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McAlpine Enters the Dark Side
Unofficial reports say that
Sir Robert McAlpine will bag
Bloomberg London HQ contract.
It seems that no flagship project in
London these days is complete
without a nickname: the Gherkin; the
Shard; the Cheese Grater. Well that
trend is set to continue with the
construction of a new headquarters
for financial information and media
agency Bloomberg that has already
been dubbed – somewhat
unflatteringly – Darth Vader’s Helmet.

And according to reports
on industry news portal
Construction Enquirer,
it is Sir Robert McAlpine
that will be going to the
Dark Side, having reportedly landed
the £550 million contract (although
this is yet to be confirmed by market
intelligence provider The Builders’
Conference).

ISG Profits Slide
Interior Services
Group (ISG)
may have
bagged the number two slot in this
month’s BCLive league table, but the
company has seen its first half profits
fall by a third.
According to the company, the £623
million revenue in the six months to 31
December 2011 was on a par with the
£621 million achieved in the same
period in 2010. But adjusted pre-tax
profit was down form £5.4 million last
time to £3.6 million. The company’s

construction order book at 31 December
2011 was also down at £359 million
compared to £408 million in 2010.
“With confidence across the sector in
the UK generally lower and with an
ongoing pressure on margins we
believe that results in this business will
continue to be affected in the second
half,” the company warned.
Revenue from the UK fitout division for
the first half fell 9 percent to £176.6
million, almost £20 million down on
the previous year, but operating profits

The 500,000 square foot new
development by Foster & Partners will
replace Bucklersbury House and may
include a new entrance to Bank
underground station.

were marginally up from £3.3 to
£3.4 million.
“Our market leadership in the
corporate office fit out, food retail and
retail fit out sectors continues to deliver
repeat business and a reliable order
book, which will enable us to benefit
from any upturn particularly in the
UK,” says CEO David Lawther.
“The slowdown in the UK retail sector
has affected our short term expectations
of our retail business. Overseas, we
will continue to invest in our growth
organically and, as opportunities arise,
in bolt-on acquisitions. We remain
confident that our resilience and our
clear strategy will generate increased
value for our shareholders.”

Please visit The Builders’ Conference website www.buildersconference.co.uk/newsandevents

THE INSIDER

Sucked into
the Conflict
Vortex

The bitter dispute at the heart of the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict has been
raging for longer than most of us
can actually remember.
Whilst religious and cultural differences
lie at its heart, this complex dispute has
evolved to include further arguments
over land rights, freedom of movement,
security, human rights and even mutual
recognition. With that evolution, what
began as a localised dispute has
increasingly been played out on the
global stage, and a progression of US
presidents and UK prime ministers
have leant their guidance and input,
largely to no avail.

and Arabs have been waving land
ownership deeds at each other across
a disputed and mine-pocked border.

What does all this have to do with
the construction industry I hear you
ask? Well, the latest name to be
sucked into the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict vortex is JCB. Now before
you ask, JCB is not an acronym for
some new-fangled political faction
like the PLO. This is the JCB that
famously makes the eponymous
backhoe loader that has been the
mainstay of the UK construction
business for almost as long as Jews

“It is unacceptable that a British
company like JCB should profit from
human rights violations,” says War on
Want’s campaigns and policy director
Greg Muttitt.

The no-doubt well intentioned charity
War on Want has accused the
Staffordshire-based equipment giant of
being “complicit in crimes against
children and communities” after one of
its excavators was photographed
demolishing a playground in the
Palestinian town of Silwan.

Let us, for a moment, set aside the fact
that JCB probably had no idea what
the Israeli military had planned for its
excavator when it was sold. Let’s also
ignore the fact that JCB is certainly not
the only equipment manufacturer

selling machines to the region. Let’s
also bypass the fact that buyers of
construction equipment (and cars,
electronic equipment and even arms)
are not required to disclose intended
use. And we can even ignore the fact
that the War on Want press release
on this “scandal” also chose to detail
JCB’s £200,000 contribution to the
Conservative Party election fund.
Instead, let’s look at the simple facts
here. JCB is just about our last
domestic producer of construction
equipment. It is a bastion of British
manufacturing excellence that is
recognised the world over. And it
has maintained its UK manufacturing
roots when good sense and
economic pressures would certainly
have suggested relocating to China,
Brazil or somewhere else with poor
rates of pay and human rights
policies to match.
So please, at a time when the UK
economy needs all the help it can
get, please let’s keep JCB out of the
firing line.

conflict
The Insider

Commentary From Neil Edwards
Chief Executive - The Builders' Conference Trade Association

We Created
A Monster
When The Builders’ Conference set
out to create BCLive, its sole intention
was the development of a live league
table of construction company
performance – to supersede the sadly
defunct CJ50 – with real-time contract
orders impacting upon each
company’s league standing.
We have achieved that and a whole
lot more, as the continually rising
traffic stats on the site and the positive
comments demonstrate. But in some
ways, we have created a monster; a
constant real-time reminder of just how
tough it is out there.
Take this month for example. While
Laing O’Rourke’s £308 million worth
of contracts propelled it to the top of
the table - giving it monthly bragging
rights over those below it – second
place ISG was almost £200 million
behind (and in a month when it saw
profits slide by a third). And just look
at 10th spot: nine contracts worth a

combined total of £21.3
million; creditable, but hardly
sufficient to feed the hungry
beast that is Balfour Beatty.
Our year-on-year rolling
round-up of market sector
performance makes for equally
bleak reading with education
down £1.9 billion,
entertainment down £0.76
billion, housing down £1.96
billion, health down £0.46
billion, and roads down
£0.2 billion on the previous (and
mid-recession) year. Only railways
– with an improvement of £1 billion,
shows anything like an upward curve.

Continuing bleak
outlook shows no
signs of abating as
even the largest
contractors struggle to
shake off recessionary
shackles, according
to The Builders’
Conference CEO
Neil Edwards.

But – and it’s a but so large it would
have Jennifer Lopez reaching for the
control pants – there is no denying that
industry fortunes may be on the turn.
If press reports are correct, Sir Robert
McAlpine may have landed the
contract for the new Bloomberg
headquarters in London. Valued at
more than half a billion pounds, it
would be the first flagship project to
be let in almost a year. Add to that
the near £300 million set aside for
Liverpool 2, a new deep water
container terminal at Mersey Docks,
and it is easy to take a more positive

and cautiously optimistic view of the
medium term future.
However, over the past three years,
this industry has experienced more ups
and downs than a game of snakes
and ladders in which 90 percent of
the ladders have been replaced by
snakes. And while these major
projects are to be welcomed, there
are an awful lot of trees still to
negotiate before we can declare that
we’re out of the woods.

struggle

Raising the
Standard
The UK Contractors Group (UKCG) has launched a revised Health &
Safety training standard that focuses on the level of health and safety
training required by those who direct, manage, supervise or undertake
construction related activities on UKCG sites. This standard is designed
to support UKCG’s work in increasing competency and improving
leadership in health and safety by developing knowledge and skill.
The standard requires employers to establish a programme for ensuring their
employees are working towards the training standard. UKCG intends to
monitor the uptake of this training and, over time, will require everyone
working on UKCG sites in a leadership role to have undertaken training to
meet the standard.
“This standard has been put together with support from contractors and their
supply chain,” says John Morgan, Safety Director at Kier Group and Chair
of the UKCG Competency Working Group. “It offers employers robust
guidance for identifying the most appropriate training for employees at all
levels. The challenge is now to cement this training into common industry
practice.
This is a view shared by UKCG director Stephen Ratcliffe. “UKCG would
like to see all construction employers embrace the standard and begin
training their workforce to meet it,” he says. “Once the level of training has
reached a critical mass, UKCG will be mandating this across all their sites.”
The announcement of a new training standard has been welcomed by the
Health and Safety Executive. “Effective Health & Safety training is a
cornerstone of competency,” concludes the HSE’s chief inspector for
construction, Philip White. “In developing this standard UKCG
has laid out a clear path for organisations to follow.”

HSE Begins
Construction
Blitz
Construction sites are being put
under the spotlight as part of an
intensive inspection initiative aimed
at reducing death, injury and ill
health.
Between 20 February and 16 March,
inspectors from the Health & Safety
Executive will be visiting sites where
refurbishment or repair works are
being carried out.
This is part of a national month-long
drive to improve standards in one of
the Britain’s most dangerous
industries. Their primary focus will be
high-risk activity such as working at
height and also ‘good order’ such as
ensuring sites are clean and tidy with
clear access routes.
The purpose of the initiative is to
remind those working in construction
that poor standards are unacceptable,
and could result in enforcement
action. During 2010/11, 50 workers
were killed while working in
construction and 2298 major injuries
were reported.
“The refurbishment sector continues to
be the most risky for construction
workers, all too often straightforward
practical precautions are not
considered and workers are put at
risk. In many cases simple changes to
working practices can make all the
difference,” says HSE chief inspector
of construction Philip White. “Poor
management of risks in this industry is
unacceptable. As we have
demonstrated in the past, we will take
strong action if we find evidence that
workers are being unnecessarily
put at risk.”

Open Letter to

George Osbourne
As construction struggles to shake
off the recessionary hangover, one
Inside Construction – who has asked
to remain anonymous - offers some
timely advice to the Chancellor of
the Exchequer.

Some months ago, our Prime
Minister made a promise to take
action to ease the then current
council planning restrictions and aid
the growth of the construction
industry in the private market. What
I suspect he was unaware of – and
has since been proved - is that many
of our councils had a different
agenda in mind; one that if not
corrected could be even more
damaging to the construction industry
than the earlier banking catastrophe.
Put bluntly, it appears that a growing
number of our councils (by now,
probably most of them) are using the
planning application process as a
source of revenue. This introduces
two critical problems:
• Firstly, such action increases the
clients planning application costs
(often considerably), which are
further increased by additional
planning costs. This happens
every time an application is
refused, delayed or needing a redesign for resubmission (this can

be repeated a number of times
until the council is satisfied it has
obtained the necessary ‘financial
contributions’ from the client).
This might sound cynical, but is it?
• Secondly, and much more
importantly, it delays the whole
process commencing with a
clients’ planning application and
ending with new build
construction/alteration/extension
or refurbishment works being
initiated. Since January 2011
this intervening period has
increased substantially in the
majority of cases.
There are of course some delays due
to staff shortages in planning areas,
but I have difficulty believing this to
be a major factor; if it was they,
wouldn’t be rejecting so many cases
that would have been approved
prior to the last 12 months.

First key indicator
– The huge increase in time
taken for clients to negotiate
planning stages
Planning was originally free (some
years ago) then charges were
introduced. These charges grew
slowly and now they’ve taken off.
The client and their planner or
architect rarely meets the same
planning officer twice, which
appears to be a deliberate ploy –
they introduce a new planning
officer at most follow up meetings,
who invariably raises additional
points, resulting in the client being
‘required’ to accept a modified
approach.
If it’s a house building application,
they will want more affordable
housing or introduce a variety of cost
based surveys – variations of this
‘income development’ process are
introduced whether the project is
domestic, commercial or industrial.
Quite blatant blackmail is
introduced, usually by enacting the

provisions of Sect 106. Their
requests are varied: social cohesion
costs; contributions for education
(even to build just one house); street
lighting; highways; play areas; and
a vast array of other cost items crop
up as the planning application
proceeds.
I can understand councils looking for
other sources of funds to aid their
fiscal planning budgets (schools,
highways, etc), but this approach is
currently harming the construction
industry as much as the banks
ever did.
Having a client where I deal with
main contractors at the ‘Build Stage’,
I am aware that construction is down
on January 2011 by over 60%.
Having a second client preferring
early stages operation, I can see that
new client applications coming into
early planning stages are only down
on the previous year by 10%.
What has happened to the 50% in
the middle?

I believe
the Government
is doing as well
as could be
expected,but our
construction
industry is one
ball no one seems
to have had
their eye on since
the beginning
of 2011

The main thrust of the construction
market is actually aimed towards the
end product - ‘Design and Build’
which is the core of the whole
industry covering new build /
alterations / extensions /
refurbishment. I have access to
three building construction planning
sites, and, I have found that the
amount of business being featured
on these sites on a daily basis, in the
area of “Main Contractors bidding
for contracts” (the key sources for
well over half the construction
industry) and also the critical route
by which many thousands of subcontractors in turn bid for business as
service suppliers to the main
contractors - has dropped by well
over 60% since January 2011.

Second key indicator
- The huge drop in all activity
at Main Contractor & Sub
Contractor stages
Since such data is only as reliable as
the source, some clarification may
help. My background is corporate
sales - some six years ago I retired,
quickly found myself bored and hired
myself out as an independent
consultant sourcing new bids for
demolition clients. I currently have
two and source business though a
variety of building construction site
sources.
My main area of operation is the
Midlands & North West, although
many large or multi-location clients in
these areas have Southern and
Northern based planners/architects,
and nearly all (normally highly
conservative people where their
clients are concerned) regularly
comment during my follow-up
discussions about how serious this
situation is becoming, affecting many
of their clients planning applications

wherever in the UK they are based.
This would suggest that most UK
councils are using this new funding
source.
I have two main search areas. The
first is for my North West client in the
main contractor ‘new build’ area, the
second is my South Midlands client
where I target business in the early
planning stages - new build
/demolition projects, where I
principally contact 60 planners each
week requesting opportunities for my
clients in pricing their client’s future
demolition needs.
I then keep in touch with either the
client, planner or architect over the
coming months. Up to January
2011 this typically took two to four
months. Since then, the situation
has worsened to the point that little
seems to happen to 70% of
projects in less than seven months,
with some over 12 months (without
going to appeal).
I’m aware the Government has
many priorities at the moment, but as
you would probably agree a large
percentage of the West’s financial
problems now lay with both the
EU & the Euro, and, the US and
its internal politics (both largely
self-inflicted).
I believe the Government is doing as
well as could be expected, but our
construction industry is one ball no
one seems to have had their
eye on since the beginning of 2011,
I must ask you to evaluate my
concerns with some urgency before
many parts of an industry necessary
to the UK’s recovery become
largely terminal.

Insolvencies
Slow
Construction continues to top
the insolvency league table, but
the number of companies going
bust is slowing at long last.

The latest insolvency statistics from
the Insolvency Service show the
number of construction companies
going out of business dropped by
14% over the last quarter. This
follows a trend over the last three
years where there has been a
decrease of 19% in the number of
companies going insolvent between
2009 and 2011.
Construction companies entering
voluntary liquidation dropped by
8.5% from 541 to 495; those forced
into compulsory liquidation reduced
by 11.47% from 244 to 216, the
number of construction companies
going into receivership remained the
same at 44, while those entering
administration dropped by a huge
24.4% from 94 to 71.
The only category to have risen, by
2.5%, was the number of companies
taking out a Company Voluntary
Arrangement, as some construction
companies negotiated payment plans
with their creditors in a bid to stave
off insolvency.

The figures have been a constant
surprise as the construction industry
tends to suffer from the greatest
number of casualties in recessionary
times.
However, despite the falling statistics,
the number of companies lost to the
construction industry over the last
three years is still sizeable; according
to Insolvency Service figures the
industry has lost in excess of 11,500
construction companies between the
beginning of 2009 and the end of
2011. In the last quarter alone a
further 826 (with compulsory
liquidations figures for Q3, as they
are released one quarter late) have
either ceased trading or entered
some form of voluntary arrangement.
“It is positive news that the number of
construction companies going out of
business continues to decline,
however we can’t overlook the
significant number of companies that
we are still losing,” says Alan Harris,
founding partner of specialist
construction and property risk
management firm CR Management.

“Although the past 12 months has
seen a steady flow of new contracts
in London and the Southeast, other
parts of the country have not fared as
well, although it must be said that
contractors operating in the more
buoyant areas still have to price
exceptionally competitively. It brings
to the forefront once again the
necessity of construction companies
ensuring they are on a strong
financial footing, manage their cash
flow carefully, put in place sound
contracts at the beginning of projects
and avoid cut - throat bidding.”

contractors
operating in the
more buoyant areas
still have to
price exceptionally
competitively
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The information on BCLive league table comes directly
from The Builders’ Conference trade association and
can also be found on the front page of their website
www.buildersconference.co.uk
BCLive league table is merely a top level display of
which companies have won which contracts and their
relative values during February 2012 however if you
go to the website www.bclive.co.uk and click on an
individual business you can quickly view what
contracts combine to make the total, which market
sectors the contracts were won in and their
geographical location.
The Builders’ Conference trade association makes
every effort to ensure BCLive league table for main
contractors is a fair representation of the industry
however if your company has secured a project or
projects and you believe they have not made the table
then please telephone 020 8770 0111 or go to
www.buildersconference.co.uk press on the table
and in the top left hand of the screen you will find a
button where you will be directed to complete a very
simple form which is automatically forwarded to this
office upon submission.
Our address book has your name as a contact and
therefore we would be grateful if you could forward
this e-mail within your company to persons, who may
also find this information of interest and value.
Please do not hesitate in contacting this office should
you have any queries or require greater in-depth
analysis of the construction industry, alternatively if
you do not wish to receive this digital information
please send an email to newsdesk@bclive.co.uk
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Crest House, 19 Lewis Road, Sutton, Surrey SM1 4BR
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