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Legal notice: This report was prepared by Currie & Brown to inform readers generally on construction matters. This report is, 
therefore, for general information purposes only, and neither Currie & Brown nor any of its directors, officers, employees, agents 
or other person acting on their behalf:

a) makes any warranty, express or implied; or 
b) assumes any liability with respect to the use of the information or methods contained in this report to any person or party.

Are we heading towards a winter 
of discontent? As the government 
balances Covid-19 mitigation with 
keeping the economy going, do 
regional lockdowns, Brexit and an 
unprecedented strain on the public 
finances indicate that we are still to  
see the worst point of the recession 
before we can start to recover? 
Economically, will the cure do more 
harm than the disease? 
The Office for National Statistics (ONS) 
estimates that the economy fell by an 
unprecedented 19.5% in April, producing two 
consecutive quarters of decline (a technical 
recession). The four months since have 
seen growth (including an 8% rise in the 
three months to August), but this still leaves 
the gross domestic product (GDP) 9.2% 
below the level reached in February 2020 
(pre-lockdown). Experian is forecasting UK 
GDP to fall by 11.7% this year, which agrees 
with earlier Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
predictions. Its forecast is for growth in 2021 
and 2022 of 9.7% and 4.1% respectively. 
However, despite the best efforts of the 
government’s support measures, this would 
effectively mean the economy not returning 
to pre-coronavirus levels until well into 2022. 

Globally, most of the world is in recession 
due to the coronavirus pandemic. Asia is 
the furthest recovered from the coronavirus 
pandemic after imposing very onerous 
restrictions. China’s economy grew 4.9% 
between July and September, after falling 
6.8% in the first three months of the year, 
although they are still being impacted by the 
ongoing trade war with the USA.

Unemployment has risen slowly through 
lockdown and is now 4.5%. Although the 
furlough scheme has been extended beyond 
October, the big question is whether this can 
indefinitely hold back a loss of jobs. Several 
high-profile construction companies and 
consultants have already initiated job losses. 
Architects have been particularly affected. 
OECD projects unemployment in the UK will 
reach record highs of up to 11.7% by the 
end of 2020 and will only fall back to 7.2% 
in 2021.

The Consumer Prices Index (CPI) is now 
at 0.5%, having risen modestly since the 
easing of the national lockdown in summer.  
Experian predicts a return to the Bank of 
England’s benchmark target of 2% by 2022. 

There are some positive signs. The 
Nationwide Building Society House Price 
Index for September 2020 shows price 
growth picked up to 5% in September, the 
highest rate since September 2016. This 
reflects pent-up demand coming through, 
the effects of the stamp duty holiday, and 
possibly post-coronavirus behavioural shifts. 

As previously noted, construction generally 
recovered quickly from the national 
lockdown, and where sites are operating, 
many have been able to reach close to 
normal productivity levels, although isolated 
Covid-19 outbreaks among site staff have 
led to some significant stoppages.

With the government’s commitment to ‘build, 
build, build’ construction, this will be central 
to the recovery. How the industry responds 
to this desire, however, will depend on the 
way in which it weathers the considerable 
economic headwinds that it will face over the 
next twelve months.

The latest ONS figures show that public 
sector net borrowing in the first six months of 
this financial year is estimated to have been 
£208.5 billion. This is the highest borrowing 
in any comparable period on record. How 
will this affect the government’s long-
term spending plans? It has already been 
announced that there will be no Autumn 
Budget and the Treasury has shifted to one-
year rather than three-year spending reviews 
to focus fully on their Covid-19 response. 
What this means for the government’s 
previously announced construction plans is 
unclear, although the Chancellor has recently 
indicated that the infrastructure (notably 
HS2), healthcare and education sectors 
would receive ongoing special attention, and 
the new National Infrastructure Strategy will 
still be rolled out in autumn. This, however, 
should be read in the context of severe 
financial difficulties experienced by the 
regional authorities, and the risk that at some 
point the government may deem the present 
levels of borrowing to be unsustainable.

Brexit is still a massive uncertainty. With the 
transition period ending in a matter of weeks, 
concerns remain high that the UK will leave the 
EU without a comprehensive free-trade deal.

In our current TPI forecasts, we too have 
softened our view of the next three years 
given that the route to recovery from 
recession will take longer than previously 
hoped because of the huge financial impact 
that Covid-19 is having. 
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Materials and
commodities costs: 
The BEIS Index of Construction 
Materials Prices for ‘all work’ material 
prices was unchanged in August 
2020 compared to the previous 
month, but was 0.5% up on August 
2019. Demand for bricks and blocks 
showed a notable increase in the 
month. [BEIS]

Inflation:
The CPI’s twelve-month rate was 
0.5% in September 2020, up from 
0.2% in August. [ONS] The base 
rate remains at 0.1%. [Bank of 
England]

Insolvencies:
The overall number of company 
insolvencies decreased by 39% in 
September 2020 (year-on-year), in part 
driven by the government’s Covid-19 
support measures. On a rolling 
three-month basis, insolvencies in 
construction also appear to have been 
falling steadily since September 2019. 
[Insolvency Service]

Labour costs:
Unemployment now stands at 4.5%, 
which is an increase of 0.4% from the 
previous quarter. Predictions remain 
for a steep rise to around 7.3% once 
job retention schemes phase out.

Average pay growth across all sectors 
rose slightly in August as employees 
returned from furlough. However, 
construction sector wage growth 
remains negative (-4.04% in the twelve 
months to August 2020). [ONS]

GDP:
UK GDP is estimated to have 
fallen by 19.5% in April 2020 as the 
lockdown took effect. Four months 
of growth since still leaves GDP 
9.2% below the February 2020 level. 
[ONS]
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Construction bounced back quickly from 
the considerable shock of the national 
lockdown. Output rose 3% in August 2020, 
following record figures of +21.8% in June 
and +17.2% in July. It should be appreciated, 
however, that prior to lockdown, construction 
had experienced ten consecutive periods 
of decline, and even after the rises noted 
above, the latest figures are still 10.8% 
below the February 2020 output figures. 
Things remain precarious.

New orders were up 17.5% in the three 
months to August. [ONS] Private new 
housing was the strongest sector with 
a 34.9% increase, and the repairs and 
maintenance sector was also strong. 

In procurement, there has understandably 
been a marked decrease in tender activity 
in the past six months. Commercial 
investors are being particularly reluctant 
to commit. Infrastructure remains to be the 
best performing sector, underpinned by the 
government’s commitment to HS2.

Productivity on most sites is now at least 
85% of normal levels, generally. Initial 
pressures on materials supplies have 
eased. Problems with procuring products 
from Covid-19 affected countries are more 
isolated in nature. 

In price terms, tier one contractors are 
trying to hold their pricing levels but 
pushing down on their supply chains to 
drive savings. Elsewhere, contractors are 
starting to tighten their bidding to secure 
order books, with fewer contracts coming 
to market, resulting in greater competition. 
Some concerns exist that reduced tender 
prices might not be sustainable. In this 
type of economic climate, it is vital to avoid 
falling into a bidding war as sub-economic 
bids may precipitate company failures. 
Furthermore, engaging with contractors 
seeking turnover/cash at any cost should be 
avoided as this can bring negative economic 
contagion into the whole supply chain.

MEP services remains one of the few 
trades where input cost pressures are 
being reflected in tenders, but there are 
input cost pressures across the board. 
There are real costs resulting from 
Covid-19, hard costs of welfare facilities, 
transport and increased programmes that  
should be reflected in preliminaries. 

As previously noted, we forecast that the 
residential, infrastructure, healthcare, 
education and advanced technologies 
sectors should either remain strong or 
will grow, as the government lays out its 
plans to build our way out of the post-
coronavirus slump. Other sectors, such as 
hospitality, aviation and commercial offices 
look particularly exposed to fallout from the 
virus. 

Several regions look to have particularly 
good pipelines, eg the South West, with 
work continuing at Hinkley Point C, an 
ongoing build-to-rent market, and a proposed 
new campus for the University of Bristol. 

In our updated UK average TPI forecasts, 
we maintain our view that tender prices 
will generally have fallen by the end of 
2020. Our view on inflation from 2021 
onwards has been moderated from our 
previous reporting, recognising that the 
route to recovery from the recession will 
take longer than previously hoped, given 
the huge financial impact that Covid-19 
is having. We believe the picture will be 
broadly consistent across the UK.

We still believe that the fall in TPI will 
be relatively short term because of 
the ongoing pressures on input costs. 
Contractors are experiencing reduced 

capacity and increased risk due to 
Covid-19, social distancing rules and the 
possibility of further restrictions; sterling 
remaining stubbornly around 15% below 
2016 levels against the euro and the dollar; 
and the risk of Brexit-related additional 
costs on imports inflating the prices for 
materials sourced from the EU is still 
high, only weeks out from the end of the 
negotiations.

The chances of a V-shaped recovery 
have gone, and indisputably, Covid-19 is 
forcing us to re-think our approaches to 
development and is accelerating market 
changes that have been ongoing for some 
time. The construction industry needs to 
be alert to this, adapt and look for markets 
elsewhere or produce different things. 
Our ability to do this will be central to the 
economic recovery.

Annual UK tender price inflation (%)
Indicative economic data forecast (%)

Region 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
East Anglia (3.1) 1.0 4.0 3.7 3.6
East Midlands (3.4) 1.6 3.0 3.2 3.3
West Midlands (3.6) 1.7 3.1 3.8 3.8
North East (4.9) 1.4 3.6 3.0 3.8
Yorkshire and the Humber (3.3) 1.5 3.4 3.7 4.0
North West (3.8) 2.0 3.7 3.3 3.8
Northern Ireland (3.8) 1.5 4.0 3.4 3.2
Scotland (3.6) 1.9 4.7 3.5 3.4
Central London (3.6) 1.8 4.7 4.1 4.5
South East (3.8) 1.6 2.9 3.3 3.4
South West (3.6) 1.6 3.3 4.1 4.2
Wales (3.7) 1.0 2.9 3.0 3.1

UK weighted average (3.6) 1.6 3.7 3.6 3.8

Our forecast provides guidance on the general level of tender price inflation, based on major and medium-sized projects 
across all sectors of the market. Project-specific commercial factors can have a significant impact on the level of pricing - 
size of scheme, attractiveness of scheme (eg complexity, location, risk, etc), procurement route (eg single-stage, two-stage, 
negotiated) and keenness of tenderers (eg local market dynamics, workloads, hot spots, realisable margins, etc).

UK tender price inflation by region (%) 
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How is the UK construction industry using technology 
to meet the demands of the next decade? 
If necessity is the mother of invention, 
then we could be on the cusp of a period 
of significant change in the way the 
construction industry uses technology 
over the next ten years. Some of the 
challenges facing the current economic 
and environmental landscape include: 

 ▪ Environmental (the climate emergency 
and Covid-19)

 ▪ Technological (the rapid emergence of 
artificial intelligence systems)

 ▪ Macroeconomic (Brexit and our 
interrelationship with the rest of the 
world)

 ▪ Societal (the changing demographic 
profile of our population) 

 ▪ Regulatory (post-Grenfell)
Whether these are perceived as threats, 
opportunities, or a mix of both, is 
outside the scope of this article. The 
key point is that their interrelationship 
with the construction industry is creating 
catalysts for change that could see our 
working practices looking very different 
in ten years’ time. In this article we will 
explore some of the ways in which the 
construction industry is moving to respond 
to the challenges. We will also provide 
examples from our own experiences.

Context
Construction has a reputation for being 
slow to change, although this feels a little 
unfair. Certainly, long-term strategic planning 
is not new. In 2013, the government 
released its Construction 2025 industrial 
strategy, which attempted to set out a 
strategic decade-long vision as to how 
the industry could exploit its strengths in 
a rapidly growing global market. It looked 
at issues around people, smart working, 
sustainability, growth and leadership. 
In 2016, the World Economic Forum 
produced a key report entitled ‘Shaping 
the Future of Construction: Inspiring 
Innovators Redefine the Industry’. This 
looked at the challenges the construction 
industry faced, including project delivery, 
lifecycle performance, sustainability, 
affordability, disaster resilience and 
flexibility/liveability/wellbeing.

From a UK perspective, the government’s 
mantra of ‘build, build, build’ makes it 
clear that construction will be a key driver 
in the economy. For us to truly respond, 
however, requires significant increases 
in productivity. This cannot be achieved 
without embracing new technologies to not 

only automate how we currently do things, 
but to positively enforce change in the 
thinking of how we do things. This article 
sets out how the industry is already rising 
to the challenge through technological 
developments. Interestingly, much of 
what is discussed has been around in the 
hands of early adopters for some time.  
The key point for the next decade will be 
the leap to a universal take-up.    

Digital construction
The concept of digital construction is 
where a lot of time and investment is 
currently being directed. It is seen as a 
game changer for the industry. A standard 
accepted definition of digital construction 
is ‘the use and application of digital tools 
to improve the process of delivering and 
operating the built environment’, ie making 
the delivery, operation and renewal of 
our built environment safer, more efficient 
and more collaborative, in turn, improving 
productivity. 

In recent years, BIM and 3D printing are 
specific digital tools that have entered the 
mainstream. BIM has certainly enabled 
a faster and more integrated design 
process, with improved accuracy and 
improved record drawings. Is it, however, 
fully realising its potential by extending 
into the post-project completion world 
as a proactive facilities management 
tool? This through-life application was a 
much-heralded benefit in the early stages, 
but it is not clear that this has been fully 
realised yet. Perhaps this will change over 
the next few years? Could 3D printing 
also conceivably extend beyond its typical 
function as a modelling tool to the printing 
of components for use or testing the 
finished product?

The technologies currently attracting 
great interest in the construction world are 
artificial intelligence/augmented reality (AI/
AR), big data and the internet of things 
(IoT). In 2019, the website ‘Information 
Age’ noted that more than half of large 
construction companies and a third of 
smaller construction companies were 
already making use of some form of AI/
AR. They also evidenced development 
in the use of cloud computing, software 
defined networking, data management, 
and IoT.

AI/AR
AI offers a key benefit in using predictive 
analytics to assist in reducing health and 

safety risk by modelling past performance 
to help manage risk going forward. In turn, 
this would be expected to improve on-site 
processes and productivity. Health and 
safety will also benefit from developments 
in AR, enabling practitioners to create 
3D visualisations of future projects 
and to carry out safety training/hazard 
simulations. 

Big data  
The concept of big data is making its 
way into virtually every industry, including 
construction. From safety to productivity 
and the streamlining of business 
processes, the construction industry is 
starting to leverage big data to improve 
the industry. Data centre capacity is now 
growing exponentially to facilitate this. 

By definition, big data is ‘a concept 
that involves the ways we analyse 
and use data sets that are too large or 
complex to be dealt with by traditional 
data-processing application software’. 
The volumes of data generated in 
the construction process is huge, 
encompassing design, planning, 
construction and facilities management, 
as well as the full span of participants 
from clients, stakeholders and designers 
to contracting and supply chain partners. 
Increasingly, and understandably, clients 
want decisions based on facts not 
opinions. Big data helps this agenda. New 
systems and strategies for the acquisition, 
storage, management, distribution and use 
of data throughout the whole contracting 
environment will revolutionise the way 
things are done. At Currie & Brown, we 
are currently in the process of migrating 
the disparate cost databases currently 
operating across the group into a single 
system, EOS Cortex. This is an integrated 
cloud-based cost database system 
that will give us the capability to apply 
predictive analytics to the extensive data 
sources within the business.

IoT
When we talk about IoT most people 
immediately visualise the ‘smart’ home 
where all the systems and appliances 
from lighting, showers, fridges, televisions 
and security systems recognise and 
anticipate their owner’s needs. In 2018, a 
survey conducted for ‘Smart Home Week’ 
found that almost one half of people in the 
UK own at least one smart product in their 
home. 
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Perhaps less well advertised is how smart 
technologies are becoming integral to the 
development in the non-domestic sectors, 
and that construction companies are 
investing in IoT because they see it being 
able to cut costs and make operations run 
smoother.  

In the commercial sector, smart 
technology is being used to operate, 
monitor and measure the performance of 
assets over a given period of a lifecycle. 
It is allowing tenants to configure their 
own environments, whether it be heating, 
lighting, security monitoring or simply 
using analytical data to better understand 
how their buildings are performing. Smart 
technology will help future-proof buildings, 
enabling better and more efficient use of 
space. Looking forward, we are likely to 
see all buildings connected and linked to 
city-wide applications reporting weather 
and traffic conditions, allowing the 
building to respond to these in real time. 
At Currie & Brown, our parent company, 
Dar Group, is currently undertaking 
studies as to how smart technologies can 
enhance our new headquarters building 
at 150 Holborn in London, which is 
currently under construction.

For construction companies, IoT will allow 
machinery, equipment, materials and 
structures to communicate to a central 
platform. This will enhance capturing of 
critical data to help improve performance. 
This could include allowing for predictive 
repairs and maintenance on construction 
sites helping mitigate potential risks and 
using real-time, in-use data to anticipate 
the need to replenish supplies.

Drones 
Developing the safety theme, drones will 
become a much more common feature 
of the construction process. In 2018, we 
set up our own drone inspection service, 
Currie & Brown Aero, which is our 
unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) surveying 
function. Using a dedicated team of 
trained drone pilots and specialist building 
surveyors, we now conduct surveys on 
anything from large-scale greenfield 
sites to demolition sites. We have 
surveyed historic monuments, schools, 
tower blocks, universities, hospitals, 
hotels, distribution centres and industrial 
buildings, covering every aspect of a 
physical asset’s lifecycle. 

Robots
Taking the idea of automation up a 
level, how big a role will robotics play 
in our industry over the next decade? 
Adopting more blue-sky thinking, it is not 
inconceivable that the next decade could 
see the utilisation of robots on-site. Since 
2015, the Australian IT start-up company, 

Dar Group’s new headquarters at 150 Holborn, London 

A view from one of Currie & Brown Aero’s drones capturing the site at 
the University of Cambridge’s new Cavendish III laboratory 
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Fast Brick Robotics, has been developing 
a 30-metre-long robotic arm (Hadrian X) 
that can build a 15,000-brick house in two 
days, mounted off a truck. In recent trials 
it built the walls of its first display home 
laying more bricks in an hour than two 
people can in a day.

The use of technology to 
optimise carbon
In 2019, the UK government legislated 
to end its contribution to global warming 
by 2050 and become ‘net-zero’. Many 
public sector bodies, eg the Environment 
Agency, as well as local authorities and 
major corporations, have pledged to 
become zero carbon by 2030. This is 
a game changer and will require new 
ways of thinking to evaluate building 
opportunities. At Currie & Brown, we are 
already advising large funding institutions 
and property estate holders on how they 
can address the challenges raised by this 
in existing portfolios.

The ability to accurately measure and 
optimise a building’s carbon generation, 
both in construction and in operation (from 
the cradle to the grave) will be critical to 
meeting this major target commitment.

There are several tools, either already 
on the market or emerging, which 
support this function to varying degrees 
of sophistication. Currie & Brown’s 
contribution to this is ‘ECCOlab’, a web-
based building simulation platform that 
we have been helping to develop. It is 
designed to run optimisation calculations 
for a building’s lifecycle cost, energy use 
and carbon generation.  

ECCOlab in use, showcasing its compatibility on a range of 
media platforms

Conclusion
The UK construction industry does not stand still. It has shown over the years an ability to adapt to improving performance standards, 
new markets and ways of working. The next few years will see a massive leap forward on all these fronts, enabled by the power of 
new technology. In many respects, the future could be said to be here already. The problem is that it is not universally spread. The 
direction of travel does, however, seem clear. It is characterised by more advanced construction technologies, improved performance 
standards and greater site efficiency. This is something to be embraced.
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