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Company Background
Its work is 70% public sector, 30% private. Some

80% of this is derived from collaborative partnerships

including frameworks, of which it is currently involved

in 15. These cover a mixture of newbuild and

alterations in education, leisure, public buildings and

housing. The company operates through satellite local

offices and will undertake work from Stafford in the

north through Birmingham to Reading in the south

and to Derby in the east. Individual projects range in

size from £100k to £10m. It employs around 600 staff

of whom 200 are tradespeople mainly in

groundworks, brickwork and carpentry. They make

up some 20% of the combined workforce on its sites,

the remainder being employed by its supply chain

partners.

Developments in the Business over
the Last Ten Years

The management institutions put in place in 1992

resolved to be outward looking in terms of practice

and innovation and the company became a founder

member of the Construction Best Practice

Programme in 1997. It later became associated with

the Construction Lean Improvement Programme.

Thomas Vale Construction brings into its management

those trained in other disciplines. It actively researches

developments from the automotive industry in North

America and prefabrication in Europe, and is open to

the adoption of techniques pioneered in industry and

manufacturing where they can add value to the

process of planning and delivering construction

projects.

Thomas Vale Construction was an early entrant into

the field of single project partnering and

demonstration projects. Its first framework venture

THOMAS VALE CONSTRUCTION
plc (TVC)

Thomas Vale Construction, originally established in
1869, is a midlands regional contractor, privately
owned by working directors. It was subject to a
management buy-out in 1992. Its turnover, then
£7.0m., has grown by between 20% and 40%
per year to its present level of around £150m.

Taking Advantage - How SMEs can become successful framework contractors



65

commenced eight years ago in housing. This rapidly

revealed the potential for efficiency which is attainable

when contractors, designers, clients and supply chain

partners sit down together at inception stage before

significant design work has commenced. Partnering

has grown steadily since and now includes local

authorities, housing associations and Defence Estates

on a wide range of projects. Thomas Vale

Construction is a partner in the Birmingham

Construction Partnership working closely with two

other major contractors in one of the UK’s largest

frameworks covering all public buildings including

education, health, leisure, social care and housing.

The company was an early achiever of CAPS

‘endorsed’ accreditation which is now being

converted to CIAPS (see appendix). It has obtained

Investors in People, and met QA and EN standards.

Workload assurance has enabled Thomas Vale

Construction to invest £1m in a purpose built Training

Centre - ‘The Forum’, in which some 24 of the

company’s supply chain partners have joined as

sponsors. This hosts a number of activities from

innovation days to training courses in such areas as

lean business activities, lean business improvement,

energy and sustainability. Trade training is also

promoted with accreditation to NVQ Level 4 along

with the issue of CSCS cards.

This investment in the future with its clients and supply

chain has produced significant training investment of

circa £2m annually in conjunction with national training

bodies such as CITB, and local training providers.

Since its establishment, Forum Training has

successfully:

�worked with over 350 cross region construction

companies

�delivered over 1200 NVQ Level 2 qualifications

across 23 different industry sectors

�assisted over 3,000 construction employees in

successfully gaining their CSCS cards

�developed and delivered short course training

programmes to over 800 construction workers

including SMSTS, Customer Care, Scaffold

Inspection and Appointed Persons

�developed a working database of over 3,000 who

are regularly contacted with details of ongoing

training initiatives.

The supply chain and the strength of the relationships

between the supply chain partners is crucial to the

company’s success in performance improvement and

project delivery through frameworks. Supply chains

are populated by firms from the locality of the main

centres of its work. Thomas Vale Construction invests

heavily in support and development in its framework

partners. This extends to the application of business

review and critical evaluation of component design

and assembly arrangements at their manufacturing

bases to help improve processes and eliminate defects

and other problems before they arrive on site. The

company’s experience is that to achieve complete

alignment in culture and operation for optimum

frameworking achievement requires an investment in

development time extending to around five years.

Thomas Vale Construction looks for a range of skills

and standards in its supply chain partners and their

employees and assesses these through a supply chain

scoring matrix. The entry level, classed as ‘vetted’,

requires the achievement of a minimum designated

KPI score level on the TVC supply chain assessment.

‘Preferred’ status, which can be achieved after one

year, requires both an increased KPI score, and higher

levels of achievement in Continuous Improvement,
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Local Employment, Collaborative Working, Health

and Safety and improved Environmental Performance.

The highest levels of achievement, supported by

consistent performance over at least three years, will

lead to ‘partnered’ status, the key to participation with

Thomas Vale Construction in its frameworks.

Thomas Vale Construction’s
Objectives through Frameworking

From a business standpoint, frameworks have brought

stability and increased predictability to the company’s

workload. It can look forward with confidence to over

£400m of projects over the next four to five years

supporting:

�strategic planning and investment in business

development and training for the company and the

staff

�investment in the capacity and skills of SMEs in its

supply chains and improvement in the selection and

development of SMEs for supply chain roles

�improved margins on investment.

Capacity released allows senior management time to

invest in projects at inception stage when the

company believes it can add most value for the client

by:

�engineering out waste in design, and by close

working with designers, ensuring this is not at the

expense of aesthetic considerations

�bringing in the supply chain to ensure that value

engineering explores all the major elements of the

project

�informing decisions in design and development

planning by whole life cost analysis and sustainability

measures.

By the same token, value is added beyond the

company and the project by:

�maximising the employment of local SMEs, and

gaining from the connections and the continuity

which they retain in their communities

�maintaining an apprentice training scheme,

encouraging opportunities for women in the

construction industry and extending its corporate

social responsibility agenda through community

liaison to institutions associated with its projects

�imiting work travel distances for its own staff and

those of its supply chain partners for quality in the

work/life balance

�investment and sponsorship within the local

community

�planning responses to clients’ changing needs

particularly in respect of efficiency and meeting the

Gershon efficiency targets

�encouraging ownership and sustainability within the

community.

Ongoing Challenges
The process of culture change needs constant

reinforcement to break down silo attitudes which exist

both within and between organisations. Trying to

select the right people to grow an expanding

organisation with a collaborative ethos has highlighted

the numbers of relatively new entrants to the industry

still unschooled in partnership working.

The company has made big advances over the last

fifteen years but client expectations and technological

advances are creating new demands in terms of both

skills and service expectations.
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Efficiencies have produced valuable project cost

savings. But to achieve the value from efficiency which

is being obtained in other parts of the world, big

improvements need to be made in component

manufacture and assembly off-site.

It is possible to obtain many high quality fabricated

building elements from Eastern Europe and Asia at

much lower cost than their equivalents are obtainable

in the UK. Purchasing decisions need however to take

due account of both short and longer-term

sustainability dimensions in terms of transport and

shipping, and the present and future economic impact

of the loss of local manufacturing capacity.

Business monitoring and improvement strategies are

being constantly reviewed for their currency and

relevance. Business health is measured through nearly

100 internal indicators. 360o benchmarking takes

place from tradespeople to executives in the company

and bilaterally between the company and its clients,

supply chain members and the designers with which it

works.

Value Added by Thomas Vale
Construction

Impact on Cost and Service Delivery

Cashable efficiencies have led to clients saving

between 5% and 50% of project costs.

The company invests significant resources in design

and pre-construction stages, assembling dedicated

teams including key supply chain members to work

and maintain continuity with clients from inception to

completion of the programme. Working directors

retain personal involvement throughout.

Performance measurement, innovation and improved

efficiency are the drivers behind all aspects of

company operation.

This has formed the basis on which the business has

been developed and remains a core principle in the

way it is run.

Benefits to the Local Economy

Thomas Vale Construction supports and assists in the

development of local enterprises through supply chain

relationships. It is committed to SMEs and the appeal

to clients of their strengths in being local, personal,

flexible, responsive, and committed to community

associations and relationships.

Sustainability

Thomas Vale Construction takes a view of

sustainability not narrowly focused on the

environment. The company operates a robust

Corporate Social Responsibility agenda addressing the

impact of its activities on the social, economic and

environmental components of the communities in

which it works. Through this it can:

�focus on the local agenda

�foster innovation and local business opportunities

�promote business activities and local investment

�encourage training and local employment

�ensure ownership within the community and wider

stakeholders

�commit and focus across all drivers.

Contact

Tony Hyde,

Managing Director,

Thomas Vale Construction plc

E-mail: tony.hyde@thomasvale.com
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Construction Industry Accredited
Performance Scheme (CIAPS)

CIAPS is a commercial scheme of contractor skill

assessment and accreditation linked to a series of

training modules developed to equip smaller

contractors to operate in collaborative partnerships

and frameworking schemes. It was developed from

the Construction Accredited Performance Standards

Scheme (CAPS) originally devised by the National

Federation of Builders in 2003. This was an industry

response to a government initiative following the

principles of Latham and Egan, steering healthcare

building procurement towards Procure 21, and

potentially reducing access by SMEs to a market in

which they had previously been predominant. It was

conceived to enable SMEs to acquire skills in

collaborative working, supply chain membership or

management, benchmarking and continuous

performance improvement.

CIAPS is the custodian of a set of standards through

which contractors’ skills and capacities are audited by a

UKAS licensed organisation, to the standard ISO EN

45011 and validated to one of three levels of

competency starting with ‘listed’ and then ‘accredited’.

To achieve the highest level ‘endorsed’, evidence of

the skills necessary for frameworking must be

demonstrated. The standards used are so far as

practicable those established, accepted and used in the

industry. Their currency will be maintained by a

governance board drawn from across the industry.
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Skills Assessment, Accreditation and
Training
A recurring theme in frameworking where SME

interests are being promoted is the need to recognise

that smaller companies often lack the essential

business skills and practical experience needed either

to bid effectively or participate successfully.

Enabling them to get involved often has to be prefaced

by skill assessment, identification of gaps and finding

ways to overcome them. The examples featured in

this study address the issue in a number of ways from

the engagement of industry training bodies or specialist

consultants, regional collaboration and F E Colleges

through to self help.

Combined packages exist in some areas resulting from

initiatives driven by local needs, led by institutional

partnerships and delivered through bespoke or

generic means. Financial assistance can sometimes be

available to add impetus and incentive subject to

conditions and eligibility.

The following is not a comprehensive list but provides

more information on the processes and

methodologies used by contributors to this report.
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CIAPS is partnered by TLR which maintains the listing

database, B M Trada, a UKAS licensed auditing

organisation responsible for competency validation,

Dun & Bradstreet which undertakes financial probity

checks, CHAS which validates health and safety

policies and their observance and WMCCE (West

Midlands Centre for Constructing Excellence) which

sources training arrangements.

Clients using CIAPS can obtain current information on

independently validated contractor skills and

competencies. Contractors’ listings give a recognised

shorthand description of their abilities in a form

compatible with commonly used prequalification

forms.

Contact: Barry Stephens

Tel: 0844 8009910

E-mail: barry.stephens@ciaps.org.uk

www.ciaps.org.uk

C-CIT
C-CIT is the Collaborative Working Centre (CWC)

Continuous Improvement Toolkit. The C-CIT

programme has evolved from performance

improvement concepts and techniques such as Lean

Thinking, Performance Management and Leadership

and Teamwork. It offers a structured approach to

continuous improvement for the construction industry.

It can be applied to any sector and is equally applicable

to frameworks and single schemes and to clients,

designers, contractors and suppliers.

It involves diagnosing the current organisation,

processes and behaviours to understand what needs

to happen to achieve collaborative working, then

planning a route map for change leading to improved

delivery of construction projects and services.

C-CIT techniques have delivered up to 40%

reductions in waste, 48% reductions in mobilisation

times, and 34% reductions in programme duration.

They have also delivered up to 40% increases in

productivity, 70% increases in quality, as well as

increases in profits and customer satisfaction.

C-CIT is one of a number of support programmes

available from CWC. The Collaborative Working

Centre was set up in 2001 by the University of

Warwick and under the auspices of the Design Build

Foundation, has taken forward the learning on

integrated Supply Chain and Collaborative Working

arising from a number of ‘Egan-orientated’ projects.

These include in the construction industry, Local

Authorities such as Leicestershire County Council

Highways, Housing such as Hillingdon Homes, the

ALMO of the London Borough of Hillingdon, and

others including BAA, MoD, Highways Agency, NHS

Estates and Welsh Water.

Contact: Peter Baldwin,

Director of Business Improvement,

CWC (UK) Ltd.

E-mail: peter.baldwin@cwcltd.biz

ConstructionSkills

ConstructionSkills emerged in 2003 as a Sector Skills

Council utilising the previous success of the

Construction Industry Training Board (CITB) as a

national training organisation (NTO).

ConstructionSkills is a partnership between the CITB,

the Construction Industry Council (CIC) and CITB

(Northern Ireland) and covers the whole of the UK. It

operates through teams organised on a regional basis

providing a range of support to the industry including

grants for trade and business training, apprenticeships

and specialist diplomas and it includes ambassador

schemes working with schools to encourage new

entrants into the industry. ConstructionSkills works

with government bodies and industry to establish and

promote the standards with which schemes of training
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must comply to enable participants to be eligible for

grant support, and validates programmes’ compliance

with these standards.

Grants can be sought by individual building contractors

on behalf of their staff for approved training, and are

equally available to SMEs too small to be required to

pay the statutory CITB levy. Much of the routine

day-to-day training for the industry, particularly up to

NVQII level, will be available from local sources close

to the company’s and individual’s base. Support is also

available however for more advanced and specialist

training which by its nature is only obtainable from a

smaller number of national centres.

Financial support is not confined to individual grants. It

can also be made to collective schemes devised by

groups of contractors. This is an application which

might be of particular interest to those collaborating in

a framework through supply chain associations.

Support can be ‘virtual’ through contributions to the

cost of assessors employed by a contractor and

operating on a mobile basis between sites on which

trainees and apprentices are working. Keepmoat plc

works in this way.

It can also be by assistance towards schemes managed

through purpose made training centres. This is the

way that Thomas Vale Construction has chosen to

operate through its Training Forum.

ConstructionSkills is flexible about the means through

which training is provided. The emphasis is on finding

the most appropriate solution for the particular

situation. It has been a contributor to Build Norfolk

and is a key player in the development of the National

Skills Academy for Construction.

Contact: Debbie Hatton

E-mail: Debbie.Hatton@cskills.org

The National Skills Academy for
Construction
The North West Partnership of the National Skills

Academy for Construction (NSAfC) was launched in

March 2007. It is a regional employer-led initiative

bringing a site-based approach to learning and skill

development in the construction industry. It follows

the Construction Skills Network Report of 2006

which forecast that 7,300 new entrants will be needed

in the North West construction industry annually until

2010 to meet new demand and replace those leaving

the industry.

Through the NSAfC, there will be a rolling

programme of similar Regional Partnerships going live

nationally over the next year.

Led on behalf of the industry by ConstructionSkills, the

NSAfC is a partnership between clients, contractors,

developers, and learning and funding providers. It

places employers in control to ensure that projects are

completed to high quality, safely, on time and budget,

while developing the skills of the workforce to meet

employer and project needs. Work based learning

centres will be located on Academy projects,

supported by mobile training units.

The objective is to refocus training on project specific

skills and overcome the challenges of training a mobile

workforce in a sector comprising large numbers of

small firms and sole traders.

The National Skills Academy networks for all sectors

are led by the Learning & Skills Council. For the

NSAfC, a collaborative approach at regional level

means that employers will benefit from more effective

use of the funding. Organisations such as

ConstructionSkills, the Learning & Skills Council,

Business Link and the Regional Development Agency

will be better able to understand the needs of

construction projects and channel funding accordingly.
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Keepmoat plc is an active participant in the NSAfC. In

addition to being an Academy project contractor, the

Regional Managing Director of Keepmoat

Regeneration chairs the North West Partnership.

Contact: General Enquires:

E-mail: Skills.Academy@cskills.org
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available to meet me, for sharing their experience, for

assisting in reviewing drafts, proofing text and

providing their invaluable guidance, advice and

support:

Steve Vickers Birmingham City Council

Ian Davis Birmingham City Council

Andrew Smith Hampshire County Council

David Corcoran Hampshire County Council

Keith Heard Hampshire County Council

Richard Jones Hillingdon Homes Ltd

Paul Lake Hillingdon Homes Ltd

Michael Britch NPS Property Consultants Ltd

Tony Collins West Sussex County Council

Trevor Jee Keepmoat plc

Neil Ramsey Kendall Cross Ltd

Martin Blake Henry W Pollard & Sons Ltd

Eric Kane R A Phillips Contractors Ltd

Robert Brady P Brady (Contractors) Ltd

Tony Hyde Thomas Vale Construction plc
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and Industry (now DBERR)
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Natalie Clinton Local Government Task Force
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Industry

Stephen Ratcliffe Construction Confederation
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