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Playing by the rules 
 
Damien Bouveresse, Currie & Brown’s director of mainland Europe, discusses the role of the 
contract manager in construction projects. 
 
It’s an unfortunate reality that claims are a common feature in the construction industry 
worldwide – and the bigger the project the higher the risk of disputes. 
 
These disputes not only have a far-reaching impact on the successful completion of building 
projects, but also on the financial health of the companies involved in the process, for 
example contractors, developers, retailers, etc. Legal wrangles tie up valuable resources. 
 
That’s why, in mainland Europe, the role of the contract manager has evolved in recent 
years, to help to ensure each party keeps to their contract obligations and projects run 
smoothly. 
 
Traditionally, the management of the contract was the responsibility of the project manager, 
but with the growing demands on keeping today’s ‘mega-projects’ on budget and on 
schedule, the role of contract manager has developed to take some of the strain off the 
project manager and to give more focus on meeting the obligations of the contract. 
 
The contract manager is at the heart of the contract, and he/she represents the interface 
between the various parties in the process and the project manager, as well as the cost 
control and planning functions. The contract manager, therefore, needs a number of hard 
and soft skills to understand the technical complexities of the project as well as the legal 
obligations of the contract, and also to be able to negotiate with all parties to agree a 
mutually acceptable way forward if (more often when) unforeseen circumstances arise. 
 
That’s why top management at many companies are now insisting on bringing in specialist 
contract management teams from independent consultancies to draw on the wide range of 
skills available, from civil engineering and contract law expertise, to negotiation and claims 
management. 
 
Because benchmarking and learning from experience are the only ways to continuously roll 
out best practices, outsourcing is seen as providing a high return on investment.  
 
Good contract management is all about playing by the rules. The contract is what all parties 
have agreed to, so the project needs to be monitored closely to ensure everyone plays by 
these rules. 
 
Project managers on big construction works face many pressures. The contract manager is a 
key addition to the team, allowing the project manager to focus on driving the work forward, 
while they monitor contractual obligations and provide risk assessment updates as the 
project progresses. 
 
Our team is often called in when a contract has gone ‘sour’ and where there are claims to 
contest. In these cases, the contract manager would examine the contract, review paperwork 
and correspondence, and conduct interviews with key personnel to assess how the situation 
had escalated. They would then devise a strategy and propose a solution that everyone can 
agree on. The aim is to avoid lengthy and costly procedures in courts. 
 
Companies get best value from a contract manager, when they employ them earlier in the 
process, ideally before the contract is signed. This means they can use their expertise to get 
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the best agreement for both parties, and to cover all eventualities before work on the project 
commences – helping to define the rules of the game before kick-off. 
 
Of course, not everything can be foreseen in a contract, and when issues arise, or when 
changes are needed, a contract manager comes into their own, negotiating the way forward 
to the benefit of all parties. This is even more effective if processes to do so have been 
included in the contract at an earlier stage. 
 
To provide this level of oversight, the contract manager needs to continually monitor all 
activities to ensure that they are carried out to the letter of the contract, and also highlight the 
financial consequences to the programme of any deviation from the contract agreement.  
 
The contract management team will use a range of monitoring tools to anticipate problems 
and control risk and cost.  
 
And if contract problems cannot be resolved, then the contract manager has to gather the 
evidence to support the contractor’s position in arbitration or in the courts. 
 
The challenges for the construction industry and the authorities involved are constantly 
growing more complex with constraints on time, costs and financial margins increasing. 
‘Sticking to the letter’ of the contract has become an essential discipline. 
 
Having a skilled and experienced contract management team on board helps everyone lower 
the overall risk to the project and ultimately helps them secure their profitability. 
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