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Case study 6
Building safely by outsourcing



EngCo’s Real Estate Division owns or leases a portfolio 
of buildings across approximately 120 different locations 
in the UK ranging “from large factories to small little 
offices”. These are occupied by other EngCo divisions.

Construction (including refurbishment, upgrading, 
demolition and new build) is an integral part of the  
activity on these sites. EngCo, as CDM client, outsources 
this construction work to a range of principal contractors 
(PCs). Three EngCo project managers oversee the delivery 
of construction projects ranging in value from £5k to £2m 
at sites across the UK. 

Their greatest challenge is ensuring the PCs properly 
manage the work of their sub-contractors on  
EngCo’s sites.

“A lot depends on the [principal] contractors  
supply chain … they’ve obviously got 10, 10, 30  
sub-contractors working for them. They’re the real  
guys doing the work. So if you end up with a few  
bad subbies in the mix it can be a different exercise 
in terms of day-to-day management.”

EngCo has adopted several measures to manage 
this particular challenge:
-  A more objective scoring approach of safety

considerations has been developed to assist
with the tendering process for PCs.

“PCs have to demonstrate to us they can manage
their subcontractors properly.”

-  PCs are required to appoint a non-working supervisor
if there is more than one trade working on the
construction site to ensure safe interactions.
This supervisor most effectively fulfils this role if they
are client facing with good communication skills.

-  Communication between companies working on-site is
supported by a daily briefing meeting (dubbed ‘10@10’)
involving at least the construction site supervisor and the
EngCo site liaison. Here the planned activities for the
day are reviewed, clashes identified and conflicting tasks
resolved. This meeting complements a lengthier weekly
meeting to discuss future plans.

-  A weekly one-page bulletin describing current and
future activities, identifying risks and how work might
be affected, and updating on progress is circulated to
all staff on site.

“We find you get a lot less negative feedback whilst 
something is happening, if people have been warned 
in advance”.

EngCo’s procurement processes may have an indirect 
effect on the PCs’ ability to control the sub-contractors 
on-site leading to variation in task and safety performance. 
An over-zealous procurement department keen to secure 
the best commercial deal may force PCs to remove cost 
from the project. This “is not always the best way to gear 
up for the safest site”. For example, they may deploy fewer 
site supervisors or commit the ‘B-team’ rather than the 
‘A-team’ removing “all of the nice little things that change 
the job from being well managed to adequate”. 
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Meanwhile,

“The supply chain guys dance off into the distance 
having got a good deal and it’s the project guy who’s 
got to deliver it on a bit of a compromise basis.”

Necessarily stringent procurement processes may privilege 
submission of documentation demonstrating competence 
and safety compliance over availability. This may favour 
national companies and preclude the use of smaller local 
firms, even though working relationships are often closer 
with them than with the larger firms.

“We’re very keen to use local labour where possible,  
but that always brings with it a challenge …  
You can’t expect a small local contractor to have 
everything in place that you would expect [of] one  
of the big companies.”

Key learning points
-  Controls for managing PC’s supply chains in  

construction to ensure high levels of safety  
performance could include:

  - Incorporating scrutiny of safety documentation  
     in the tendering process;
  - Deploying non-working supervisors on construction   
     sites where multiple trades are working;
  - Daily communication meetings to    
     review activities against plan;
  - Weekly bulletins to update on progress and 
     advise impact of work of future activities.
-  Negotiations at the tendering stage can strongly and 

adversely impact subsequent safety performance on-site.
-  Tendering processes may preclude competent local firms.
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