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“Expect the unexpected”, advise experienced economic 
commentators when they are asked to predict the future. 
Recent events – from a new oil price slump to the impact 
of the coronavirus Covid-19 on global growth – bear out 
the wisdom of that advice.
In January, just as the first effects 
of Covid-19 were being felt in 
the Chinese city of Wuhan, the 
outlook for the global economy 
was already looking difficult. As 
the impact of the virus spread, first 
across most of China and then 
much of the world, two regular 
forecasts, from the World Bank 
and the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), emerged with mixed 
views of how trade and economic 
growth might fare during 2020.

For much of 2019, economic 
forecasters were concerned about 
the impact of significant political 
events – the heightened trade 
tensions between the United 
States and China and the UK's 
‘Brexit’ from the European Union – 
on growth worldwide.

Another significant political trend 
has been the response to the oil 
price that began in early 2015 
which has forced major producers 
such as Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates to re-think 
their dependency on carbon-
based energy and, in the process, 
change the way major spending is 
financed.

Every major economy faces 
significant challenges, whether 
economic or political. Their 
response to a ‘left-field’ crisis, such 
as that presented by a coronavirus 
outbreak, may be key to how 
they cope during the rest of the 
year. China was caught out at 
first, but it finally slowed the rate 
of infection through draconian 
measures including the effective 
quarantining of millions in Wuhan 
and elsewhere. 

We shall be examining the impact 
of all this on the Asia-Pacific region 
during 2020. How will China and 
other major economies in the 
region emerge from this crisis?

In a special report, we shall 
be looking at the challenges 
presented to the construction 
industry today. Every organisation 
– clients, consultants, project 
managers and designers – needs 
to embrace leading-edge thinking 
to ensure success. Projects are 
becoming increasingly complex, 
but the digital technology is there 
to help achieve the ambitious 
goals that accompany them. 

Global economy:
A viral challenge 
to the recovery in 
world growth
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Global economy

The much hoped-for global 
economic recovery faces a 
serious challenge in the form of 
the coronavirus Covid-19, whose 
initial impact in China emerged 
immediately after an IMF analysis 
had predicted a slight recovery 
in global growth to 3.3 per cent 
during 2020.

The inter-dependency of world 
trade was underlined by the speed 
by which the effects of the major 
outbreak in China started to affect 
manufacturing lines in the US, 
Europe and elsewhere. 

The impact of China's resultant 
slowdown was marked, mainly 
because the country has become 
a hugely influential player in terms 
of global trade and manufacturing 
supply chain activities. When China 
began to struggle, major trading 
partners including the US and Europe 
felt the impact quickly. 

Perhaps the first major indication that 
the worst may be over, in China at 
least, came when Foxconn – a major 
supplier to Apple – predicted that it 
would return to full manufacturing 
operations by the end of March. 
The company experienced its worst 
downturn in seven years as a result of 
the coronavirus during the last quarter.

One interesting result of the viral 
scare may be whether it drives 
the US or China to try and defuse 
the trade war rhetoric that began 
following President Trump's election 
in 2016. He will launch his re-election 
campaign soon and may seek a 
victory he can claim on the back of 
successful negotiations with Beijing. 
The negative impact experienced 
during the first quarter of 2020 may 
encourage China to seek an early 
settlement. Before the coronavirus 
broke, Apple was rumoured to be 
examining options to move more 
iPhone manufacturing into the US as 
a result of the trade tensions. 

A viral challenge to the 
recovery in world growth

The inter-dependency 
of world trade was 

underlined by the speed 
by which the effects of 
the major outbreak in 

China started to affect 
manufacturing lines in 

the US, Europe and 
elsewhere. 
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Economic progress marches on. In 
Europe, Brexit formally took place, 
after two false starts, on 31 January, 
and trade talks continue between the 
UK and EU. In the US, the Trump 
administration hopes that positive 
employment growth will fuel re-
election in November.

In the Middle East, major oil 
producers are grappling with a falling 
oil price. After several quarters 
of relative stability, with oil prices 
slowly recovering to more than $60 a 
barrel, an unwelcome fall below $30 
resulted. Saudi Arabia seemed set on 
an aggressive price-cutting path after 
the refusal of rival producer Russia to 
cut production in response to falling 
prices.

The Financial Times reported that 
Russia wanted to use lower prices 
to take on the US shale producers, 
who are thought unlikely to be 
able to cope with reduced income 
per barrel. Saudi Arabia wanted to 
limit production in order to bolster 
prices, whereas Russia opted for the 
opposite approach. An aggressive 
Saudi strategy could hit many oil-
producing economies in the short 
term and would impact on the 
Kingdom's own economy if sustained 
over time.

Forecasters will be watching for 
further fall-out from such major 
economic events. If oil producers 
become locked into a price war, 
how quickly might tax revenues be 
impacted, with potential reductions 
in spending? Previously, such price 
shocks have led to postponements 
of major public spending projects 
including transport infrastructure.

The coronavirus will take its toll 
on productivity. Workers are being 
encouraged to ‘self-isolate’ in the 
event of infection. China and parts 
of Europe have both experienced 
effective shut-downs already.

Ahead of all this, the IMF had sought 
some solace in the greater clarity 
on Brexit brought about by the UK 
election victory for the Conservatives 
last December and hopes of a better 
trade environment between the US 
and China. The IMF noted that there 
were some positive signs that risks 

to the global economy were “less 
tilted to the downside” than during its 
previous forecast last October.

But even then, it reduced its forecast 
very slightly (by 0.1 per cent). The 
question now is by what degree the 
coronavirus outbreak might prove 
to be an enormous negative for 
economies worldwide. Alternatively, 
is it possible that the crisis might 
encourage greater international co-
operation, with deals being done in 
order to ameliorate its worst effects? 
Only time will tell.

If oil producers become 
locked into a price war, 

how quickly might tax 
revenues be impacted, 

with potential reductions 
in spending? 

Global economy
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It came out of the blue, and 
threatens to push economic 
growth in China into the red. The 
coronavirus Covid-19 first broke 
out in Wuhan, and its impact has 
been devastating to economic 
forecasts worldwide.

The first and hardest impact was felt 
in China, where leading economist 
Zhang Anyuan has predicted that 
the first quarter figure could struggle 
to rise above zero. He thinks China 
will find it difficult to reach its overall 
growth target of six per cent by the 
end of the year.

Although Chinese authorities had 
been criticised for an apparently slow 
response to the crisis when it first 

hit, they have earned praise for the 
subsequent actions which appeared 
to get the virus outbreak under 
control by March. Whole cities were 
shut down, workers sent home and 
business put on hold as the health 
system made a determined effort to 
stem the spread of infection.

Only time will tell whether the 
measures have achieved the right 
effect, and shifted China back on 
track. Although Covid-19 was the 
factor that pushed the Chinese 
economy towards standstill during the 
first quarter of 2020, there had been 
warning signs that it was struggling to 
maintain growth during the previous 
12 months.

Key markets predicted 
to face growth struggle 
throughout 2020

Regional economy

Only time will tell 
whether the measures 

have achieved the 
right effect, and shifted 

China back on track. 

In early January, prior to the full 
extent of Covid-19 being understood, 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
was already predicting that growth 
would be a relatively flat 6 per cent by 
the end of 2020, falling to 5.8 per cent 
a year later.

These figures are excellent in 
comparison to the rest of the world. 
But, relatively speaking, they 
underline the fact that China's growth 
continues to trail that of previous 
years, during which the country's 
position as a global manufacturer 
soared.

Three months ago, the primary 
concern was whether China could 
achieve some kind of trade settlement 
with the United States, which has 
bristled about Chinese imports since 
President Trump's election. The 
two economic giants have indulged 
in tit-for-tat tariff impositions worth 
billions of dollars during recent years, 
and there have been calls for proper 
negotiations to start. 
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In January, the IMF was forecasting 
growth in the Asia-Pacific region 
(APAC) to be 5.7 per cent overall 
in 2020, with China only slightly 
higher at 5.9. That now looks like an 
optimistic prediction, and much will 
depend on how quickly China can 
return to full economic capacity and 
complete the race to catch up on a 
lost quarter of relative inactivity.

The cooling global trade climate 
and poor relations between US and 
China were not the only factors to 
affect APAC forecasts. As the IMF 
commented: "Trade tensions between 
Japan and the Republic of Korea 
(South Korea), a maturing electronics 
cycle and disruptions caused by rapid 
shifts in technological and emission 
standards have also weighed on 
regional manufacturing and trade."

The IMF also found that commodity-
importing economies including 
Cambodia, the Philippines and 
Thailand have experienced weaker 
growth, partly because they are 
deeply embedded into regional 
production networks which have felt 
the impact of reduced demand.

The IMF’s relative optimism about 
the next year is based partly on 
growth being driven by key factors 
such as progress on major transport 
infrastructure project spending 
in places like the Philippines and 
Thailand. Economists will be 
watching closely to see how China 
responds to the setbacks engendered 
by the coronavirus outbreak: will 
it commit to big spending in order 
to spark recovery? If so, we can 
expect a stepping up of Belt & Road 
Initiative projects. The crisis could 
prompt attempts to settle trade 
disputes, which will be costly. Political 
pressure at home means that key US 
manufacturing brands like Apple and 
Google may switch some work away 
from China.

The Thai government says it will 
invest more than $21 billion into the 
country’s railway network to tackle 
pollution and improve connectivity. 
According to Bloomberg, the deal 
includes an expansion of Bangkok’s 
rail transit system as well as new 
high-speed rail services. The plan 
includes a $1.3 billion transit hub to 
enable connectivity from the capital 
to China and Singapore, as well as 
other Thai locations.

China has promised to spend more on 
railways, including the speeding-up 
of construction of major projects such 
as the Sichuan-Tibet Railway and the 
high-speed line along the Yangtze 
River. The pledge came in late March 
from the National Development and 
Reform Commission.

China Daily reported it would boost 
rail spending in central and western 
regions. National rail services 
reached 139,000km by the end of 
2019, with 35,000km of high-speed 
rail. The country plans to add more 
than 4,000km during 2020.

Rail spending is being endorsed 
also in Singapore, whose transport 
minister Khaw Boon Wan has 
predicted more than $40 billion of 
spending over the next decade. 
Projects include the completion of 
the Thomson-East Coast Line and 
extensions to the North East and 
Downtown Lines, all to be completed 
by 2024. Total expansion will add 
130km to Singapore's rail network by 
2030, bringing it to a total of 360km.

South Korea, whose economy was 
sluggish even before the coronavirus 
outbreak hit it in February, has been 
planning a massive infrastructure 
spending boost, devoting $51 billion 
to transport and housing projects, 
according to the Financial Times. 
It says the unexpected boost in 
spending was decided in advance of 
April elections.

The IMF’s relative 
optimism about the next 
year is based partly on 

growth being driven 
by key factors such 

as progress on major 
transport infrastructure 

project spending 
in places like the 

Philippines and Thailand.

The rampant fires that ravaged parts 
of Australia in recent months, causing 
massive environmental damage, 
raised climate change as an issue 
across the continent earlier this year. 
Australia is a major coal exporter 
and there is significant public debate 
about the need to diversify away 
from that towards renewable energy 
sources.

In Queensland a planned $3.2 billion 
renewable energy hub that combines 
pumped hydro storage power with 
massive solar and wind generation is 
being marketed as a potential ‘battery 
of the north’ that could compete 
with coal-based power if it starts 
production on target in seven years' 
time.

Australia's tallest building has won 
the go-ahead from local authorities in 
Melbourne. The Southbank project, 
sited on land previously occupied by 
German car-maker BMW, includes 
two towers, the taller of which will be 
102 storeys, costing $365.1 million 
while the second 59-storey tower has 
a budget of $250 million.

Regional economy
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High-level building costs - Q4 2019
Local currency/per m2 CFA

Australia (AUD) China (RMB)

City Melbourne Sydney Beijing Shanghai Shenzhen
Offices High-rise 3,700 - 4,320 4,500 - 5,655 8,500 - 12,000 8,000 - 11,000 7,500 - 11,500

Medium-rise 3,500 - 4,140 3,900 - 4,750 7,000 - 8,500 6,500 - 8,000 5,500 - 7,500

Low-rise 3,270 - 3,890 3,470 - 4,020 5,500 - 7,000 5,500 - 6,500 4,500 - 5,500

Retail malls 2,345 - 3,280 2,500 - 3,765 7,500 - 12,000 7,500 - 12,000 7,500 - 12,000

Residential High-rise 3,425 - 4,175 3,900 - 4,680 5,500 - 7,500 5,500 - 8,000 5,000 - 7,000

Medium-rise 3,025 - 3,675 3,545 - 4,075 3,500 - 5,500 4,000 - 5,500 3,500 - 5,000

Townhouses 1,500 - 2,700 1,500 - 2,700 5,000 - 7,500 6,000 - 8,800 5,500 - 8,000

Villas/houses 1,400 - 2,700 1,500 - 3,000 8,000 - 13,000 8,000 - 11,000 8,000 - 12,000

Hotels Five-star 4,000 - 5,250 4,900 - 6,000 11,000 - 15,000 11,000 - 15,500 12,000 - 16,000

Four-star 3,745 - 4,580 3,900 - 5,250 9,000 - 11,000 8,500 - 11,000 9,000 - 12,000

Three-star 3,510 - 4,025 3,750 - 4,300 6,500 - 9,000 6,000 - 8,500 7,000 - 9,000

Five-star FFE n/a n/a 600 - 800 500 - 650 550 - 700

Four-star FFE n/a n/a 350 - 600 300 - 500 350 - 550

Three-star FFE n/a n/a 200 - 350 200 - 300 200 - 350

Industrial 950 - 1,495 975 - 1,450 3,000 - 4,200 3,000 - 4,500 3,500 - 5,000

Data centres 5,500 - 10,000 5,500 - 10,000 18,000 - 25,000 18,000 - 28,000 20,000 - 30,000

Hong Kong (HKD) Japan (Yen) Singapore (SGD) Thailand (Baht)
City Hong Kong Tokyo Singapore Bangkok
Offices High-rise 24,000 - 33,500 500,000 - 625,000 2,790 - 3,100 32,000 - 37,750

Medium-rise 18,000 - 23,000 450,000 - 500,000 2,120 - 2,720 27,000 - 35,200

Low-rise 16,000 - 20,000 325,000 - 425,000 1,710 - 2,020 24,500 - 31,650

Retail malls 25,000 - 36,000 n/a 2,930 - 2,020 28,550 - 35,750

Residential High-rise 24,500 - 35,000 n/a 2,120 - 4,340 35,000 - 75,000

Medium-rise 17,000 - 20,000 n/a n/a 24,500 - 40,000

Townhouses 23,000 - 30,000 n/a 2,520 - 3,130 22,000 - 25,000

Villas/houses 40,000 - 60,000+ n/a 3,130 - 4,140 26,550 - 38,000

Hotels Five-star 36,000 - 45,000 550,000 - 650,000 3,830 - 4,840 58,000 - 75,000

Four-star 33,000 - 36,000 450,000 - 550,000 3,230 - 4,040 54,000 - 58,000

Three-star 28,000 - 33,000 350,000 - 450,000 3,000 - 3,300 46,000 - 52,000

Five-star FFE n/a 100,000 - 120,000 inc 11,250 - 18,000

Four-star FFE n/a 80,000 - 100,000 inc 8,700 - 13,250

Three-star FFE n/a 60,000 - 70,000 inc 6,650 - 9,000

Industrial 12,000 - 17,000 225,000 - 325,000 1,110 - 1,970 17,000 - 24,000

Data centres n/a 1,100,000 - 1,250,000 8,080 - 12,120 120,000 - 185,000

Notes: 
Australia: Industrial buildings assume PCC frame and exclude office provisioning.
Australia, China and Singapore: Costs exclude GST/VAT.        
Offices: Rates assume prestige CBD standard       
Data centres: Costs dependent on Kw/m2       
Industrial: Excludes equipment       
Hotels: OS&E costs excluded       

Cost data
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It is the start of your working week. Your team gathers together early, and 
discusses the task ahead. What do you want to achieve, collectively? 
What does your client expect? Where are the pressure points? Are there 
things that can be done better? How can we add demonstrable added 
value to our client?

If you are not making this sort of start 
to the week – with a huddle of sorts, 
real or virtual – then perhaps you 
should be. You may even follow it up 
at the end of the week, with a review 
of what went right or wrong, and how 
things might turn out during the week 
ahead.

Consultancy delivery is becoming 
increasingly sophisticated. In 
construction, clients worldwide are 
always expecting more from their 
project teams. At each stage of a 
modern-day project, the successful 
client and project team are working 
more closely, and from a much earlier 
stage in the development process. 
Clients want to see a demonstrable 
understanding of risk throughout 
the development’s lifecycle, and a 
realistic and professional allocation 

of that risk at the planning stage. 
They also want to know that their 
advisors – consultants, specialists 
and managers – are up to speed with 
modern-day tools, from management 
software to market awareness and 
how they are actually adding value 
beyond cost, time and quality.

Project managers, therefore, 
nowadays head up multidisciplinary 
teams that will include technology 
solutions and finance advisors as well 
as engineers, designers, architects, 
cost consultants, construction 
managers and the rest. Complex 
projects require integrated thinking 
like never before. Fortunately the 
tools to facilitate that thinking are 
available too; particularly in the 
context of what the client is actually 
trying to achieve as a business.

Construction 
clients need 
added-value 
thinking to 
ensure success

Conventional technical 
and engineering skills 

remain essential to 
successful construction. 

But there is an 
increasing expectation 

that project teams 
display advanced ‘softer 

skills’ too. Technical 
managers must be able 

to understand client 
needs, and to anticipate 

them too. 

Focus
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Conventional technical and 
engineering skills remain essential to 
successful construction, obviously. 
But there is an increasing expectation 
that project teams display advanced 
‘softer skills’ too. Technical managers 
must be able to understand client 
needs, and to anticipate them too. 

We are entering a period where 
key decisions are coming under the 
influence of millennials rather than 
‘baby boomers’, who have begun 
to enter retirement age. This new 
generation of decision-makers – born 
between the years of 1981 and 1996 
– has a different approach to the way 
they access services, and that, in 
turn, can have a significant impact 
on service specification and the way 
buildings and assets are expected to 
work and operate.

A prime example is health provision. 
Younger adults expect healthcare 
to be provided promptly and much 
closer to the point of need. They 
want clinicians, specialists and 
pharmacists to be accessible by 
mobile technology and email. The 
emphasis is more on speed of 
service than ever before. Patients are 
less inclined to want to stay overnight 
in hospital, and want to be treated 
much more ‘on the move’.

This can have implications for 
hospital and medical services' 
building planning. While there will 
always be a need for hospital beds, 
it is more likely that those beds will 
belong to much more specialised 
areas of treatment, such as cardiac 
care or post-operative care, particularly 
for serious illnesses such as cancer.

An example is in kidney dialysis. In 
many countries, dialysis is provided 
during lengthy sessions as a hospital 
outpatient, or in specialist care 
centres. Technology and consumer 
trends are changing so that home 
dialysis is seen as a much more 
practical, and in many cases more 
cost-effective, means of delivery.

One obvious implication of this kind 
of change in healthcare demand 
would be on future space provision in 
hospital buildings, reflecting the type 
of acute care to be provided within 
them. Rather than having a ward 

full of patients, might a renal unit be 
the base for a team of specialists 
providing remote care, using mobile 
and internet technologies?

While there may remain a need 
for overnight or at least outpatient 
facilities for a certain number of 
kidney patients, the switch to home 
treatment for so many of them would 
mean that the physical role of the 
hospital would change, permanently.  
So the sort of facilities planned for 
a hospital building today will have 
changed in five or ten years' time. 
The primary healthcare facility, 
therefore, needs to be of a flexible 
enough design to change one or 
more times during the building's 
lifetime, at minimal additional expense.

This will certainly have implications 
for design, the materials to be used 
and the way they are sourced, 
supplied and costed. Clear lessons 
from the manufacturing and retail 
banking sectors must be utilised.

An easy way to describe the sort of 
issues faced by clients and builders 
today is by asking what effectively 
keeps them awake at night. What 
are clients worried about? Where are 
their perceived risks and how might 
those risks be mitigated, shared or 
tackled? How can the assembled 
brains within the planning and 
delivery teams actually help address 
these challenges? How can we solve 
their real problems?

Corporate structures are leaner 
and flatter. Some responsibilities 
will remain firmly in-house with 
others outsourced. Those that are 
outsourced must work seamlessly 
with the in-house disciplines, so 
that there is little or no difference in 
communications between the two.

So where a core strategy – let us 
say the provision of a new major 
hospital – has been defined, the 
various disciplines must work around 
a strategy that will deliver flawlessly. 
The rise of portfolio and programme 
management offices reflect the 
fact that clients are thinking more 
strategically about their asset base 
and how they can use and develop it 
efficiently. Construction professionals 
have to ensure their approach 
reflects that need.

Corporate structures 
are leaner and flatter. 
Some responsibilities 

will remain firmly in-
house with others 

outsourced. Those that 
are outsourced must 
work seamlessly with 

the in-house disciplines, 
so that there is little 

or no difference in 
communications 

between the two.

Focus
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Built assets today are more than the 
sum of their parts. Their development 
is often part of a broader asset 
strategy, or a means of building value 
in the business. The technology 
available to modern buildings is 
increasingly sophisticated, whether 
that means the construction method 
or materials, or the lighting, security, 
heating, drainage and other services 
integral to completion and operation.

Consultants must be able to 
advise on all of these, as well as 
to cater for the latest thinking and 
future regulations regarding the 
environment and sustainability. This 
is not just a question of material 
used, and how they were made. 
It is also about the systems that 
will sustain the building during its 
25-year, or longer, lifetime – water 
and energy use, for example. The 
impact we make on the environment 
must be minimised. Apart from the 
environment, such systems have a 
significant impact on the ongoing 
running costs of the building.

The identification and assessment of 
risk is something best done across 
inter-disciplinary teams, so that every 
eventuality can be taken into account, 
as well as a more efficient, effective 
solution being provided.

Construction markets are changing: 
from China and the UAE, where 
experiments with 3D printing of 
basic villas, apartments and office 
blocks have proved fruitful, to the 
broader Gulf, where the public 
sector is still engaged in large-scale 
master infrastructure and public 
service projects. Clients need to 
know that the industry is keeping up 
with demand, and anticipating new 
approaches to project management 
and financing.

Clients are also having to look at 
new forms of funding. In the Gulf, 
funding in the past meant a budget 
allocation from an oil-rich treasury.  
Now, public-private finance laws 
have been enacted across the Gulf 
states, and governments are moving 

at various levels of pace towards new 
partnerships. They are being driven 
by the new realism enforced by lower 
oil prices, and also by the various 
states' new enthusiasm for renewable 
energy.

The faster growing economies 
of East Asia and the Gulf are 
adopting renewable technologies 
quickly. China and Saudi Arabia 
are two nations making significant 
investments in solar and nuclear 
power. 

All of these trends – construction 
methods, design, materials, the 
environment, energy use – create a 
market that promotes and enhances 
the importance of good ideas. And 
those ideas need to be delivered 
by teams who work more closely 
with each other and their clients 
than ever before in pursuit of adding 
demonstrable added value.

Focus
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+44 23 8021 3500
Truro
+44 1872 306 038

United States
Arizona (Phoenix) 
+1 609 9337541

California
(Los Angeles)
+1 213 793 5297 

California
(San Francisco)
+1 562 221 8847

Florida (Miami)
+1 612 263 9793

Illinois (Chicago)
+1 612 263 9793

Minnesota 
(Minneapolis)
+1 612 263 9793

Nevada (Reno)
+1 503 916 9915 

New Jersey 
(Princeton)
+1 609 759 7000 

New Mexico 
(Albuquerque)
+1 562 221 8847

New York
(New York City)
+1 646 460 3791

Oregon (Portland) 
+1 503 567 5028

Utah (Salt Lake City)
+1 801 877 2699
Washington (Tacoma)
+1 253 267 0637

Currie & Brown offices

Offices


