Right now,  with regard to ageing industry is mainly assistive technology 
focused. Adapting stairs, toilets and bathrooms  can reduce the need for 
care. 

We need to  understand that older people are not universally well off. 
Four in 10 pensioners experienced ‘persistent poverty’ in 2015xlvi and more 
than two thirds (67%) of pensioners in poverty are owner-occupiers.xlvii   
However, there is growing potential in the self funder home adaptation 
market, but it takes a considered and collaborative approach. Ninety 
percent of recipients and carers report improved quality of life following 
home adaptation. However, a 2017 survey showed that only 12% of people 
would go directly to a builder or commercial company for information 
on home adaptation. 

Collaborating with organisations that people trust to give independent 
advice is a largely untapped opportunity for the construction industry.

Longer term, society and the industry 
need to rethink our approach to 

designing the built environment so 
that it is suitable for people of all 

ages and makes transitions through 
life stages much easier. 

Sue Adams

DESIGNING FOR ALL AGES

For decades we have raised concerns over whether new buildings are 
adaptable for later life. We’re building the smallest, often multi-storey 
housing on the tiniest of footprints.  At the very least we need to build 
all new homes to minimum standards, such as ‘Lifetime Homes.’ xlix

Only regulation has been show to drive up building standards for all new 
homes, not just for the higher end of the market. There’s been no real 
driver to build better homes for ageing since the government’s bonfire 
of regulations from 2010 onwards... There are some pioneers, particularly 
amongst smaller builders, but sadly we’re seeing a decline in the number 
of smaller builders. Modular design and offsite manufacturing potentially 
offers a great opportunity to build in accessibility from the start. The 
lesson for the construction industry is to get more sophisticated about 
looking at different marketplaces amongst a diverse older population
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EMERGING
  REALITIES: 

HOMES, HEALTH AND WELL-BEING 

IMPROVING BUILDING PERFORMANCE 
AND HUMAN HEALTH  
John Alker is Director of Policy & Places at UK-GBC, where he leads the 
organisation’s advocacy strategy, working with both government and 
the private sector through its campaigns and major projects. He talks 
about the need for companies large and small to take proactive steps 
in health and wellbeing.

Health and wellbeing (H&W) is a topic that has truly moved up the 
agenda over the last few years. It has been a key area of work for us 
since 2014 and is increasingly well understood amongst sustainability 
professionals in the built environment sector.

One attraction for sustainability advocates is that health and wellbeing is 
more tangible and – dare I say, interesting - than, say, energy efficiency. 
It’s a good communications tool for engaging colleagues or clients. It’s 
a good entry route into wider sustainability issues. And we increasingly 
understand the win-wins between traditional “green” design and good 
health outcomes – from in air quality, daylight, integration of nature etc. 
Not just for physical health, but also mental health, which is an issue 
much more at the forefront of public awareness that it was even just a 
few years ago. 

HAS H&W REALLY PENETRATED THE MAINSTREAM IN 
CONSTRUCTION?
Well, the industry is incredibly diverse of course, so it depends on the 
particular market within construction and the building type. In prime 
Central London office space, for example,   health and wellbeing is very 
much on the agenda of the big global corporate occupants and the 
providers of these spaces.

Throughout the industry, however, this is by no means the case. Housing 
has a long way to go, especially when we look at the existing stock in 
the residential sector.

Of course it is not just about the building fabric, but also the geography 
local environment, amenities and public transport links.
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SMALLER COMPANIES UNDOUBTEDLY HAVE A ROLE TO PLAY                                                                                               
SMEs as much as anybody need to understand the impact their work
can have on health and wellbeing - from small scale refurbishment work
to participation in the supply chain. There’s an opportunity here for
suppliers to mark themselves as able to support the needs of clients,
public bodies and developers, to deliver some of the wider benefits to
the ultimate users of buildings.

THE CHALLENGE OF THE EXISTING STOCK
One of the biggest challenges, but also opportunities, is the refurbishment 
of almost the entire UK housing stock, to reduce carbon emissions and 
improve health outcomes.  Obviously we’re talking about improving the 
fabric, reducing draughts, dampness and boosting air quality. There are 
huge health benefits here. The scale of what is required is breathtaking 
- we’re going to have to refurbish homes at the rate of one a minute to 
meet our carbon targets. 

In the UK, there have been points in our history where we have made rapid 
advances in infrastructure across the whole country. From improving
efficiency to smart controls, we know what needs to be done, it’s fairly 
well understood. From smart grids to battery storage, we’re looking for
greater collaboration between the energy sector and the construction
industry. So that homes are smart, efficient and future-proofed.
It’s our job to be positive. But it’s about cracking the funding model,
incentivising those able to pay, and nudging people into the right
behaviour.

SOCIAL VALUE
We’ve also been thinking of wellbeing as a component of a broader 
concept of social value. It would enable developers to understand and 
quantify the impact of their development on cities and communities. 
Making sure that health and wellbeing is closely associated with other 
key factors, such as the quality of the public realm, amenities and 
connectivity. There are very good case studies of European cities that 
have driven ahead on different aspects of health and wellbeing in the 
built environment. For example, Stuttgart and its policy on integration 
with the natural environment and Vienna with its transport policy.

GREAT UK EFFORTS           
While looking elsewhere, we shouldn’t downgrade UK efforts. There
are good examples here. With their additional powers, metropolitan
mayors are beginning to make a difference in cities like Manchester.
Government policy does have a significant impact. In the last ten years, 
the goalposts have moved for those trying to create a stable framework. 
But we’re starting to see more proactive practice in ambitious big cities.
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Health and wellbeing conditions in the 
average house is a big topic. Policy makers 
are interested. There’s a compelling link to 

public health on the larger scale. 
John Alker
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MAKING SENSE OF
  THE STATISTICS

With climate change probably the biggest threat to humanity over 
the next 100 years, the efficient protection and management of 
existing and future resources have become compelling reasons for the 
construction industry to commit to a circular economy sooner rather 
than later. 

RESPONDING TO CLIMATE CHANGE                                                                                                                                
The built environment currently contributes around 40% of the UK’s total 
carbon footprintlxiv and the Government has struck an agreement with 
the construction industry to halve emissions in the built environment by 
2025. As the trend towards urbanisation grows, with more people living 
in cities, the built environment must grow while reducing its carbon 
footprint.

The World Green Building Council (WGBC) aims to ensure that all new 
buildings and major renovations are net zero emissions from 2030.liv 

Yet the WWF estimates that it will take more than a century to fully 
decarbonise the existing UK housing stock at current home insulation 
rates.

ENVIRONMENTAL MEGATRENDS

World resource use expected to 
double between 2010-2030  

CLIMATE RISK

TOP SIX AREAS OF INTER-RELATED CLIMATE CHANGE RISKS FOR 
THE UKlv

1/ Flooding and coastal change risks to communities, businesses and  
    infrastructure.

2/ Risks to health, wellbeing and productivity from high temperatures.

3/ Risk of shortages in the public water supply, and for agriculture,            
     energy generation and industry.

4/ Risks to natural capital, including terrestrial, coastal, marine and  
     freshwater ecosystems, soils and biodiversity.

5/ Risks to domestic and international food production and trade.

6/ New and emerging pests and diseases, and invasive non-native  
     species, affecting people, plants and animals.

lii
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Possible increase in global temperatures 
this century even with Paris Agreement

DEVELOPING RESOURCE EFFICIENCY                                                                                                                       
Independent, research-based consultancy, BRE, defines resource 
efficiency as ‘doing more with less…using material resources in the most 
sustainable manner while minimising their environmental impact.’lvii 

According to Waterwise, the impacts of water scarcity will be wide-
ranging, from pressure on river flows and biodiversity to constraints 
on economic development, power shortages and stresses on social 
cohesion and access to water. For the construction industry, faced with 
building an increasing number of new homes, low positions in city water 
efficiency tables reflect the opportunities for retrofitting, metering, 
water reuse and innovative water charging schemes.

The UK construction industry is the highest producer of waste, 
responsible for 32% of the UK’s landfill. With over 400 million tonnes 
of materials delivered to site annually, approximately 60 million tonnes 
go straight to landfill - often down to wrongly ordered or damaged 
materials stored poorly.lviii  

ADOPTING SMART ENERGY                                                                                                                       
While buildings of all kinds must be made more energy efficient, the 
construction industry is caught between using the technology we already 
have for new builds and the need to decarbonise existing housing stock. 
Should we build new houses so that they require less energy, or retrofit 
old houses so that they comply?

WATER EFFICIENCY

THE TOP 50 MOST SUSTAINABLE CITIES FOR WATER 
EFFICIENCY IN 2016lix

ST TH TH TH

lvi
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GHG emissions worldwide                           
From energy use in 
buildings and for building 
construction  lx
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EMERGING
  REALITIES: 

WASTE MANAGEMENT 

NEW SKILLS AND BETTER 
COLLABORATION
Kimberley Lasi, Project Manager*, CIRIA discusses emerging realities in 
construction waste management, with reference to the circular
economy. CIRIA is a neutral, independent and not-for-profit body, it 
links organisations with common interests and facilitates a range of 
collaborative activities that help improve the industry.

In terms of key issues emerging with reducing construction waste in 
the industry, we recently surveyed members of our environment panel, 
who came up with design for deconstruction and design for materials 
optimisation. There’s the traceability aspect – the use of BIM and coding 
to monitor data on materials.

Then there’s the development of new product models, such as carpet 
leasing. and buildings as material banks. Some of these models are 
easier to implement than others. Design for materials optimisation 
could trickle down from the larger companies to the smaller operators. 
Traceability will become the industry standard.

With transitioning to the circular economy, there’s the issue of incentives. 
Some companies are more known for innovative practices. For the rest 
of the industry, there has to be incentives. Different companies respond 
in different ways.

NEW SKILLS
In terms of skills needed for construction companies to transition 
to the circular economy, a big one is the ability to trace materials. 
Partially the technical skills, as well as logistics management. 
Skills in circular design. Ensuring that design for deconstruction is 
embedded throughout the supply chain. Also, there needs to be more 
development in the area of collection and treatment of onsite waste, 
so that more materials can be brought back into the supply chain.

BETTER COLLABORATION FOR A CIRCULAR ECONOMY
We also need a greater willingness for better collaboration between 
different actors and competitors. In this, construction can learn a lot 
from other industries. Others have made massive strides, such as vehicle 
manufacturing. Here, it was regulation that pushed the automotive 
industry forward, through more efficient production systems and lean 
management. 

Within the automotive sector, companies work together to solve 
industry-wide issues. Construction needs that approach. At CIRIA, when 
I speak to members, there’s a growing interest in the circular economy. 
Some major construction companies are fairly advanced. They’ll share 
with smaller ones who are willing to learn about it.

* Kimberley Lasi is currently Managaing Director of klasi Sustainability Ltd
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EMERGING
  REALITIES: 

WATER EFFICIENCY 

THINK HOLISTICALLY
Dr Kemi Adeyeye leads the Water Efficiency Network. With its 
industry and academic members, the network proposes and promotes 
knowledge-based, yet practical, water (and energy) efficiency solutions 
for policy, industry and users. As Associate Professor in Integrated 
Design at the University of Bath, she talks about the emerging realities 
facing the construction industry relating to water efficiency.

REDUCE FIRST
When it comes to water efficiency in the UK, we need to consider 
solutions in an hierarchical manner; reduce first, then recycle and reuse. 
It is important to use  water efficiently in the first instance.

Also, we tend to see water efficiency in the construction industry in 
terms of the end product – how people use water in buildings. There 
needs to be a more life cycle approach starting with water use during 
construction /production processes. We have embodied energy, how 
about embodied water? We don’t really know how much water is used 
on sites. There are few actual figures. Discussions tend to revolve around, 
‘Well, the solution is offsite manufacturing – then we’ll use less water 
than we are now.’ But this doesn’t really answer the question.

PAYBACK FOR WHOM?                                                                                                                                                    
When we talk about payback times for the introduction of elements 
like water efficiency, do we mean the end-buyer or the developer? But 
building a house in London is different to building in Wales or the North 
East. here may be more incentives for developers in schemes where sale 
values and therefore payback are higher, for instance in London. Other 
regional types of incentives needs to be explored where monetary 
drivers are not primary.

Across the construction market, unless local authorities add conditional 
requirements, we do not currently see much pushing the boundaries in 
the way of water efficient building in the domestic market. It’s either 
down to the Government / legislative drivers requiring water-efficient 
buildings or lobbying from the water efficiency equipment industry and, 
ultimately, whether the market requires it - ideally, but rarely, all three. 

8% of homes
Completed in 2016 by top 25 UK housebuilders 
had rainwater harvesting or greywater recycling 

lxiii
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AWARENESS BEFORE REGULATION  
We need both bottom-up and top-down measures. Unless it’s a high-
value market, we cannot always rely on developers to do more than 
the minimum requirement on water efficiency. It needs other drivers. 
We used to have the Code for Sustainable Homes, with its minimum 
requirements. Today, it is something else and water becomes less and 
less prominent. Therefore, sometimes the short-term bandwagons in 
the construction industry. 

We compartmentalise - water, 
data, energy – when we should be 
looking at them holistically, as a 

package. In the UK, we’re lopsided 
in our building regulations, focusing 

on energy efficiency, but more is 
needed on water. Developers should 
be encouraged to think holistically 
about sustainability and resilience.

Dr Kemi Adeyeye 

WATER ENGAGING WITH CONSTRUCTION                 
We’re bringing together people from water, construction and regulation 
to think about a holistic approach and considering external factors like 
resilience and flooding. Like in Holland, where the Dutch do a lot on 
blue-green infrastructure and green roofing. Spain, too, has more of an 
integrated approach. They understand where water comes from, where 
power and energy come from. They innovate. 

Not much has changed in UK construction in this area. There’s been very 
little innovation in resource efficiency. I’d like to see UK construction 
pushing the boundaries on resource efficiency. Don’t do the barest 
minimum. Promote change across the sector. Not just by specifying 
water products. Innovate.

lxiv
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more per person per day                                                                                                        
Used by unmetered 

households than metered 
households  lxv
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EMERGING
  REALITIES: 

SMART ENERGY 

In late 2017, the Smart Power Industries Alliance (SPIA) was created to 
provide common pathways for industries like construction to follow. The 
SPIA seeks to decarbonise the UK’s economy by equipping households, 
businesses and communities with more control over energy use.lxvi 

Businesses of all sizes are asking more and more questions about smart 
energy. Answering their questions is no longer purely the prerogative of 
existing energy companies. A recent PwC survey shows that, while utilities 
are still trusted by 55% of business to install smart energy technology, 
there are plenty of other companies in engineering, technology and 
telecommunications ready to step in and supply business sectors.lxvii 

Small construction businesses can really benefit from smart energy by 
taking steps as small as installing smart metering. A 2016 government 
report, Potential of Smart Technologies in SMEs, claimed that small 
businesses could save £358M and almost £4Bn respectively per year by 
installing energy efficiency measures. lxviii 
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lxx
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Dominic Burbridge is Associate Director of Business Services and Head 
of Construction at The Carbon Trust. The Carbon Trust is an independent, 
expert partner of leading organisations around the world, helping them 
turn good environmental performance into competitive advantage. 
Here, Dominic outlines the four key drivers which are influencing 
environmental aspects of the construction industry.

INTERNATIONAL EFFORTS AGAINST CLIMATE CHANGE
At an international level the leadership of most countries have recognised 
the problems posed by climate change. Along with many other countries 
the UK signed up to the Paris Agreement at COP21* which commits to 
holding the average global temperature to well below 2 degrees. This 
coupled with the Climate Change Act commitment of an 80% reduction 
by 2050 from 1990 influences the legislation that the UK Government 
brings into force to reduce carbon emissions.

UK GOVERNMENT LEGISLATION
Legislation from the UK Government is increasingly a main driver behind 
change in environmental performance in our construction industry. 

Both the recent Construction Sector Deal and the UK’s Clean Growth 
Strategy have a major impact on players throughout the construction 
industry. These initiatives are designed to help the Government meet 
their targets for Construction 2025, including 33% lower costs in 
production, 50% faster delivery on production targets and 50% reduction 
in emissions from the built environment.

These initiatives will affect the whole industry both upstream (goods 
and services) and downstream (builders, owners and operators). So 
everyone, from big investors to CEO’s, should be discussing climate-
based risks and opportunities and how to turn good environmental 
performance into competitive advantage. 

INDUSTRY STANDARDS
The whole industry is facing pressure from NGO’s and Government to 
make buildings more efficient and reduce whole-life carbon and cost in 
the built environment. 

Industry is responding to these macro external drivers and forward 
thinking players are taking steps to own the solution. PAS 2080 is 
an industry level standard developed with support from the Green 
Construction Board which provides guidance on how to optimise low 
carbon in the whole value chain of construction projects. This standard 
was developed to push everyone to look at carbon efficiency at every 
stage of the process from the client brief, through to design, specification 
of materials, procurement, construction, in-use and end of life.

EMERGING
  REALITIES: 

ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS
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What is clear is that no matter at what stage you are in the supply 
chain there are always changes that can be made to operate in a more 
environmentally conscious way. 

Suppliers of solutions should be collaborating and innovating to 
produce sustainable new products. This also applies to innovation and 
improvements around their manufacturing processes and selection of 
raw materials. If you can strip carbon out of your process, it’s a win-
win as this in the majority of cases this translates directly into energy 
savings. The industry gets an environmentally friendly lower carbon 
product and because of the resulting energy savings the margins of the 
supplier are also increased. 

Clients are generally more informed but they should be leading the way 
by providing better signals to suppliers about what they need. This is 
crucial to signal to the market and helps pull through demand. 

We are seeing that the more enlightened clients are looking for 
suppliers early on in their processes engaging with them and working 
on innovations. These may be that little more expensive in the short 
term but they will work out better for the environment – and the project 
- further down the line. Innovations in environmentally friendly products 
and building practices are likely to become more mainstream, once 
volumes pick up the cost premiums will disappear. 

NATURAL EVOLUTION
Every industry, no matter the discipline, is constantly evolving. The 
market for environmentally friendly products and sustainable building 
practices is growing as consumers and clients become more aware of 
the challenges of climate change. 

The industry will change to utilise technology and innovation to make 
sustainable construction an everyday norm - the question is how quickly 
and who will seize the initiative to benefit from it the most?
With the first skyscraper made out of cross-laminated timber just built 
I can already see the first signs of a sea change. In my work with the 
Carbon Trust I come across more and more innovative companies who 
understand that good environmental performance often translates 
into good business performance. These companies have set ambitious 
internal targets around carbon use, adopted internal carbon pricing 
or even made it compulsory to meet science based targets for 
decarbonising products and services. It’s really exciting to witness the 
momentum behind these kinds of decisions and I expect this to just keep 
speeding up because in the long-term this makes sense for everybody’s 
bottom line. 

*COP21 - the 21st Conference of the Parties to the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change

This is a great opportunity for the industry 
to create solutions to close performance 
gaps and build beyond code to deliver 

more environmentally efficient buildings at 
no additional cost. 

Dominic Burbridge  
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