
expectations on the CCRA. It 
won’t be able to do everything.”

But the later the govern-
ment takes action on heatwave 
planning, the more likely it  
is to waste money on unsuit-
able development – especially  
as the Department for Energy 
and Climate Change’s (DECC’s) 
Green Deal is putting an emphasis  
on energy efficiency through  
insulation. 

“You need to start thinking 
about heat now, because a lot of 
the decisions you make will have 
a long legacy,” says Committee on 
Climate Change head of adapta-
tion Sebastian Catovsky. 

“The Green Deal is abso-
lutely critical. Certain kinds of 
insulation could mean that the 
building heats up too much in the 
summer.”

And with possible conse-
quences of heat stress ranging 
from serious health problems to 
subsidence caused by soil drying 
and communications risks from 
computer server rooms over-
heating, neglecting to plan for 
heatwaves could be more disas-

xxxxxxxx
Mark Hansford 

Late last year NCE asked 43 civil 
engineering consultants and 
contractors for their views on the 
likely state of the infrastructure 
market in 2011. Their conclusions 
were stark. M argins were being 
hammered, and tender prices were 
plummeting.

Compared with December 2010, 
54% said margins for new public 
work were lower. Alarmingly, 
31% said margins for work being 
done within existing frameworks 
were also down. None of the firms 
surveyed said margins for public 
sector work were up.

Tender prices were also being 
slashed, with 63% of firms admit-
ting to cutting prices for new work 
and 52% making cuts for repair 
and maintenance work. None had 
put prices up.

Three months on the results 
season is in full swing and it is 
becoming screamingly obvious 
that  the situation has not 
improved. Speaking after his 
firm announced a modest 2% 
dip in turnover to £707M for 
the year ending 31 December  
2011 ,  WSP chief  executive  
Chris Cole admitted margins  
were being “crippled”.

“There are some good markets, 
and there are some bloody tough 
markets. The UK is the toughest,” 
he says. “The work is slow to 
come through, volumes are down 
and margins are crippled,” he 
says, explaining the pressure on 
margins is a “direct correlation” 
to the state of the market. 

“When everybody is chasing 
one job, margins are sure to be 
down,” he says.

Fierce competition for scarce 
work is having inevitable conse-
quences on tender prices. 

The Civil Engineering Contrac-
tors Association’s (CECA’s) most 
recent workload trends survey 
covering the last three months of 
2010 is grim. It reports that tender 
prices for new work and for repair 
& maintenance continued to 
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Stuart Smith

Lean road to perfection

The Oxford English Dictionary 
defines perfection as “the 
highest degree of a quality or 
trait”. This remains an 
aspiration for most businesses 
and few, if any, business 
processes would claim to have 
reached a state of perfection. 
This is especially true when 
you look at business perfor-
mance from a customer 
perspective. 

If your customers were to 
define perfection from their 
point of view three words 
would probably spring to mind 
“free, perfect, now”.  So ask 
yourself how close to this 
customer ideal can you get? 
There is nothing like seeking 
perfection for helping the 
business to focus on what the 
customer really wants. 

To achieve the customer 
ideal you should be striving to 
meet the customer need for the 
lowest possible cost, at the 
highest level of quality, in the 
shortest possible timescale, 
with zero defects on every 
project. This is an achievable 
aim and a very desirable one. 

At worst you drive out 
inefficiencies, improve product 
quality and speed up delivery. 
You save money, customer 
satisfaction increases and you 
can also increase your margin. 
All you have to do is make sure 
that the price you charge the 
customer lags behind the 
degree of efficiency savings 
you make. What’s to lose? 

There is a methodology for 
achieving customer perfection: 
it’s called Lean. Now before 
you say “we used Lean” or “we 
didn’t find Lean programmes 
successful” I am prepared to 
bet the programme was 
implemented badly or without 
sufficient senior management 
support or investment. The 
reason I know this is because 
Bourton Group has been 
implementing improvement 

programmes for over 40 years 
and in all that time not a single 
Lean programme has failed to 
show significant improvement.  
The normal range of improve-
ment is between 10 and 30%. 

Striving to improve 
efficiency really has no 
downside because it will 
increase margins, avoid the 
need to cut services and 
improve customer satisfaction. 
Now would be the perfect time 
to take a far more considered 
and detailed look at how Lean 
could help you achieve really 
significant performance 
improvement. 

The first step we would 
recommend is to read the 
CIRIA guide entitled Build 
Lean – Transforming Construc-
tion using Lean Thinking. It is a 
call to arms as to the impor-
tance and benefits of imple-
menting Lean in the construc-
tion industry. A number of the 
industry’s leading Lean 
practitioners were involved in 
writing and reviewing the 
guide – including some of ours. 

The guide will be launched 
on 9 May 2011 and can be 
found at www.ciria.org. You 
can put your name down for a 
pre-print promotional copy by 
emailing enquiries@ciria.org 
before 14 April 2011. Alterna-
tively you can get in touch 
with us via the contact details 
below. Hopefully this will be 
just the nudge you need to 
genuinely move from average 
to class-leading on the road to 
perfection.
l Stuart Smith is managing 
director of Bourton Group and its 
subsidiary company The Six 
Sigma Group. For contact details 
call 01926 633333 or see  
www.bourton.co.uk 

Efficiency is key to customer satisfaction
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