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PURPOSE 

The purpose of this briefing is to share policy proposals with governments outlining: 

• How the infrastructure and built environment pipeline can help re-start the economy from COVID-19; and 

• Recommendations on maximising economic, social, and environmental benefits from an expanded pipeline. 

THE ROLE THE PIPELINE CAN PLAY IN SUPPORTING THE ECONOMIC RESTART 

Governments have played an effective role in supporting the pipeline of infrastructure and built environment 

projects in their COVID-19 response to date.  We believe governments across Australia should be commended 

for ensuring many projects were able to continue and for introducing practical measures that allowed 

construction sites to remain safely open.   

Current pipeline and industry impacts from COVID-19  

Despite support from governments, the built environment industry and the pipeline of related projects have 

been significantly impacted by COVID-19.  Consult Australia’s recent Industry Health Check of businesses 

providing design, advisory and engineering services for infrastructure and the built environment highlights the 

extent of these impacts across our membership, with some key findings outlined below. 

The current impact of COVID-19 on Consult Australia member firms 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The six-month outlook for Consult Australia member firms 
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Percentage of firms reporting a reduction in work by sector type 

 

Firms experiencing a reduction in work  

66% 

Average reduction in work from firms 

32% 

Firms that expect their pipeline 

of work will likely shrink in the 

next six months  

66% 

Firms who expect competition 

across industry will become 

tighter in the next six months  

56% 

Firms who expect contract 

terms will be more onerous in 

the next six months 

25% 

https://www.consultaustralia.com.au/docs/default-source/policy/consult-australia-report---covid-19-pulse-survey-resultsE42E2AE6D553.pdf?sfvrsn=0
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Jobs and the next phase of projects to drive economic growth 

Stimulus focused on the pipeline will safeguard existing jobs and create new jobs. The commitment by many 

governments to accelerate spending on shovel ready projects is a positive short-term measure and a necessary 

step to help restart the Australian economy.  However, governments should also be mindful that this approach 

carries significant risk of creating a flash-burn effect in the construction market.  An exclusive focus on shovel-

ready projects means capacity could be quickly exhausted by attempting to deliver projects at pace now, and 

result in a substantially reduced forward pipeline of new projects to sustain the industry in the medium to long-

term. Without visibility or certainty of a forward pipeline our members workforce planning is significantly 

impacted. As such, stimulus should therefore not just look at moving projects forward or taking a ‘set and 

forget ’approach, but also be invested in the forward pipeline to support growth and productivity objectives 

across the economy to sustain it beyond the next six to twelve months. 

To avoid a flash-burn effect in the construction market, governments should target investments to develop the 

next phase of projects to feed the pipeline.  This will help safeguard essential ‘front end’ jobs that specialise in 

turning project concepts into deliverables (i.e. through design, advisory, and engineering services), and will 

ensure there is a rolling pipeline of projects in line with the ongoing capacity of construction industry and 

support the economy in the longer-term.   

It is critical that governments recognise that it is our sector that is driving job growth and creation.  ABS labour 

market data between August 2018 and August 2019 showed 64% job growth in architectural, engineering and 

technical services jobs,1 whereas during that time construction jobs contracted by 0.8%.  This increase shows 

the level at which our members were contributing to job creation pre-COVID 19.  

This growth follows the downward cycle that our members have experienced post the mining boom.  Job 

creation has been significantly driven by the unprecedented investment in infrastructure.  However, the boom 

and bust nature of our industry causes significant workforce disruption and, given that our members services 

are based in the main on tertiary qualifications, it impacts our sector particularly severely.  Unlike construction, 

we cannot fast-track training and qualifications or the experience needed to deliver complex engineering, 

design, advisory work, which is a driver for the global skills talent pool.  

A smooth sustainable pipeline is not only critical for our membership - if nothing is designed, nothing is built. 

With almost every aspect of the economy reliant on the built environment in some way, the design, advisory, 

and engineering upfront services provided by our members not only create jobs in the professional consulting 

sector and the construction sector but also help enable jobs across a wide range of the economy, not just 

during the delivery phase but for many years after.  

 
1 Australian Government, Labour market information portal – professional, scientific and technical services 

 

https://lmip.gov.au/default.aspx?LMIP/GainInsights/IndustryInformation/ProfessionalScientificandTechnicalServices
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Infrastructure Australia highlighted that every dollar of public infrastructure investment alone can generate GDP 

increases that add up to $4 of value over the life of the asset.2  Therefore, it is essential that governments 

recognise our members role as a critical JobMaker and enabler of growth into the future.   

Other benefits from stimulus targeting the pipeline 

Stimulus could respond to the sharply reduced private investment in new projects due to the pandemic.  98 per 

cent of our members currently experiencing a reduction in work said this downturn relates to privately funded 

projects.  Furthermore, 64 per cent of our members noted their reduction in work relates to a downturn in 

commercial building projects and 54 per cent for residential building projects.3  We estimate the pipeline is 

broadly made up of a 50/50 split between private and public funded projects, so this reduced confidence has 

substantially contracted the pipeline.  The sharp decline has impacted SMEs in particular because fewer 

participate in government funded projects.  Stimulus by governments could target this abeyance in investment 

confidence by targeting project types, for example school and health facility upgrades.   

Stimulus targeting the pipeline can also help address challenges of congestion and infrastructure backlogs in 

our major cities.  The value of placemaking in our communities, and global economic headwinds that require 

investments to help drive domestic growth, will continue to be relevant into the future.  While stimulus by its 

nature will focus on immediate benefits, we believe there are considerable longer-term benefits by taking a 

‘dual lens’ approach to look at how our regions can become more effective hubs of economic activity and 

maintain their status as liveable communities.   

Furthermore, stimulus focused on the right projects can create a lasting legacy if well designed.  Economic 

contractions provide an opportunity to reset and consider where we will target economic gains and ongoing 

productivity improvements.  Investments in projects focused on these new priorities could create a similar 

legacy to the post-World War II investment boom where an increase in social housing, and education and 

health assets are still benefiting our communities today.   

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR GOVERNMENTS 

What we spend doesn’t always determine the outcome.  We believe this reality is sometimes overlooked with 

infrastructure and built environment projects where too often time and cost are the focus of the benefit being 

delivered for the community.   

The Gratton Institute highlighted in an article on post-pandemic stimulus that a good place to start is by 

identifying the problem we want to solve, and to then focus on the how – which then creates parameters that 

ensure governments are focusing on projects with clear benefits to the community.4   

 
2 Infrastructure Australia, 2019 Australian infrastructure audit 
3 Consult Australia, COVID-19 pulse survey (June 2020) 
4 The Gratton Institute, Look beyond a silver bullet train for the post-pandemic stimulus (28 April 2020)  

https://www.infrastructureaustralia.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-08/Australian%20Infrastructure%20Audit%202019.pdf
https://www.consultaustralia.com.au/docs/default-source/policy/consult-australia-report---covid-19-pulse-survey-resultsE42E2AE6D553.pdf?sfvrsn=0
https://grattan.edu.au/news/look-beyond-a-silver-bullet-train-for-post-pandemic-stimulus/
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This type of first principles approach is how we encourage governments to frame their economic re-start 

response.  This focus is key to maximising the economic and social benefits from stimulus, the basis for our 

initial and ongoing recommendations for governments in this briefing.  These recommendations are summarised 

over the next few pages. 
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Initial recommendations – immediate steps to help restart the economy over the next few months 

 Recommendation Rationale 

1 Ensure stimulus has an 

immediate impact by engaging 

early with design, advisory and 

engineering businesses 

Engaging design, advisory and engineering firms earlier in the project delivery process can help ensure stimulus is having a 

more immediate impact.  These professionals provide an important link between project concepts and the steps required to 

get these into a deliverable position.  This expertise and link can help accelerate the project concept development stage and 

enable an accelerated delivery of project designs and engineering solutions. 

2 Use existing programs to help 

accelerate delivery 

The Australian Government’s COVID-19 economic response to date has focused on utilising existing programs as a means to 

accelerate delivery.  This makes sense, provided these are sequenced in, as part of a sustainable pipeline and as part of the 

post-COVID-19 economic restart.  From a built environment perspective, there are many programs that overarch individual 

projects with well-established arrangements.  These program types should continue to be upscaled as part of future 

economic stimulus packages.  

3 Small projects that can be 

quickly implemented 

The benefits of bringing forward small projects that can be implemented quickly have been widely highlighted over recent 

months.  Aside from moving quickly to construction, small projects open up opportunities for a greater range of delivery 

partners (particularly SMEs).  Smaller projects also allow for an acceleration in upfront design and engineering services, 

essential activities for maximising social and economic benefits from any project and the broader pipeline. 

Local Government stimulus will be beneficial here, but should focus on building a sustainable pipeline, rather than all being 

allocated to short term projects, which have limited JobMaker outcomes. 
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 Recommendation Rationale 

4 A focus on social infrastructure There is a strong mood in the community that the post-COVID-19 economic restart should include a focus on improving 

social infrastructure.  This is possibly due to a greater appreciation for the value of related services and facilities, particularly 

relating to health assets, as Australia goes through this health crisis and experiences the related economic challenges.   

 

Ongoing recommendations – additional steps to help shift the economic restart to recovery 

 Recommendation Rationale 

5 A business-case led response Sound investment decision processes underpinned by business cases that inform project selection is the principal way that 

governments can maximise the benefits from stimulus targeting the pipeline.  The need to get money out the door does not 

mean we should ignore proven success factors, as they are critical for delivering the best return for taxpayers. 

In August 2019, we released a report on Business case development in Australia.  This report presents the need for a deep 

understanding of the problem to be solved before project proposals are considered, as any disconnect between problem 

identification and the options assessment can lead to sub-optimal outcomes.  

Noting the desire for governments to move quickly on stimulus, we believe it is therefore worth considering project proposals 

and business cases that have been developed in the past but not pursued due to other priorities.  Looking back at previous 

options has been a recent focus of governments when considering productivity reforms to support the COVID-19 recovery, 

and this same approach could also help inform new evidence-based solutions in the pipeline. 

https://www.consultaustralia.com.au/docs/default-source/policy/business-case-report.pdf?sfvrsn=2
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 Recommendation Rationale 

6 A focus on the rolling pipeline 

and upfront design and advisory 

work  

A rolling pipeline is essential when seeking to maximise economic and social benefits from stimulus.  Upfront design and 

advisory work to get projects ‘shovel ready’ is critical for their ongoing effectiveness.  To this end, governments should 

ensure projects being brought forward are backed up by a rolling pipeline of projects over the next six months.   

A rolling pipeline ensures Australia is maintaining industry’s capacity – critical given the shortages, particularly in engineering 

fields, that are consistently identified by the Australian Government’s labour market analysis.  A rolling pipeline utilising the 

spectrum of skills needed to deliver various projects is the only way to maintain this capacity.   

Governments should be mindful of any investment gaps or ‘bubble’ effects for certain services or sectors from COVID-19, 

with the rail sector providing a good example of impacts from reduced investments followed by a sharp increase.5   

7 A balance between 

maintenance, asset 

improvements and capital works 

Different project objectives utilise different elements of the industry and have different delivery impacts on both the 

workforce and related businesses.  A spread between maintenance, asset improvements, and capital works will ensure there 

is sufficient variety of projects selected that respond to the range of needs in different areas, rather than taking a one-size-

fits-all approach across the country.  This balanced approach will maximise economic and social benefits. 

While we have heard significant commentary on the need for maintenance and capital works, we believe the COVID-19 

response provides a good opportunity to consider asset improvement projects.  Arguably, our demands on existing assets 

may change in the new environment post-virus, and utilising new technology and sustainable solutions for existing assets 

could achieve better outcomes than developing new assets.  We recommend engaging with the Consult Australia 

membership through workshops to explore these options further.   

 
5 Australasian Railway Association and BIS Oxford Economics, Rail skills capability study (November 2018) 

https://www.employment.gov.au/skillshortages
https://ara.net.au/sites/default/files/18-11-26%20BOE%20Report%20Final.pdf
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HOW OUR MEMBERSHIP CAN SUPPORT GOVERNMENTS  

Our members are well placed to advise governments on the way forward and to provide an informed view on 

how a sustainable pipeline of infrastructure and built environment projects can help support the economic re-

start from COVID-19 impacts.  We also believe our member firms can also provide an informed perspective on 

how the economic re-start from COVID-19 can contribute to Australia’s medium to long-term economic recovery 

efforts. 

Consult Australia will shortly commence work with member firms to look at longer-term opportunities coming 

out of the current crisis by developing a blueprint of reform proposals.  This document will outline a potential 

new operating environment and the reforms that our members see as key to achieving this outcome. 

We would welcome the opportunity to engage with you further to discuss our recommendations at a more 

granular level and to workshop other potential solutions.  Never has there been such as a significant catalyst for 

greater collaboration to help steer our broader industry through these challenges, and we look forward to 

working with you to support the COVID-19 economic recovery. 

 


