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Construction is not a “low-productivity, low-technology” industry!

30.10.2014

The invisible workings of construction innovation
The construction industry innovates every day, incrementally and discreetly
Maybe it cannot be said to be frontier science, but the innovation that takes place everyday in the
construction sector is improving processes, saving and improving materials, saving energy and making our
buildings and infrastructure more usable, comfortable and sustainable. Construction research and
innovation is a source of renewed growth just as the other industries that are given greater focus in the
recent Communication from the Commission1.
FIEC is disappointed that construction is missing from this paper and urges the European Commission not
to overlook not only the potential that exists for innovation within the sector, but the great successes that
have already been achieved, both in crementally and in more transformational ways.
Innovation is not just about revolution. Day to day solutions, such as pumping concrete to ever increasing
heights, reducing glare from glass buildings,installing pipes without long disruptions to traffic or new tunnel
boring machines might not make headlines, but do represent advances in construction methods that
contribute to our quality of life and/ or decrease the cost of works and should be acknowledged as
technology, contributing to the welfare of society as a whole.

Improve research strategy and invest in research infrastructure
FIEC agrees with the Communication’s claims that there should be both better innovation strategy in
general and more investment in research infrastructure. We agree that resources should not be spread
toothinly and that the emphasis should be on the quality of research rather than the quantity. That said,
not all beneficial research lies in the domain of frontier science and weask the Commission to acknowledge
that innovation not only happens in the so-called “high-tech” industries.
We strongly agree that successful innovation depends also on innovation-friendly framework conditions.

Effective delivery of Horizon 2020 is a must
However, these conditions need to be implemented with practical processes that work. With this in mind, it
is extremely important that the Horizon 2020 budget is honoured, and outstanding payments made on
time.
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Furthermore, we ask that no cuts be made in 2015 or beyond, because of financial
problems in the EU institutions and the Member States. While recognising that there may not be enough
finance for every proposed project, we urge the Commission to ensure that competition for funding does
not become so extreme that project applications from the construction industry are deterred.
On the other hand, we strongly support the Commission’s recognition that research and innovation
programmes should be relevant and accessible to businesses and that feedback should be taken
seriously.
Amongs to the subjects that need further research, we ask for the inclusion of :






The consequences of climate change on the built environment
Energy efficiency in buildings
The needs of the ageing population with respect to the built environment
Building for better risk and disaster management etc.
A global approach to managing transition, new building models, data and information monitoring.

Support contractors by encouraging new materials and processes
This means accepting a certain amount of risk and ensuring that obstacles are minimised. We call in
particular on the Commission to work with the financial services industry to ensure the availability of
affordable insurance, the indemnity of which is maintained during the use of appropriately risk-assessed
processes and materials.

Support incremental innovation and change the message !
While FIEC accepts that not all progress in the construction industry represents revolution, we strongly
recommend a clear change in attitude towards the industry, which often suffers from an undeserved
reputation within national governments and the EU institutions, which are respectively both significant
buyers and users of buildings and infrastructure. Existing buildings and infrastructure represent large
capital with a long life cycle. Furthermore, contractors, along with other players, contribute to creating
conditions, through research and on going improvements, which maintain, improve and change buildings
and infrastructure. National governments and the EU institutions must support that, not only via
transformational innovation but also through continuous improvement, achieved by incremental innovation.
Contractors are not from a “low-productivity, low-technology…, underperforming”2industry. On the contrary,
they – along with the other industry players – are key to achieving the ambitious policies and targets that
have been set for new buildings, infrastructure, the renovation of the existing building stock and the
maintenance of existing infrastructure. They are a key contributor to renewed growth in the EU.
Contractors need help to maximise their potential as a key partner. They need improvement in the
research and innovation framework and conditions for participation.
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