
 

 

Construction Employers Federation response to the Northern Ireland Executive’s Programme for 

Government Consultation, December 2016 

 

The Construction Employers Federation (CEF) is the certified representative body for the construction 

industry in Northern Ireland. The organisation has over 800 member companies ranging from micro 

businesses employing a handful of people to the largest construction companies in Northern Ireland. In 

total, CEF member companies account for over 70% of construction output in Northern Ireland. 

Beyond any doubt, the construction industry and the wider business community in Northern Ireland is 

presently facing a time of immense challenge and uncertainty.  

While the realities of the situation that confront us still pale in comparison to those of the 2008/09 

recession and its aftermath, there is a clear risk that the current lack of investor and investment 

confidence could quickly reverse any of the modest growth our sector has seen in the past three years 

and have a significantly detrimental effect on industry sustainability. 

Since June’s vote to leave the European Union, UK-wide data on both GDP and the monthly Purchasing 

Managers Index has painted a very bleak picture for our industry. The weakening confidence in the run 

up to the referendum is now being seen in the market in terms of new work coming out to tender as 

well as a significant number of major jobs that have been awarded to contractors that are facing delays 

in getting on site.  

Let us not though doubt that in these challenging times there does lie significant opportunity. For that 

opportunity to become an economic, jobs driven reality there are a series of steps which we believe the 

industry and government need to take together in this Programme for Government. 

The revisions in the document since its initial Draft Framework publication are, in many instances, to be 

welcomed. The much greater focus on housing is a positive development – but much of the detail 

underpinning it remains open for further deliberation and review in our mind. 

The longer timeframe that is being proposed to assess our transport infrastructure is undoubtedly the 

right thing to do – but this must also include a full and frank debate on financing as well as where we 

can get the best economic gain for our investment.  

However, to achieve much of the outcome focus that has rightly been proposed, we do also need to 

focus on the delivery of the key projects, schemes and initiatives that will unlock development. Several 

of the Executive’s key Flagship projects are already subject to delay in their delivery timetables and this 

is a situation which our economy and our society can ill afford. The impact of high profile and costly 

delays on our construction industry must also not be overlooked. There is also a need for a greater sense 

of accountability in terms of delivery the built environment projects that are the lifeblood of our 

industry. Infrastructure can often be blighted by politicians’ desire to focus on the big projects. In many 



senses, it is the on-time delivery of the entirety of the Executive’s procurement pipeline that will 

underpin the sustainability and vibrancy of our industry for many years to come.  

We look forward to engaging fully on the Delivery Plans laid out below over the coming weeks and 

months given the construction industry’s absolutely critical role in the achievement of many key 

elements within the Programme for Government. 

 

Outcome 13 – We connect people and opportunities through our infrastructure 

Given the vital importance of Northern Ireland’s infrastructure as a means to enhance our 

competitiveness and, therefore, our attractiveness as a region to do business and invest in – and the key 

role the construction industry plays in achieving these aims – we have focused primarily on this 

Outcome in our response.  

Overview comments 

 As we noted in our response to the Draft Programme for Government Framework in July (which 

we have included as an Annex), we still believe that the headline outcome should be: We 

connect people and opportunities through our globally competitive infrastructure. The flagship 

schemes identified by the Executive for delivery over the coming five years will of course greatly 

help Northern Ireland enhance its offering if completed but we must not lose sight of our 

nearest and, indeed, global competitors who will be consistently striving to out-do our every 

positive step. Even in respect of the flagship schemes, it is also important to note that the past 

six months have seen slippage in their delivery timetables. The Executive must not allow this 

slippage to become a repeat of the significant infrastructure project failings of recent years. 

Much greater levels of accountability must be a key hallmark of this Executive term. 

 While we accept that some of the slippage on these schemes in this financial year was entirely 

out of the Executive’s control, the intention of redressing this in the coming four years to 

achieve the same level of delivery against each project by 2021 (as outlined in Budget 2016/17) 

would mean that other areas of capital expenditure such as road maintenance, social housing, 

education and health projects would undoubtedly suffer. 

 For many smaller to medium sized contractors, these smaller schemes are their lifeblood. In 

addition, given the fragility of private sector investment, the over-reliance of the construction 

industry on public sector works will undoubtedly increase between now and 2020, thus making 

those very road, social housing, education and health maintenance works essential to industry 

sustainability and thousands of jobs.  

 The industry is in no way casting doubt on the economic importance of the seven flagship 

projects. Further, we completely accept that the financial settlement which the Executive has at 

its disposal is largely at the discretion of Westminster. However, the industry is united in its view 

that a degree of re-profiling should be made in the 2017-21 Budget to take account of the 

budgetary picture that has now emerged.  

 Although the focus on our strategic roads, public transport links, water and wastewater 

infrastructure and housing is to be rightly welcomed, especially the refreshed focus on housing, 

the Outcome does not appear to properly account for the importance of many other elements 

of our built environment. Our education and health estates, as we said in our comments in July, 



must not be excluded from the same key economic tests as other key assets. A hallmark of this 

Northern Ireland Executive must be its capacity to work beyond the silos of the past. Currently, 

the Senior Responsible Owners for the Indicators within Outcome 13 lie solely within the 

departments for Infrastructure and Communities. However, given infrastructure’s vital 

importance to realising our economic potential, there must be a more rounded approach which 

looks to assess our entire offering over the next decade and beyond. We therefore stand by our 

proposal in our response to the Draft Framework in July for the establishment of an 

infrastructure audit which can impartially assess our 30 to 40-year infrastructure needs.  

 It is also extremely surprising that the Outcome does not take account of the dire need for 

Northern Ireland to be building more Grade A office space. With a 12.5% rate of Corporation Tax 

18 months away, it is critical that we have all the necessary tools at our disposal to attract new 

inward investment and give indigenous companies the opportunity to grow and meet their 

potential. An Executive-led scheme to de-risk office space development should be very high on 

the Executive’s agenda and we stand ready to positively influence its design and 

implementation.  

 As we noted in our July response, we have nothing in principle against the development of the 

new measure on average journey times on key economic corridors. However, one of the most 

fundamental elements towards improving this metric is the delivery, on time, of the key 

infrastructure projects that the Executive has prioritised. As we have already alluded to, there 

are now clear signs of slippage in delivery against the flagship strategic road schemes. In 

addition, given the uncertainty over the York Street Interchange scheme, it is hard to envisage a 

scenario at this stage where substantive, economically beneficial improvements to the new 

metric would be seen by 2021. The Executive is to be lauded for its ambition, but the delivery of 

the key projects has to take priority.  

 Much as we said in July, and in our previous point, the increased use of public transport and 

active travel will depend heavily on the infrastructure that underpins this. The element of 

funding uncertainty that now surrounds the Belfast Transport Hub project is not just a concern 

for the construction industry but also for the capacity issues that undoubtedly hold our public 

transport system back. The Executive has, in recent times, given hugely positive signals on the 

potential of widening the financial envelope available to finance key infrastructure projects – 

notably through local council borrowing. At this juncture, it would be worth exploring the 

opportunity for Belfast City Council to deliver/partner on the Hub scheme as well as looking at 

other commercial options, while also making sure that the Derry/Londonderry Transport Hub 

proceeds speedily. In terms of further expanding on the positive modal shift to public transport 

of recent years, the Executive must also further consider the incentives it employs to 

accelerating the shift. The proposals laid out, including the extension of existing and the 

development of new Park & Ride facilities will go some way in that regard, but further and more 

revolutionary financial/taxation incentives must also be explored so that we can maximise the 

economic benefits of the new infrastructure proposed.  

 The introduction of a greater focus on the economic performance of Northern Ireland Water is 

important – but we believe, at this stage, it misses out on several key fundamentals which the 

Executive must address. As has been referenced many times, the existing governance 

arrangements for Northern Ireland Water are sub-optimal. The existing non-departmental 

public body arrangements which they are subject to does not afford them the type of budgetary 



flexibility which is required. Without end-year flexibility, the constant cycle of one-year budgets 

does little for their capacity to plan infrastructure upgrades in a way that can maximise the 

economic benefits. While a four-year Executive capital budget is on the horizon, it will not solve 

the consistent challenge that lies at the core of Northern Ireland Water’s planning potential. 

Fixing this challenge, as well as growing the level of capital expenditure at their disposal per 

annum, is we believe a more appropriate way to assess not just the performance but also the 

delivery of Northern Ireland Water.  

 Undoubtedly, the biggest positive of the Programme for Government Consultation is the 

refreshed approach to housing that the Executive has embraced. Industry was united in its view 

that, while the metric around housing stress was worthwhile, it missed the key challenge around 

the need for much greater levels of new housing to be built each year. That, accompanied by the 

need to arrest the decline in home ownership, were challenges that the Executive could not 

afford to ignore given their remit over many of the conditions relating to housebuilding and we 

are extremely pleased that industry’s views have been recognised.  

 However, the proposed metric relating to the ‘gap between the number of houses we need, and 

the number of houses we have’ does require further refinement. As we noted in our July 

submission, and have made clear to officials since their publication, the revised Housing Growth 

Indicators do not meet with industry’s support currently. We are consistent in our view that the 

indicators per council level, and therefore across Northern Ireland, are too low and require 

urgent revision.  

 

 

Comments on Programme for Government Delivery Plans 

Our comments below relate to two specific delivery plans: Indicators 23, 25 and 47 and Indicators 8 and 

48.  

Indicators 23, 25 and 47 

 It is welcome to see a focus beyond 2021 in respect of the delivery plan, however we would 

encourage an even longer timeframe to be brought into scope – and for this to be linked to a full 

and frank discussion about how strategic infrastructure and other interventions should be 

financed. The proposal around Transport Plans on page 30 appears to be a key part of this 

longer timeframe approach and it is to be welcomed strongly.  

 On page 6, the delivery plan lays out – rightly – that increasing capacity alone will not 

significantly improve journey times. However, as we said previously, part of the challenge is 

making sure that the increasing of capacity does actually happen. The slippage on the A5, A6 

and York Street Interchange of recent months will make delivery on this new indicator 

extremely challenging – especially as the majority of works will, at this stage, take place on the 

three schemes arguably around the same time (2018-20) with a fair wind. As works are 

delivered, that will obviously slow further the journey times on the relevant routes and the 

Executive must bear this, as well as the budgetary impact, in mind. 

 The Federation was extremely disappointed not to be included in the list of delivery partners 

within the delivery plan. After engagement with senior officials on this we are pleased that the 



matter has now been rectified given the critical importance of the construction industry to 

delivering against the challenges within the indicators.  

 Although focus is rightly put on strategic road and public transport interventions, it is also vital 

that a laser like focus is also reserved for the delivery of smaller scale yet just as important 

infrastructure projects. As noted on page 20, bypasses are critical when it comes to unlocking 

the economic potential of towns and villages across Northern Ireland and the same importance 

in delivery must be given by the Executive to these less high profile schemes which are the 

lifeblood of communities and our local construction industry. In addition, a key deliverable over 

the coming years must be a multi-year road maintenance budget and a move away from the 

reliance on inefficient monitoring round processes.  

 While we accept that the detail is still being developed, page 32’s key actions in respect of 

Northern Ireland Water do need further refinement. While much of this enhanced level of 

performance can only come from meeting the challenges we have laid out earlier in this 

response, industry sees little tangible in them ‘continuing to make new connections to permit 

economic growth and development’. The quantum and speed of new connections must be the 

measure here as the principle itself has already been accepted.  

 

 

Indicators 8 and 48 

 The measures detailed under the six areas are, taken in the round, a positive initial approach to 

the challenge that industry laid down in the summer in respect of finding means to grow 

housebuilding as well as reverse the decline in home ownership.  

 However, the detail underpinning these is still, as far as we are concerned, very much open to 

further review while it is clear that further/different interventions are required.  

 We would reinforce the three measures which we promoted in our July response as a means to 

build on what the delivery plan has laid out: increase to 70% the proportion of people owning 

their own homes; deliver, by 2021, all of the recommendations contained in the Housing Supply 

Forum report of January 2016 (arguably through a new Housing Delivery Group as we proposed 

to the Department for Communities in July 2016) and; require of local councils’ annual delivery 

against their respective Housing Growth Indicators at minimum (subject to further revision).  

 In addition, a further key facet of unlocking housebuilding is Northern Ireland’s planning system. 

While there are several elements of the development control process that industry regularly 

identifies as blockages to speedy decisions, the one that is most consistent is the response of 

statutory consultees within the 21-day timeframe currently laid out. It seems very clear from the 

consistent feedback provided by industry that the existing policy is having very little actual 

impact, and the 21-day timeframe is not being seen as critical in terms of the overall process as 

we believe it should be. If the Executive is serious about closing the gap between the number of 

houses we need, and the number of houses we have, then this issue requires explicit attention. 

We welcome the inclusion in the delivery plan of a point that appears to relate to this issue – 

but it is vital that the construction industry is more closely involved in its design.  

 When it comes to the delivery partners identified within the delivery plan, it is important that 

the industry has received the recognition of being key to achieving some of the change needed. 



However, the exclusion of the industry as a key partner in respect of delivering an additional 

9,600 social homes by 31 March 2021 is, to say the least, extremely surprising. Only with a 

vibrant and sustainable construction industry, an industry that is fundamental to delivery, can 

this measure be developed, evolved and achieved.  

 Allied to this, the need for investment in the Housing Executive’s stock cannot be doubted nor 

played down. It would though be sensible to explore with the construction industry any future 

‘fundable, affordable mechanism’ that would maintain existing stock to a good standard given 

our unique role in making sure that the mechanism agreed actually translates into on the 

ground delivery.  

 There should also be a much more strategic approach to that outlined in respect of releasing 

public sector land for housing development. The releasing of land is one thing, the ensuring that 

it is promptly developed for housebuilding and home ownership is quite another. The industry 

must be much more closely involved in the development of this.  

 When it comes to stimulating development on larger sites, it is unclear why this would only take 

place from April 2018? Even allowing for industry’s concern with the revised Housing Growth 

Indicators, setting the issue to the side for 18 months seems bizarre.  

 Skills issues are undoubtedly a challenge across the industry and it is positive to see the 

Executive seek to address this. However, for it to succeed, it is vital that a cross-Executive 

approach is taken and, to this end, it is welcome to see the Department for the Economy 

included in the approach. However, it must be recognised that this is not just an issue that is 

specific to the housebuilding part of the industry as the measure laid out is, at this stage, open 

to misinterpretation. In addition, it is critical that the Executive finds a workable solution to the 

issue of approximately 25 local construction companies facing a double Levy payment as of April 

2017, resulting from the Apprenticeship Levy. We have separately, through our response to the 

Apprenticeship Levy consultation, detailed a solution that we believe would suit all parties.  

 In respect of utilising monies under the Fresh Start Agreement for mixed-tenure, mixed-use 

sites, it is vital that the construction industry is involved as a key partner in delivery, building on 

the positive engagement we have already had with officials. Only with the buy-in of the industry 

can an appropriate and workable mechanism be found to maximise the economic opportunity 

at hand.  

For further information, please contact David Fry, Assistant Director of the Construction Employers 

Federation – davidf@cefni.co.uk or 028 9087 7143.  
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ANNEX 

Construction Employers Federation response to the Northern Ireland Executive’s Draft Programme for 

Government Framework, July 2016 

 

The 14 Outcomes 

For each outcome please let us know whether you think it should be included, excluded or changed? 

1) We prosper through a strong, competitive, regionally balanced economy CHANGE – INCLUDE 

SUSTAINABLE 

2) We live and work sustainably – protecting the environment CHANGE – WHILST RECOGNISING 

ECONOMIC NEED 

3) We have a more equal society INCLUDED 

4) We enjoy long, healthy, active lives INCLUDED 

5) We are an innovative, creative society, where people can fulfil their potential INCLUDED 

6) We have more people working in better jobs INCLUDED 

7) We have a safe community where we respect the law, and each other INCLUDED 

8) We care for others and we help those in need INCLUDED 

9) We are a shared society that respects diversity INCLUDED 

10) We are a confident, welcoming, outward-looking society INCLUDED 

11) We have high quality public services CHANGE – INCLUDE ‘AND SERVANTS’ 

12) We have created a place where people want to live and work, to visit and invest INCLUDED 

13) We connect people and opportunities through our infrastructure CHANGE – INCLUDE ‘GLOBALLY 

COMPETITIVE’ 

14) We give our children and young people the best start in life INCLUDED 

Comments 

We have no specific additional comments in relation to Outcomes 3, 4, 5, 7, 8, 9, 10 and 14 and are fully 

supportive of the Executive’s intentions in relation to these. 

In respect of the other proposed Outcomes: 

 Outcome 1 – although noted in the first paragraph on page 17, we believe the headline outcome 

should be: We prosper through a strong, sustainable, competitive, regionally balanced 

economy. Given the current condition of the construction industry locally, reflected in a 

plethora of recent economic data and the uncertainty of Brexit, we believe that the Executive 

must also focus on the long-term viability of the sector – and others, such as manufacturing. A 

healthy and vibrant construction industry will underpin Northern Ireland’s economic recovery 

and its long-term success. This relates into well paid and rewarding jobs and careers – but to 

achieve this, we must act collectively to address the sustainability issues that now confront us 

 Outcome 2 – we believe the headline outcome should be: We live and work sustainably – 

protecting the environment, whilst recognising economic need. Industry strongly believes that 

a greater balance has to be found in respect of environmental issues. While we in no way 

support a developers’ charter when it comes to planning, there has to be greater recognition in 

the system when it comes to the need for new homes and industrial units. On the issue of waste 



and waste management, the sector now sees itself as a leader in the field through our support 

for companies having environmental management systems and, where possible, taking a pro-

active approach through tools such as Prosperity Agreements. Undoubtedly, those that bring 

disrepute on the industry though bad practice should be made accountable for their actions. 

However, we must be careful to not stymie economic growth due to over-burdensome 

regulations and approaches 

 Outcome 6 – while we agree with the outcome, we believe there should be much greater 

importance placed on the role of careers advice and guidance over the coming Executive term 

and beyond. Several major pieces of work, including an independent review, were conducted 

during the last mandate and it is vital that its recommendations, specifically, are implemented in 

full and reviewed regularly. In addition, the construction industry obviously will have a major 

role to play in respect of the new BuySocialNI model for social clauses and we are keen to make 

sure that the right conditions are in place to make sure it succeeds and delivers the outcomes 

we all want to see 

 Outcome 11 – we believe the headline outcome should be: We have high quality public services 

and servants. While much of the outcome as it stands is laudable and should provide for a 

better transactional arrangement between clients and users, it is vitally important that the 

public sector has access to the people and skills that it needs to enhance service delivery. 

Enhanced commercial awareness and understanding in areas like public procurement will be to 

the mutual benefit of the Executive and industry as this will enable, for instance, more timely 

delivery of the infrastructure pipeline. When it comes to finding means to enhance that 

commercial awareness and understanding, we stand ready to play our part 

 Outcome 12 – whilst we do not disagree with the intent of the Executive, it is vital that the 

decisions are taken that make sure that the potential of this outcome is unlocked. Greater 

investment in higher and further education provision will undoubtedly require difficult decisions 

over the coming years – decisions which, unless there is a complete reviewing of existing 

funding structures – will almost certainly require higher student tuition fees for university study 

at the very least. We will cover other key enablers in this space under Outcome 13 

 Outcome 13 – we believe the headline outcome should be: We connect people and 

opportunities through our globally competitive infrastructure. By agreeing to deliver, in large 

part, seven flagship projects over the coming five years, the Executive will undoubtedly enhance 

the competitiveness of Northern Ireland’s infrastructure. However, to give us truly global 

comparability, then we must set for ourselves much higher standards of ambition and push 

beyond what has already been set out. Perhaps most notably, and in the context of where the 

main push of foreign direct investment is going to be, it is imperative that the York Street 

Interchange scheme features more heavily in the discussion around high quality transport 

infrastructure. Put simply, having a major bottleneck at the heart of your capital city will do little 

to enhance Northern Ireland’s overall competitiveness and attractiveness as a region to do 

business and invest in. Being globally competitive will also require tough decisions around the 

financing of infrastructure and where, frankly, we get best bang for our buck. Setting to one side 

the major infrastructure schemes and investment programmes we must also make sure that we 

prioritise and then deliver the health, education, water infrastructure and housing that is 

required to make Northern Ireland a more attractive place to live and work in. From our 

industry’s perspective, this will require a higher level of accountability than at present on 



delivering the infrastructure pipeline, as well giving much higher priority to the importance of 

housebuilding and, ultimately, home ownership 

 

Are there any outcomes which should be included in the framework that aren't? If yes, please specify 

Comments 

No. 

 

The 42 Indicators 

NOTE: For each of the indicators, and their respective measures, we are asked if we want to – Keep 

the same, Change or No Opinion. Only the indicators of most relevance to the industry have been 

included 

Indicator 8: Improve the supply of suitable housing (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Measured by: The number of households in housing stress (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Comments 

While we believe that the proposed measure is a useful tool to measure against, industry is clear that 

the importance of housing to society and the wider economy must not be judged on this metric alone. 

Massive challenges around the number of new homes being built and the level of home ownership in 

Northern Ireland cannot be ignored by the Executive – especially as so many of the key conditions that 

can unlock new housing supply fall within their remit. We therefore strongly contend that other housing 

related metrics should be included and we will detail these later in our response.  

 

Indicator 11: Improve educational outcomes (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Measured by: % of school leavers achieving at level 2 or above including English and Maths (Keep the 

same, Change, No Opinion) 

Comments 

There is nothing wrong with this in principle, however, so that we can better understand whether the 

career paths that young people choose are as best informed as they can be, it is important to measure 

their ultimate destination once they leave formal education. From our perspective, an overall 

improvement in educational outcomes can only be truly measured by whether each individual that has 

gone through the formal schooling system is rewarded by a career and opportunities that best fit that 

individual.  

 

Indicator 12: Reduce educational inequality (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 



Measured by: Gap between % of school leavers and % of FSME (Free School Meal Entitled) school 

leavers achieving at level 2 or above including English and Maths (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Comments 

Although the FSME criteria is perhaps not the most perfect of measures, it is right that we seek to 

address the inequalities that have too often blighted many in our community.  

 

Indicator 13: Improve the quality of education (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Measured by: % of schools where provision for learning is good or better (Keep the same, Change, No 

Opinion) 

Comments 

Although we accept that a new measure would need to be created, we are not convinced that this alone 

can properly and robustly measure the provision in our schools. In addition, why is the measure only to 

be restricted to schools? Much like our comments in respect of Indicator 11, we would suggest that an 

element relating to the ultimate destination and career choices of school leavers is also included so to 

measure the full efficacy of education provision 

 

Indicator 14: Improve the skills profile of the population (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Measured by: The proportion of the workforce in employment qualified to level 1 and above, level 2 and 

above, level 3 and above and level 4 and above (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Comments 

There is a need to make sure that not only do people have a certain level of skills, but that they also 

have skills that are economically relevant and can assist them in gaining sustainable employment. 

Therefore, we believe this measure should in some way be widened 

 

Indicator 16: Increase the proportion of people in work (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Measured by: Seasonally adjusted employment rate (16-64yrs) (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Comments 

Aligned with this measure, the Executive should look to ascertain whether those people returning to or 

joining the workforce are in roles that reflect the education and training that they have received or are 

continuing to receive. Without a better understanding of this, we risk continuing and further 

exacerbating issues of underemployment as well as further questions about the level of resource being 

put into educational systems and whether people are making the right subject/career choices at various 

stages of their lives 

 



Indicator 17: Reduce Economic Inactivity (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Measured by: Economic inactivity rate (excluding students) (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Comments 

Although this is now on a welcome downward trend, we still fall significantly behind the UK and it is 

critical that we breach that gap. This will not only have benefits for the people involved but also the 

economy more widely given the enhanced level of skills base that employers can call on. The 

construction industry, notably through BuySocialNI, stands ready to play its full part 

 

Indicator 18: Increase the proportion of people working in good jobs (Keep the same, Change, No 

Opinion) 

Measured by: Good Jobs Index (to be developed) (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Comments 

If this can take the form of elements of our suggestions under Indicator 16 and build on the explanation 

provided in the Draft, then it undoubtedly has merit. However, it may be reasonable to suggest that the 

title for the measure should be reviewed as it lacks somewhat in seriousness given the subject at hand 

 

Indicator 20: Increase the size of the economy (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Measured by: Private Sector Northern Ireland Composite Economic Index (NICEI) (Keep the same, 

Change, No Opinion) 

Comments 

As the NICEI now appears more reflective of prevailing economic conditions than it perhaps had done at 

its inception, we believe this is a reliable barometer to use.  

 

Indicator 21: Increase the competitiveness of the economy (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Measured by: External sales (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Comments 

While external sales must of course be a key element of it, we do not believe it appropriate to judge the 

competitiveness of the economy on this alone. A wider competitiveness index would, to our minds, be 

more appropriate. This could take in elements like external sales but we also need to better understand 

the sustainability of not just many indigenous companies, but also economic sectors in themselves. With 

particular regard to the construction sector, if we by 2021 are still engaging to the race to the bottom of 

abnormally low tenders, small margins and contractors looking away from these shores for profitable 

work then Northern Ireland’s competitiveness will be significantly weakened by a construction industry 

that is largely unviable 



 

Indicator 22: Increase innovation in our economy (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Measured by: Regional innovation ranking (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Comments 

Nothing specific to add 

 

Indicator 23: Improve transport connections for people, goods and services (Keep the same, Change, No 

Opinion) 

Measured by: Average journey time on key economic corridors (to be developed) (Keep the same, 

Change, No Opinion) 

Comments 

While we have nothing against the development of this new measure in principle, the required 

improvements can only be achieved through the timely delivery of the key infrastructure projects that 

the Executive has already identified. As we detailed in our December 2015 manifesto publication, we 

believe it realistic that, by May 2021, the York Street Interchange is completed and that significant 

progress is made on the A6/M2 and A5 projects 

 

Indicator 24: Improve internet connectivity (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Measured by: Proportion of Northern Ireland premises with access to broadband services in excess of 

30Mbps (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Comments 

Nothing specific to add 

 

Indicator 25: Increase the use of public transport and active travel (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Measured by: Percentage of all journeys which are made by walking/cycling/public transport (Keep the 

same, Change, No Opinion) 

Comments 

Further delivering on the modal shift to public transport that has been long talked about is undoubtedly 

the right aspiration to have. However, and principally in relation to our train network and usage, this will 

be heavily dependent on the delivery of the new Belfast Transport Hub and the significant expansion of 

new and existing park and ride facilities at our train stations. The construction industry therefore has a 

massive role to play in this modal shift and only by delivering on the infrastructure upgrades that have 

been set out can any major positive change be achieved 



 

Indicator 29: Increase environmental sustainability (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Measured by: Greenhouse gas emissions (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Comments 

We do not believe that you can just measure environmental sustainability by this and this alone. 

Companies in the construction sector and beyond have taken significant steps in recent years to 

enhance their environmental sustainability and reduce their carbon footprint but it is doubtful that this, 

while economically advantageous to them, has had a major effect on Northern Ireland’s greenhouse gas 

emissions 

 

Indicator 30: Improve our attractiveness as a destination (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Measured by: Total spend by external visitors (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Comments 

Nothing specific to add 

 

Indicator 32: Increase economic opportunities for our most deprived communities (Keep the same, 

Change, No Opinion) 

Measured by: Employment rate of 16-64 year olds by deprivation quintile (Keep the same, Change, No 

Opinion) 

Comments 

Nothing specific to add 

 

Indicator 33: Reduce underemployment (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Measured by: % of people working part time who would like to work more hours (Keep the same, 

Change, No Opinion) 

Comments 

While this measure is fine in principle, it cannot be the only measure that is used to assess the level of 

underemployment. The Executive also needs a much better understanding of how many people in the 

workforce at any given point are in roles that do not actually fit the level and nature of 

education/training that they have been in receipt of. By having a better understanding of this we can 

then better align our educational provision with the outcome of a skills base which is much more in line 

with actual economic need, allowing for the obvious fluctuations in this over a period of time 

 



Indicator 34: Improve regional balance of economic prosperity through increased employment (Keep the 

same, Change, No Opinion) 

Measured by: Employment rate by geographic (areas to be defined) (Keep the same, Change, No 

Opinion) 

Comments 

Nothing specific to add 

 

Indicator 40: Improve our international reputation (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Measured by: Nation Brands Index (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Comments 

While there is validity in putting this new index in place, we also believe that a competitiveness index as 

we have detailed previously would enhance Northern Ireland’s reputation globally 

 

Indicator 41: Increase the proportion of graduates moving into employment or on to further study (Keep 

the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Measured by: Proportion of local graduates from local institutions in work or further study six months 

after graduation (Keep the same, Change, No Opinion) 

Comments  

We would suggest that this measure be widened to include ‘degree relevant work or further study’. In 

addition, the series should be extended to cover a longer period, say three years, post primary degree 

graduation. It would also be worth considering extending this measure to include those going on to 

vocational study, and their ultimate destination post leaving formal education 

 

Other indicators 

Are there any indicators which should be included in the framework which aren't? If yes, please 

specify 

As alluded to in our comments in respect of the various existing indicators, we believe there are a 

number of indicators which can assist in the achievement of the outcomes that the Executive has 

already identified. We have separated these into three specific areas, many of which cut across the 

remit of the existing fourteen outcomes: 

Housing 

 Increase to 70% by 2021 the proportion of people owning their own homes – the drastic 

decline in home ownership in Northern Ireland (currently around 64% and predicted by PwC in 

February 2016 to be less than 60% by 2025) is an alarming trend that must be reversed. There is 



huge social and economic value for people and the economy more broadly to be gained from 

home ownership and the Executive should, through already existing data, have greater buy-in to 

this principle – especially when so many of the conditions for growing housebuilding are within 

their remit 

 Deliver, by 2021, all of the recommendations contained in the Housing Supply Forum report of 

January 2016 – although those involved accept that the report is not in itself the panacea to 

cure the undersupply of new housing, there remains a substantial programme of 

recommendations which, if delivered, can put in place better conditions for development. As 

the report is in itself a live document, the measurement of its outcome would be through the 

increasing volume of new, private homes being built per annum 

 Require of local councils’ annual delivery against their respective Housing Growth Indicator 

(HGI) targets – although industry believes that the revised HGIs have been set too low at 7,200 

new units across Northern Ireland per annum, there is a need for the HGIs to be more than just 

indicators. We believe these should be the minimum requirements set for each local council (as 

the figures are broken down in that way) to deliver against each year. This indicator would be 

very much linked with the delivery of the Housing Supply Forum report and, as the number of 

new units required per annum is already data that is available, there would be no need for a 

new measurement to be created – albeit that we strongly believe the HGIs should again be 

reviewed 

Skills and BuySocialNI 

 Grow the number of new start apprentices each year to 2021 – while indicators 11-14 will, if 

achieved, contribute to a population with an enhanced skills profile, we believe that a more 

specific indicator should be embedded in respect of apprenticeships. This should take the form 

of specific annual targets for the number of new start apprentices as well as those completing 

study and entering, full time, the world of work. Apprenticeships are absolutely vital to the 

future sustainability of the industry in Northern Ireland and it is crucial that the Executive seeks 

to embed this, through taking the advice of the existing Strategic Advisory Panel, in the 

Programme for Government 

 Deliver 100,000 new private sector jobs between 2016 and 2026 – in light of the significant 

research that has been conducted into the job-related benefits of a lower rate of Corporation 

Tax, it is surprising that the Draft does not contain an overall measure on the number of new 

jobs to be created. We believe that 100,000 new jobs over the next decade is a reasonable yet 

challenging indicator to set and, again, this can be measured through existing data. There should 

however be a clear approach taken for each principal section of the economy in meeting this 

target – and a clear recognition that without a viable and attractive construction industry, that it 

will be impossible for the Executive to underpin its economic ambitions 

 Measure the number of individuals engaged under the new BuySocial model who are in 

sustainable, related employment a year after their initial job opportunity ends – after 

significant and positive engagement with the Strategic Investment Board and Central 

Procurement Directorate, industry believes that the new social clause model is one that can, 

with the right conditions in place, help deliver the Executive’s desired outcome of more and 

better jobs – particularly in areas of disadvantage that we cannot afford to leave behind. 

However, it is of little benefit to those that are successfully engaged on social clauses to find 

themselves, a year down the line, not in sustainable, related employment. Thus, it makes sense 



to develop a measure which can take account of this – and, if necessary, the model can then be 

reviewed and refreshed if the desired outcomes are not being achieved 

Procurement and Budgetary processes 

 Determine and then grow the level of infrastructure spending in Northern Ireland as a % of 

GVA – in terms of our global competitiveness as well as both attracting further inward 

investment and enabling indigenous companies to meet their growth potential, growing the 

quantum of infrastructure expenditure is absolutely key. This will have significant economic 

multiplier effects and we would encourage the Executive, like other governments have done, to 

firstly ascertain the % of GVA we currently spend on infrastructure and then set an ambitious 

target to grow this by 2021 using the full suite of powers and opportunities at its disposal. This 

proposal could be expanded into a wider competitiveness index 

 Embark on an ambitious procurement reform programme which seeks to underpin the 

sustainability of the industry – building on the establishment of the SIB/CPD led procurement 

pipeline, the industry believes there are significant opportunities to work constructively with 

government to better support local companies and develop mutually beneficial procurement 

process solutions. We believe this substantive process should be led by the Central Procurement 

Directorate, through the Construction Industry Forum, and set out to deal with a range of 

subjects including but not limited to:  

o developing genuine early contractor involvement in project design;  

o exploring how a greater focus can be put on quality over price in tendering, including 

looking at concepts like two-stage tendering;  

o completing the centralisation of the procurement and delivery of public sector built 

environment capital projects;  

o address the length of time it takes for business case approvals and other pre-

procurement processes – and bring these in line with our nearest competitors; 

o centralise the process of post-project reviews and make these more commercial in focus 

o co-badge Procurement Guidance Notes with industry when feasible 

o ensure that public sector clients have access to the right level of skills and commercial 

experience within their staff – including considering the concept of an industry/public 

sector placement/shadowing scheme 

Taken in totality we believe the above programme of work could both benefit the timely 

delivery of the Executive’s infrastructure pipeline as well as enhance the sustainability of the 

local construction industry. This would in turn have a major impact on jobs in Northern Ireland 

 Establish an infrastructure audit which can impartially assess our 30 to 40-year infrastructure 

needs – building on the model of the UK’s National Infrastructure Commission, Northern Ireland 

needs to better understand and chart a path towards the infrastructure needs, and how we will 

achieve these, of the future. For us, this is a process which is much more than the proposed 

revision of the Investment Strategy later this year. Critical assessments need to be made now so 

that we can plan for the future – without this, we are doing little for the generations that will 

come after us. The key measure would be the establishment of an independent audit committee 

right through to the ultimate delivery of its report by the end of 2018 

 Grow the % of public sector capital spend that is construction works to 60% of the overall total 

by 2021 – the industry has long understood that of the Executive’s annual conventional capital 

expenditure, less than half is actually direct construction works. Through better management 



and maintenance of the estate, as well as speedier pre-procurement processes, we can grow 

that figure over the coming five years so that more of the capital envelope can benefit from the 

economic multiplier effect. Public sector clients can already, albeit individually, indicate to us 

what quantum of their capital expenditure is actual construction thus developing a measure on 

this would be relatively straightforward 

 Further embed and enhance the accountability of the procurement pipeline – the ongoing 

development of the pipeline over recent years has been a major step forward. So that this can 

gain even greater industry confidence it is important that we measure how much of a 

client/CoPEs annual procurement programme is delivered on time in any given financial year. 

We are open to how this process can evolve but it will, undoubtedly, further develop the 

relationship between clients and industry thus leading to a more certain Northern Ireland-based 

work profile for contractors and their employees. In addition, further enhancing public 

accountability, we believe the pipeline and progress against it should be reported on quarterly 

to the Assembly by the Executive – including the Executive’s seven flagship schemes 

 Grow the spend allocated to the road maintenance budget in every year to 2021 as a % of 

identified need – with a road maintenance backlog of around £1bn, it is imperative that the 

Executive seeks to grow the level of expenditure on this connectivity-critical area of 

expenditure. Moving to a multi-year budget approach will be of benefit, but this must be done 

in tandem with growing the overall financial package. Using the Executive’s budget as the 

indicator, measuring the success against this will be relatively straightforward 

 Agree with each of the eleven local councils an appropriate level of their borrowing per 

annum that can be used to help compliment the Executive’s capital funds – building on the 

establishment of the eleven local councils in 2015 and the powers that have already been 

transferred, there is a strong case for further enhancing their role and thus local accountability. 

When it comes to council area specific infrastructure projects we believe that there is significant 

merit in those councils having a more direct role in project finance. The exact approach to this 

would need to be worked through but, in principle, we believe it should be speedily explored – 

with the intent of beginning to fund schemes using this joint venture type approach by the end 

of the decade 

 Grow the capital expenditure of Northern Ireland Water every year to 2021 so that the 

potential growth in our economy is not unnecessarily held back – with significant and now well 

documented shortfalls in their budget, it is imperative that this is reversed so that issues relating 

to, for instance, upgrading waste water treatment works can be dealt with. Without this, there 

is a major risk to the development of new housing and industrial units across Northern Ireland – 

something we can ill afford at a time when our population is growing, people are living longer 

and, with the opportunity presented by a lower, devolved rate of Corporation Tax we need to 

significantly enhance our office/industrial space offering to potential investors. The governance 

model that Northern Ireland Water is subject to will though, as part of growing their capital 

expenditure pot, have to be addressed. Again, within existing budgetary processes, there is no 

need for new measures to be established to monitor the necessary growth in capital 

expenditure 

 

 

 



Concluding remarks 

While the Federation welcomes the outcome-led approach that this Programme for Government is 

proposing to take, it is absolutely critical that this Executive mandate sees a much higher level of 

accountability than those previous. For the construction industry, there are three clear measures of 

accountability that are fundamental and ones that we will judge the Executive on throughout the 

coming five years: 

 Enhancing the sustainability of the local construction industry – with a specific focus on 

growing the margins on public sector infrastructure projects achieved by giving greater 

weighting to quality over price 

 Delivering the confidence critical infrastructure pipeline – inclusive of the Executive’s seven 

flagship schemes, there must be a much higher percentage of schemes delivered on time and on 

budget 

 Create the conditions the industry needs to grow housebuilding to identified demand levels – 

with a much stronger emphasis on making sure the levels of new private housing available 

increase substantially on current volumes  

To achieve these, we must move away from the silo driven approach to policy development and 

implementation that has all too often blighted devolved government in Northern Ireland. In addition, 

and to the Executive’s credit, we must also build on the links that industry has with policy formulation 

within government, working to achieve the mutually beneficial outcomes that we all want to see. From 

the construction industry’s point of view, an element of this engagement is best achieved through an 

enhanced level of centralisation in the procurement and delivery of infrastructure projects as well as, 

where feasible and realistic, the joint badging of Procurement Guidance Notes between industry and 

government.  

Meeting our multitude of infrastructure needs will though require a reappraisal of the mechanisms that 

fund it. For too long, we have been over-reliant on the Block Grant and the Executive must accept that 

an open mind has to be given to other options. Undoubtedly, the Northern Ireland Investment Fund has 

a major role to play and we would encourage that it be allowed to deliver its agreed programme of work 

with minimal political interference.  

However, in taking a medium to long term view of our infrastructure requirements and the funding 

approaches that will underpin these, it is simply not acceptable to rule out in perpetuity other options 

such as separate household water charging and road tolling. We must also explore in more detail how 

the borrowing powers that local councils have access to can assist in meeting our needs. In the 

meantime, and in light of their specific infrastructure role, measures must be put in place over the 

coming five years to afford enhanced budgetary flexibility to Northern Ireland Water, Transport NI and 

the Northern Ireland Housing Executive. While the approach required for each may differ, there is a 

fundamental requirement for them all that will be to both their benefit and that of industry – a multi-

year budgetary approach. From road maintenance to social housing, there is little economic sense in 

relying on, at the very best, one year budgets and, at the very worst, the vagaries of in-year monitoring 

rounds. With a capital budget now set until 2021 by the UK Government, there is absolutely no reason 

why a multi-year approach cannot be taken in the Budget later this year, and we expect the Executive to 

deliver.  



While we appreciate that the process post this consultation will extend into the autumn, and reflecting 

on the theme of sustainability within the construction industry, it is important that government is not 

put on hold nor are all its efforts spent on agreeing this and other strategic documents. Critical decisions 

must be made that affect our members and a wide range of other sectors in the economy – perhaps 

most notably in respect of the Apprenticeship Levy and the energy costs/security concerns that continue 

to cast a growing shadow over our counterparts in the manufacturing sector.  

For many companies in our industry and beyond, the capacity and ambition to deliver is undoubtedly 

there – but the conditions must be right.  

ADDENDUM ON IMPACT OF BREXIT 

Given the uncertainty that has now arisen as a result of the vote of the United Kingdom to leave the 

European Union, it is critical that the Executive’s Programme for Government Framework, and 

subsequent related documents, take account of this. In particular, it is vital, at the earliest stage, that 

the Northern Ireland Executive comes to a clear position on the subject, and how Northern Ireland 

should seek to influence negotiations over the coming months and years. With this in mind, there are a 

number of key elements that the Executive must take account of from the perspective of the 

construction industry:  

 In a Northern Irish context, it is vital that we retain free movement across the border with the 

Republic as it is now. For political, economic and societal reasons, we cannot afford this to 

change. With the Northern Irish construction industry continuing to bid for, win and deliver 

projects in the Republic of Ireland, it is absolutely vital that we maintain a ‘soft border’ with our 

nearest neighbour. Taking this a step further, we must also make sure that no internal UK 

border is established as a consequence of Brexit between Northern Ireland and Great Britain – 

this is something of a risk as a result of a retained ‘soft border’ arrangement on the island of 

Ireland and the wider immigration discussion.  

 Particularly within the South East of England, there is a high dependence in the construction 

sector on migrant labour from the EU – up to 50% on some central London sites, and 10% across 

the UK. This is something made very clear to us by the significant number of Northern Irish 

contractors winning and delivering work in that region of the UK. Therefore, irrespective of what 

immigration system we move to post Brexit, it is critical that we retain the access to the skills 

that we need. Undoubtedly, much more has to be done in terms of the skills profile of the local 

workforce and this can be of benefit to construction sector but we have to be realistic – 

changing the attractiveness of the sector in career terms will take time and we therefore must 

have the continued flexibility to bring in skilled workers from the EU and beyond. While, in 

Northern Ireland, there is not as high a dependence on migrant labour in the construction sector 

as there is in other parts of the UK, it would be unwise in the context of a significant local skills 

shortage for an exited UK to cut down its access to highly skilled people from the continent or, 

notably, the Republic. Therefore, we must retain an immigration system that allows for this.  

 As Northern Ireland has only recently begun to significantly avail from the funding opportunities 

presented by the European Investment Bank, it would be helpful if, outside the EU, we could still 

access this potential funding stream. With the development and execution of the proposed 

Northern Ireland Investment Fund having at least some dependence on EIB funding, we should 



look to continue to avail of as many sources of finance as possible – of which the EIB is clearly 

one. 

 Without access to substantial funding streams from the EU, Northern Ireland risks having its 

infrastructure deficit further exacerbated. This is of major frustration, especially as we look to 

the opportunities that are presented by a lower, devolved rate of Corporation Tax. Therefore, it 

is more important than ever that the public sector infrastructure pipelines across the UK are 

delivered on time and on budget and with higher levels of accountability at their core. With 

private sector-led infrastructure investment undoubtedly going to take something of a hit, the 

public sector must not be allowed to relent on its infrastructure plans. In addition, if further 

reductions in public expenditure are required due to a worsening economic picture, capital 

expenditure must be protected due to its direct economic stimulus effect. Repeating the 

mistakes of 2010, when the capital budget was cut by the new Coalition Government, would be 

a major strategic error at this juncture. Indeed, growing the infrastructure budget through 

borrowing – now that the Chancellor has given a very clear steer on the deficit and delivering a 

surplus in the public finances by 2020 – must be put on the table 

 A final key area for the construction industry is materials. Some 64% of all construction 

materials imported into the UK come from the EU. This dependence is something that it has to 

be assumed will continue for the medium to long term and it is important that the government 

recognises this in its negotiations.  

For further information, please contact David Fry, Assistant Director of the Construction Employers 

Federation – davidf@cefni.co.uk or 028 9087 7143.  
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