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ABOUT
CONSTRUCTION
EMPLOYERS
FEDERATION
The CONSTRUCTION EMPLOYERS FEDERATION (CEF)
is the certified representative body for the
construction industry in Northern Ireland. We
represent the interests of approximately one
thousand member companies, ranging from micro
businesses to the largest construction employers.
Together they account for 70% of construction
output in Northern Ireland.

MANAGING DIRECTOR’S FOREWORD
The last eight years have undoubtedly been the most difficult in
the long history of Northern Ireland’s construction industry.
From the high-point of 2008 the level of construction activity in
Northern Ireland fell by nearly 40%. This catastrophic scenario also
came at huge personal cost to the approximately 26,000 people who
lost their jobs during the downturn.
While the last two years have witnessed a rise in cautious optimism,
many challenges remain. From continued restraint in public spending to
meeting our new housing needs to the skills shortages that the industry
faces, there is an urgent need for the next Northern Ireland Executive
to take pro-active steps to make sure the industry is prepared for the
future and that thousands more jobs are not lost.
Perhaps the most obvious hallmark of recent years has been the
amount of work undertaken by Northern Ireland firms elsewhere. While
that should be seen as a success in terms of Northern Ireland’s exports
agenda, there is a clear view among local construction companies that
they want to do more work on these shores. Fundamentally, the industry
wants to deliver more of its direct and indirect economic benefits – from
jobs to advancing our infrastructure offering – in Northern Ireland.
The construction industry will be the bedrock of Northern Ireland’s
future economic growth. A vibrant, modern, dynamic and growing
industry is one that can enhance Northern Ireland’s global
competitiveness – and it is that ambitious vision that we believe the
Executive must achieve over the coming five year term and beyond.
The 2016 Assembly election comes at a critical time in Northern
Ireland’s history. The entire business community sees political stability
as vital to our medium to long term economic prospects. Our industry
wants devolution to work and it wants to see the next Executive take a
much more strategic and ‘outcome’ focused approach, setting ambitious
yet deliverable targets for the economy.
Our manifesto for the coming Assembly election sets out how we believe
the next Executive can make good on this vision. We stand ready to be
a critical friend to the new Executive and we look forward to engaging
with all parties over the coming months on the platform for growth
we have laid out.

John Armstrong
Managing Director
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THE SECTOR TODAY
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DRIVING PUBLIC
SERVICE REFORM
AND THE
PROCUREMENT
PIPELINE
THE IMPORTANCE OF POLITICAL STABILITY AND A MORE
STRATEGIC APPROACH TO GOVERNMENT

O

f critical importance to Northern Ireland’s medium to longterm economic prospects is the need for political stability.
The industry was encouraged by the progress made through
the Stormont House Agreement but was frustrated at the
lack of progress on it in the months since December 2014. The Fresh
Start deal of November 2015 must see that progress now made given
that, emerging from one of the deepest recessions in modern times,
the still fragile confidence levels in the construction industry remain
very susceptible to both the political climate and the decisions our
politicians take, or don’t. A renewed commitment to the complete
delivery of the Stormont House and Fresh Start agreements
is therefore vital. Failure to deliver could have catastrophic
consequences for the local construction industry and, by virtue
of its multiplier effect, on the wider Northern Ireland economy.
That renewed commitment across the next Executive must also take
in a new approach to agreeing the Programme for Government.
Much like as the Stormont House Agreement proposed, the next
Executive must agree a draft Programme for Government for public
consultation by the end of May 2016, and before running the d’Hondt
mechanism for the allocation of ministerial portfolios. The industry
expects a similar timeframe to be applied to the development of the
Economic and Investment Strategies.

DRIVING PUBLIC SERVICE REFORM
AND THE PROCUREMENT PIPELINE
KEY RECOMMENDATIONS
– Political stability and a
renewed commitment to 		
the complete delivery of 		
the Stormont House and 		
Fresh Start agreements
– Agree a draft Programme 		
for Government for public
consultation by the end of 		
May 2016
– Create an entirely new 		
public sector procurement
and delivery agency by the
end of 2017
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– Lay before the Assembly
a quarterly report on the
procurement pipeline
by autumn 2016

The industry is of the view that there is a need for widespread and
systemic public service reform. This, looking ahead, must include
a commitment to taking forward the recommendations of the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s public
governance report and a wider public service reform strategy.
Seeing through the ‘centralisation’ agenda in respect of the
procurement and delivery of public sector infrastructure projects
is a key component to delivering the much needed pipeline of works
that the industry urgently needs to see. While progress has been made,
most notably in respect of the transfer of Health Estates to the Central
Procurement Directorate (CPD), much more needs to be done.
The industry believes this should not just take the form of the transfer
of the Department of Education’s capital projects procurement and
delivery to a centralised body, but must lead to the creation of an
entirely new public sector procurement and delivery agency. Its role
and remit could be modelled on aspects of the National Development
Finance Agency in the Republic of Ireland and we wish to see it in place
by the end of 2017. This agency must also be staffed with people
who are skilled and experienced in delivering infrastructure projects
on time and on budget.
While this new agency is being developed, it is important that the new
arrangements in respect of the public sector procurement pipeline
are highly visible so that they can be subject to the scrutiny of industry
and others. While we welcome this taking place through our liaison with
CPD, we also believe a quarterly report on the pipeline should be laid
by the new Infrastructure Minister on the floor of the Assembly. This
process should commence by autumn 2016.
The reform of government departments is welcome – but it is just as
important that the next Executive takes a more collaborative approach
and we see less of the ‘silo mentality’ that has all too often blighted
devolved government. The new Infrastructure Department must be
the premier driver of Northern Ireland’s need to further develop its
infrastructure offering to enhance its global competitiveness. This
new department and the Executive must also work closely with the new
UK National Infrastructure Commission to ensure that any potential
Northern Ireland benefits of this are realised.
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THE BUSINESS
ENVIRONMENT CHALLENGES
For the construction industry to flourish and achieve its potential, there
are a number of issues which are affecting its business environment
and, therefore, matters for the next Executive to treat as high priorities.
Chief among these priorities is the need to address now clearly
apparent skills shortages. With the downturn came a massive shift in
employment numbers in the industry, as well as a massive drop-off
in the number of construction related courses and those seeing the
industry as an attractive career option. It is vital that this negative spiral
is now reversed. Economic recovery can only be secured with a buoyant
construction sector at its core and we were alarmed that, in the review
of apprenticeships conducted in the last mandate, the construction
industry was not seen as a priority sector. The new employer-led
apprenticeship model is critical to addressing our skills needs and,
in addition, it is vital that the money raised in Northern Ireland as a
result of the new Apprenticeships Levy, and apportioned back to the
Executive through the Block Grant, is ringfenced for apprenticeships.
It is also important that much needed reforms to our careers advice
and guidance system in schools and colleges, as laid out in a December
2014 independent review, must be implemented.
The coming Assembly mandate also has at its core the need to
further streamline the existing suite of regulation that companies
are confronted with – the predominant element of which is our
planning system.
The industry wants to see a planning system which, at its core, supports
investment – rather than stalling or discouraging it. With this in mind,
industry welcomed the devolution of planning authority to the new local
councils – but issues around speed of decision making and certainty for
developers remain. We believe there is a strong rationale for the next
Executive to review, by the end of 2017, the Strategic Planning Policy
Statement with the intent of embedding in it a greater economic
‘golden thread’.
When it comes to public procurement, the last Assembly mandate
saw the industry’s engagement with government improve significantly.
We believe there needs to be further reform to take forward the
centralisation programme that has begun. Additionally, given their
increasingly influential role, all local councils must be brought under
the remit of Northern Ireland Procurement Policy as an immediate
priority. Close attention must also be given to the embedding of
eTendersNI and the further roll-out of Project Bank Accounts (PBA’s)
– in principle, both will meet with our support if they seek
to reduce burdens, both practical and administrative, on industry.
With particular regard to PBA’s, we strongly believe that the threshold
of £2 million per project should be increased to, at minimum,
the OJEU level of £4.3 million.
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Where they are appropriately used, and where they can be shown to
give clear social value and have an outcome based focus along with
minimising the administrative and cost burdens on industry, then we
can continue to be supportive of the embedding of social clauses in
procurement contracts. We will continue to engage pro-actively with
government as proposed reforms, the buysocialNI model, become a
reality. However, the transient nature of employment in the industry
must be recognised as the reforms are taken forward, as must the
challenges presented in trying to maintain existing workforces.
The regular data produced by the Health and Safety Executive shows
that the construction industry locally can stand over a much improved
health and safety record in recent years. Through CEF’s own model,
Safe-T-Cert, we can rightly claim to be an industry leader in health and
safety standards – and this is something we are keen to advance, in a
way that can bring direct economic benefit to construction companies.
The coming years must also see a shift towards a focus on health and
wellbeing among the industry’s employees. A more pro-active stance
on occupational health within the industry is therefore something on
which we want to partner with Government in the coming years.
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The industry already sees itself as a positive setter of higher standards
in respect of promoting environmental good practice in its work.
The introduction of the requirement to have an environmental
management system for all main contractors from April 2016 is
something that we support. We have developed our own construction
specific tool, NVIR-O-CERT, to help embed this system. We want the
next Executive to extend this requirement to Tier One subcontractors
as soon as is practicable.
As a result of our historically strong relationship with the Union of
Construction, Allied Trades and Technicians (UCATT), Unite the Union
and the GMB industry has already agreed wage rates with the unions
that exceed the proposed National Living Wage. These rates make
our industry very attractive and rewarding when it comes to pay and
conditions. While we will continue to review our agreed rates into the
years ahead, we believe that caution must be exercised if the National
Living Wage is seen to reduce much needed employment opportunities.
Industry remains committed to seeing through the devolution of
Corporation Tax powers to Northern Ireland and strongly welcomes
the announcement in the Fresh Start agreement that a 12.5% rate
will take effect in April 2018. It is now vital that intensive planning
takes place so that Invest NI has the capacity and resources to
maximise the marketing opportunity that Northern Ireland now has
to realise the jobs potential that is before us. In addition, the window
of opportunity must be used to address the shortage of Grade A office
space that exists right across Northern Ireland.
With the local construction industry executing an increasing amount of
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their work in Britain, the Republic of Ireland and elsewhere, there is
a need for the Executive to maintain a flexible yet competitive employment
law framework as well as one that seeks to maintain parity with our
closest neighbours as far as is possible. Industry supported the
employment law reform agenda of the previous mandate but believes
that the Executive must go further. With this is mind, we would strongly
urge the Executive to take forward a further strategic review of our
employment law framework by the end of 2016. There must also be
further reforms to the industrial tribunal system, including the
introduction of fees, and an urgent resolution to the issue around
potential backdated holiday pay claims.

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS
– Deliver the skills critical employer-led apprenticeship 		
model as well as ringfence the money raised through the
Apprenticeship Levy for apprenticeships
– Review, by the end of 2017, the Strategic Planning
Policy Statement with the intent of embedding
in it a greater economic ‘golden thread’
– Bring all local councils under the remit of Northern
Ireland Procurement Policy
– Proceed with caution, better recognising industry concerns,
in respect of social clauses and Project Bank Accounts
– Extend the requirement of an Environmental
Management System to all Tier One subcontractors
as soon as is practicable
– Maximise the opportunity now presented after agreeing a
12.5% rate of Corporation Tax from April 2018
– Take forward a strategic review of our employment law 		
framework by the end of 2016
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KEY INDUSTRY
INFRASTRUCTURE
PRIORITIES
THE CRITICAL IMPORTANCE OF
INFRASTRUCTURE TO ECONOMIC GROWTH

A

n important benchmark on which any government should be
judged is their performance in delivering key infrastructure
projects. The delivery of such projects is a crucial barometer
as a means to unlock investment, create thousands of jobs
both directly and through the construction multiplier effect, and give
the local construction industry a greater sense of Northern Ireland’s
infrastructure pipeline.
By growing and enhancing our infrastructure offer we can enhance
our competitiveness and attractiveness as a region in which to
do business and invest.
However, Northern Ireland has too often been blighted by the failure
to deliver key infrastructure projects such as the A5, Desertcreat
and Casement Park. While this is not something unique to this region,
there is a perception and, indeed, reality that this can and must be
better managed and fixed. To do this, Northern Ireland needs a more
strategic Investment Strategy which should give clear detail on how
key infrastructure projects are to be taken forward over the coming
Assembly term, and beyond. In addition, it is vital that both industry
and government better articulate the benefits of infrastructure to the
public so that key projects have the buy-in that can speed up delivery.

THE INDUSTRY’S
STRATEGIC PRIORITIES
–

Strategic Road Network – industry sees the York Street Interchange,
A6/M2 schemes and the A5 as the strategic road projects of most
importance over the coming five years. By May 2021, we believe it
realistic that the York Street Interchange is completed and that
significant progress has been made on the A6/M2 and A5 projects.

–

Great Victoria Street Integrated Transport Hub – building further on
the connectivity theme, the Transport Hub must be speedily delivered to
develop our growing rail offer.

–

Multi-year road maintenance budget to be agreed – given the
continued shortfall in maintenance spend, the next Executive must
agree, initially, a two year minimum spend for road maintenance of
£100m annually. This would be topped up during in year monitoring
rounds and would be followed by an agreed three year spend for the
rest of the Assembly term. Putting this in place will be extremely
beneficial to those smaller and medium sized construction companies
that urgently need government support.

–

Water and wastewater infrastructure – while undoubted progress has
been made over the past decade, Northern Ireland needs significant
further investment to avoid infraction charges. This is particularly in
respect of our wastewater facilities and to underpin further economic
development, notably housing. As a means to fund this deficit, we
believe that separate domestic water charges must be introduced.

–

Health and education infrastructure – building on the transfer of
Health Estates to the Central Procurement Directorate, the capital
procurement and delivery of the Department of Education must now
do the same. This must then be subsumed into a new procurement
and delivery agency to be in place by the end of 2017.

–

Energy – we believe that the Green New Deal needs to be revived in
respect of the retro-fitting of social housing. Such a scheme has the
potential to unlock significant savings for consumers as well as giving
industry a timely workload boost.

–

Grade A office space – the need for a significant increase in the
availability of Grade A office space, particularly in Belfast, has been
well documented. To make the most out of a devolved, lower rate of
Corporation Tax it is critical that we have the office space available to
meet investors’ expectations. The construction industry will actively
support any scheme, particularly one where the public sector seeks
to de-risk investment, to encourage developers to build new stock.
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UNLOCKING
HOUSE
BUILDING
MEETING NORTHERN IRELAND’S
HOUSING NEEDS

I

n addition to the alarmingly high number of jobs lost in the
construction sector during the recession, perhaps the most
visible aspect of the downturn was the significant drop in both
residential and commercial property values and the number of
new homes being built.

At its height in 2005/06, there were 15,184 new dwelling starts in
Northern Ireland. Even allowing for the worst impacts of the recession
to have begun to pass, 2012/13 saw a decade long low of 5,117.
Against this backdrop, industry welcomed the Department for Social
Development’s new housing strategy, Facing the Future, which was
published in 2013. It acknowledged the critical need for new homes
to be built – from the positive impact this would have on jobs to how
housing underpins both regeneration and economic growth – as well
as reaffirming the Regional Development Strategy’s indicator of
approximately 11,200 new homes of all types being built a year.
However, with less than 50% of that indicator having been met
consistently over the last decade, there is a very urgent need to act
and act now – particularly in respect of private housing. While the
indicator may be revised down towards a lower actual target, the
fundamental disparity between housing need and supply remains.

Building on the important work of the Housing Supply Forum that emerged from
Facing the Future, the industry believes it vital that the Executive prioritises a
number of key actions as a means to unlock house building in Northern Ireland:

–

There should be a presumption in favour of sustainable development applied
for a set period of time. Under this, any housing planning application in broad
conformity with sustainable development as set out in the Strategic Planning
Policy Statement should be granted approval.

–

Local councils should, quarterly, publish data on how many planning
applications for homes they have approved. In addition, local councils should
be given enabling powers regarding developing publicly owned land in each
respective council area.

–

A mapping exercise, detailing availability and zoning information, should be
undertaken by the Executive in respect of available public land – with the stated
intent of freeing up appropriate land for development where local councils would
take the lead.

–

Like equivalent models in Great Britain, more joint ventures between housing
associations and developers must be actively encouraged and supported by the
Executive.

–

See through to its conclusion the Social Housing Reform Programme which
must result in the staged transfer of all social housing stock to the private sector.
As a prelude to this, we believe that the necessary steps should be taken to allow
the Northern Ireland Housing Executive to borrow against its housing stock.

–

Reforms to expensive and difficult to source road and sewer bonds must be
taken forward. There should, additionally, also be other regulatory reforms
around Building Regulation which are aimed towards reducing the average
cost of building a home.

–

A Virtual Delivery Unit should be established which looks to streamline
development projects thus reducing the variety of actors that must be
engaged by builders as part of any development.

–

Build on the hitherto success of the Co-ownership Scheme by allocating it
further monies through Financial Transactions Capital/The Investment Fund.

–

Taking into consideration the ill-timed consultation on developer contributions
in 2014 given the nature of the market, we welcomed the pause and subsequent
further research that was undertaken. Industry supports the principle
of developer contributions but the time is not right to introduce such a
requirement. Instead, the best way to phase this policy in would be to include
it in future land zoning when local councils prepare their new local development
plans. This will ensure the cost is factored into future land purchases and we
would urge the next Executive to embrace this approach.

–

Take forward proposed shared housing schemes through the additional capital
money made available by the UK Government that had previously been earmarked,
in the Stormont House Agreement, for shared education projects only.
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FINANCING
INFRASTRUCTURE
NORTHERN IRELAND’S BUDGETARY ENVELOPE

G

iven the economic challenges of recent years, the reductions
in public sector capital budgets earlier in the decade came
as an additional source of difficulty for the local construction
industry. While some of those initial reductions were partially
reversed, an average level of public sector capital expenditure
of £1.2bn per annum, of which industry believes only around £400m
was actual construction work, meant there was a significant shortfall
against the levels of public sector capital expenditure
at the height of the boom years.
The setting of the overall budgetary envelope is outside the gift of
the Executive. While it will always be appropriate for the industry to
challenge how the Executive chooses to spend its capital pot, we must
be realistic as to the budget it is set and the capacity it has to finance
infrastructure development through other means.
Crucially, a smaller capital budget must entail the taking of smarter
decisions by the Executive in terms of where its money can reap best
economic gain – this must be a key driver of decisions into the next
mandate and beyond.
The context of the difficult budgetary environment was however
not helped by the failure to deliver key infrastructure projects.
These failures, alongside the silo approach of Executive
departments and the lack of a procurement pipeline in which
industry had sufficient confidence, rendered an immense
frustration with government within industry.
Through pro-actively looking at the limited tools at its disposal to
finance infrastructure development, which can result in thousands
of new jobs being created and also make Northern Ireland a more
attractive place in which to do business and invest, the next Executive
can begin to deal with the frustration that continues to exist.

THE OPTIONS FOR CONSIDERATION
With the UK Government’s Comprehensive Spending Review process now completed, it is clear that our capital
expenditure budget will remain roughly similar per annum for the next two years, with increases forecast in the
latter part of the decade. With this in mind, we need a clear pipeline of projects to be developed by the Executive
as well as greater insight as to the level of the capital budget which is actually construction works. We believe the
next Executive must set itself a key performance indicator of increasing the percentage of capital spend that is
construction works over the course of the coming five years to 60% of the overall total.
Industry has given a warm welcome to the principle of the Investment Fund and its initial focus on capital projects
relating to regeneration/office space, telecoms, energy efficiency and affordable housing. We believe it is critical
that it make its first investment by the end of 2016, and that a clear pipeline of works is published and regularly
reviewed so as to enable industry confidence in its work. Drawing in the resources of the European Investment Bank
and other institutional investors must be a clear goal for the Fund and we look forward to seeing this develop. In
addition, it is vital that industry plays its part in the development of a pipeline and we must give consideration to
innovative ideas that the funding could be used for.
With the completion of the A5 a key industry priority, it is vital that the Executive seeks early agreement with the
Irish Government on re-establishing full co-financing for the project so that it can be speedily delivered in totality.
The agreement outlined in the Fresh Start deal to complete Phase 1 of the project by 2019 is welcome, but industry is
strongly of the view that this must only be the first step. Further, the Executive should give consideration to how other
infrastructure projects could be advanced in partnership with the UK and/or Irish Governments.
Given the new powers that have been transferred to the 11 super councils and the prospect of these being extended,
we believe there is merit in the Executive agreeing with the councils an amount of borrowing that could then be put
towards capital projects in council areas.
A hallmark of the next Executive must be a clear willingness to tackle the difficult decisions early on in the mandate,
not least to maintain the sustainability of our public finances. As we have already noted, the introduction of separate
domestic water charges must be a key part of this, accompanied by a change in status for Northern Ireland Water
to a GoCo, and setting it on a path towards replicating the model of Welsh Water. In the first instance, however,
the revenue stream generated from a household charge can enable a major stream of infrastructure financing to be
unlocked – a stream which would be of benefit to NI Water’s capital plans and the wider public sector if managed
correctly, as well as helping create many new jobs.
Undoubtedly, traditional forms of private finance can deliver infrastructure quickly and effectively but authority needs
to have clear specification and place risk where it can be best managed. Given the implications for the Executive’s
revenue budget that result from using private finance, and the lack of political support for it currently, it is
doubtful that the next mandate will see a major upsurge in private financing. However, all options must be kept
under review and, in addition, we must see the delivery of a new suite of health and social care centres using the
existing 3PD model.
Since its inception, the Reinvestment and Reform Initiative has been geared towards helping supplement the capital
infrastructure budget. While we welcome the continuation of this, it is also important that attention is paid to
using in full the borrowing flexibility afforded in the Stormont House Agreement in respect of the public sector
voluntary exit scheme. If, as recent political agreements and announcements have indicated, there is unspent money
in this scheme toward the end of its four year profile, then the Executive must endeavour to use it on capital projects.

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS
– Need a clear pipeline of projects to be developed and delivered by the Executive
– The next Executive must set itself a key performance indicator of increasing the
percentage of capital spend that is construction works over the course of the coming 		
five years to 60% of the overall total
– The Investment Fund must make its first investment by the end of 2016 as well as 		
publishing, and keep updated, a pipeline of its work
– Seek early agreement with the Irish Government on re-establishing full co-financing 		
for the A5 project so that it can be speedily delivered in totality
– Agree with local councils an amount of borrowing that could be put towards capital projects
– Introduce separate domestic water charges, accompanied by a change in status for 		
Northern Ireland Water to a GoCo, and setting it on a path towards replicating the
model of Welsh Water
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FURTHER INFORMATION
For more information about the CEF, please contact:

David Fry
Federation Manager

T: +44 (0) 28 9087 7143
E: davidf@cefni.co.uk

143 Malone Road
BELFAST
BT9 6SX

www.cefni.co.uk

