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5.1 UK’s problems 
 
Once we have read the different reports that analysed UK’s problems during the 
past years, looked at the figures of the industry and analysed the results of our 
questionnaire, we can summarise UK’s problems, as it is done in the following 
tables. 
 

CLIENTS 
 

New clients without 
experience As a result of the disbanding policies. 

Clients still equating 
price and cost 

Because of a lack of experience, high capital costs, 
political reasons and no quality assurance in the 
construction market. 

Clients too impatience 
about the start of the 

project 

They want works to start on site too early, without 
a good study of alternatives, a good brief or 
enough time to make a good design. 

Clients dissatisfied 
No quality range, defects, delays, over budgets, no 
achieved clients’ requirements and poor 
performance. 

 
Table 5.1.1 UK Clients’ problems 

 
 

SUPPLY CHAIN 

 
Table 5.1.2 Problems in UK’s supply chain 

Low use of 
prefabrication and 

standardisation 

The use of these strategies could reduce 
dramatically costs. 

Fragmentation 

As a result of the workload variability and the 
segregation between construction and design, 
fragmentation means less scope for innovation 
and savings. 

Non integrated  supply 
Chain 

This means: less quality, lose of client’s 
requirements all along the supply chain, over 
expenses, waste and less scope for innovation. 

Adversarial  attitudes 

Originated mainly, due to a short margin of 
benefits (5%); easy to lose when problems arrive. 
Its importance relies not only because of the cost 
of lawsuits, but also because these attitudes do not 
let appear teamworking. 

Skill shortage 

The bad image of the industry (high number of 
reportable accidents, low wages, tough work and 
poor working conditions) make people move 
away from construction jobs. 

Low training At all levels: top management, management, 
designers, supervisors and operatives. 

Need of new contracts 
 

New contracts that promote teamworking, fair 
share of duties and risks, clear schedules, 
prepricing of possible variations, ADR and trust 
funds. 
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POLICIES AND REGULATIONS 
 

Long tender lists Contractors get an inadequate profitability and 
clients a poor quality. 

High dependence in 
economical stability 

Construction is really dependent on the economical 
cycles, which affect strongly new work demand, 
especially in the housing sector. 

Too easy accreditation 
of firms 

There exists a great damage in the industry image 
because of the existence of “cowboy builders”. 

Low Research and 
Development 

The industry invests only 0.1% of the GDP, while 
other industries have a 0.2%. The fragmentation of 
the industry does not permit to share the profits that 
new innovations could bring about. 

Inconsistency of 
regulations across the 

country 

It makes more difficult to implement construction 
speedily and efficiently. 
 

Duplication of processes 
between agencies What means significant costs and delays 

Regulatory regimes 
Should look more at performance standards rather 
than at detailed prescriptions. 
 

 
Table 5.1.3 UK regulations’ constraints. 

 
 

FINAL PERFORMANCE 
 

High cost, waste and inefficiency. 
Low productivity 

Low and unreliable profits 
Bad reputation: high reportable accidents, 

low wages, tough work. 
Over budgets 

Bad predictability in time 
 

Table 5.1.4 UK construction industry final performance 
 
 
The Construction sector has some features that complicate a better performance and 
might explain, to some extend, why the construction has not improve as other 
industries in the last twenty years. However, the industry acknowledges now, that it 
must not still be blaming on these issues to justify its poor performance. 
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CONSTRUCTION PARTICULAR FEATURES 
 

Other Industries Construction Industry 
Activities are carried out in side factories; 
what means easier control and management 
of the supply chain and the avoidance of 
many risks. Consequently, a lot of waste can 
be removed. 

Most of the activities have to be carried on 
site, difficult control and management of the 
process. The use of off-site materials could 
help to reduce the risks, the delays and the 
over expenses. 

Design and construction are part of the 
same process. There exist long term 
relationships between suppliers and 
subcontractors with the main company, and 
even, relationships of complete dependence. 

Too many parties involved historically 
and who want to stay independent from each 
other. Short term relationships with the 
intention of adapting themselves to the 
variable workload. 

Short useful life products, normally with a 
life span about less than 15 years. 

Longevity of products delivered; somebody 
has to be responsible for the extremely long 
useful life of products (50-500 years). 

Less risk and easily controlled. 

Too much risk. Weather, soil structure, 
long time production, subcontractors’ 
activities…; besides, high initial costs, 
back end profits patterns and low and 
unreliable margins. 

High turnover correlated with high 
number of products sold. 

Huge and uniqueness weight. Big turnover 
with small number of products delivered. 

 
Table 5.1.5 Construction particular features 
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Graph 5.1 The problem wallchart 
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5.2 Spanish problems 
 
This summary of the Spanish construction problems is based on the questionnaire 
undertaken by the “Gabinet d’Estudis Economics”, the proposals to increase the 
competitiveness of the Catalan construction sector, launched by the CCOC 
(“Cambra oficial de Contractistes d’Obres de Catalunya”), a questionnaire sent to 
the data base of the “Consell Insular de Mallorca” and the study of Spanish 
statistical figures. 
 
Once the sources have been analysed, it can be argued that the Spanish problems 
are practically equal to those that affect the British construction sector; in fact, most 
of the developed countries are struggling with the same problems. 
 
Although there are many similarities, there are still some differences that must be 
highlighted: 
 

• The bidding system. Spanish construction industry is really interested in 
improving the bidding system, in order to reduce the extremely low bids that 
neither benefits the client nor the contractor. For this reason, the construction 
industry stands for a new system, where public authorities commit themselves 
to preponderate technical and quality issues rather than price and where 
contractors commit themselves to bid with fairer tenders and to eliminate the 
“cowboy builders”. In addition, the industry also asks for the criteria and the 
results of the selection system to be published. 

 
However, Spanish public authorities do not see any problem in the 
current bidding system, what contrast with the disagreement of the UK’s 
clients showed by the “New Builder” /JT Design Build construction industry 
survey” in 1994. As a result of this clients’ satisfaction, it will be difficult a 
future modification of the current bidding system. 

 
• The subcontracting. The Spanish construction sector seems to see in the 
subcontracting abuse one of the principal problems. Although most of the 
parties agree that subcontracting helps to deal with the inconsistent workload, 
they also think that subcontracting allows firms with little solvency to 
undertake projects for which they are not prepared.  
 
• On the contrary, UK’s construction industry opinion is that the lack of 
integration of the supply chain is not due to subcontracting, but due to 
the relationships between the parties. It is true that with subcontracting, too 
many parties work in the process and the management of the supply chain 
become far more complicate. However, UK’s industry reckons that 
subcontracting is completely necessary. For that reason, it demands new 
relationships between the parties that help to integrate the supply chain. 
Partnering is a good initiative to promote these new relationships in the 
supply chain. 
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• The disbanding policies. It is true that some councils have no human and 
technical resources to deal with certain projects, but this problem is not as 
important as it is in the UK. 
 
• Problems’ awareness. The problems are quite the same but it seems that 
public and private clients either are not aware of them or if they are do not 
see the big scope for improvement that could come if they were sorted out. 
However, there exist other parties such as contractors, subcontractors, 
engineers and consultants, who feel that the industry needs to improve a lot. 

 
• Skill shortage. It is the principal problem in both countries, however, the 
Spanish construction sector is still attractive for many people because it 
is well paid; in comparison with the UK. The Spanish average wage is nearly 
two times UK´s one see table 4.6.3. The differences are even higher, if we 
consider the different standard of living. 

 
• Fragmentation. As in most of the developed countries the fragmentation is a 
serious problem, because of the large number of parties involved in the 
project. However, the atomization of the Spanish sector seems to be more 
acute compared to UK’s construction sector atomization. Graph 4.6.5 shows 
how in Spain about 22 % of the total output is done by firms with less than 9 
workers; that means that a high percentage of works are done by companies 
with little resources and high indexes of subcontracting. Consequently, it can 
be argued that besides the need of tackling the disintegrated supply chain, 
there also exists a need to recover from the atomization that damages the good 
running of the sector. 

 
• No need of contracts.  The Spanish contract regulation (Ley de contratos) 
allows the contracts to be amended with quite freedom, although they have 
always to obey the work frame of the law. Therefore, it seems that there is not 
the same need for new contracts in the Spanish construction industry, as it 
was claimed for the British one in the Latham report. 

 
• The quality. The industry agrees that it should deliver better quality products 
and a better after sale service, but the Spanish clients do not agree as much 
in the need of a bigger range of products or in the possibility to choose the 
final details. 

 
• The distribution of the market. The Spanish proposals promote a register of 
companies in order to have more knowledge about them and principally in 
order to distribute fairly the construction market according to size, technical 
and financial resources and experience that means that big companies could 
not apply for little projects and vice versa. 

 
On the other hand, UK is not promoting very much this fair distribution may 
be because the British policies usually do not want to regulate the market. It is 
well known, that the UK has a freer economical policies. Even so, some 
public authorities, like the Cardiff council, are taking some measures to 
distribute more fairly the market, as it can be observed in chapter 8.




