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The development of a new construction training centre in Swansea (SA1) represents a significant investment and a complex project, particularly due to its scale and reliance on external funding. Projects of this nature require careful planning from the outset, and one of the most important early decisions is the selection of an appropriate procurement strategy. A well-considered procurement route will help ensure that the project is delivered within budget, completed within a reasonable timeframe, and achieves the required standards in terms of functionality and quality. It also plays a central role in determining how risk is allocated between the client and other project stakeholders.
In the UK construction industry, three main procurement routes are widely used: traditional procurement, design and build, and management-based approaches such as management contracting and construction management. Each route offers a different balance of control, risk, cost certainty, and programme duration. The suitability of each option depends largely on the client’s objectives, their level of experience, and the specific requirements of the project.
The traditional procurement route is one of the oldest and most widely recognised methods. It involves a clear separation between the design and construction phases. Under this approach, the client appoints a team of professional consultants, typically including an architect, structural engineer, and quantity surveyor, to fully develop the design before any construction work begins. Once the design is complete, contractors are invited to tender based on a detailed set of drawings and specifications, and the contract is usually awarded to the lowest compliant bidder.
[bookmark: _Int_UewG1VGB]One of the main advantages of traditional procurement is the high level of design control it offers the client. Because the design is completed before construction begins, the client has greater influence over the final outcome. This is particularly important for a construction training centre, where specific requirements such as workshop layouts, specialist equipment, and compliance with educational or industry standards must be carefully considered. In addition, the competitive tendering process can lead to greater price transparency, as all contractors are pricing the same information, making it easier to compare bids.
However, the traditional route also has several disadvantages. Perhaps the most significant is the longer overall programme. Since construction cannot begin until the design is fully completed, this sequential process can result in delays, particularly if design changes are required. This may not be ideal for a project that depends on external funding, where there may be strict deadlines for completion. Another limitation is the lack of contractor involvement during the design stage. Without input from those who will actually build the project, there is a risk that the design may not be as efficient or cost-effective as it could be. This can lead to issues during construction, including variations and increased costs.
Furthermore, the separation of responsibilities between the design team and the contractor can sometimes result in disputes. If there are errors or omissions in the design, contractors may seek additional payment, which can create tension and uncertainty. For a client whose primary objective is cost control, this level of risk may be a concern.
The design-and-build procurement route offers a more integrated alternative. In this approach, a single contractor is responsible for both the design and construction of the project. The client provides a set of employer’s requirements, which outline the key objectives and performance criteria, and the contractor takes responsibility for delivering the completed facility.
A major advantage of design and build is the single point of responsibility. This can significantly reduce the likelihood of disputes, as there is no separation between designer and contractor. It also simplifies communication, which can be particularly beneficial for clients who may not have extensive experience managing complex construction projects. By dealing with one main contractor, the client can reduce the administrative burden associated with coordinating multiple parties.
Another important benefit is the potential for early cost certainty. Because the contractor is responsible for both design and construction, it is often possible to agree on a fixed price at an earlier stage than with traditional procurement. This is especially valuable for projects that rely on external funding, where staying within budget is essential. Cost overruns could jeopardise the entire project, so having a clearer understanding of costs from the outset is a significant advantage.
In addition, the design-and-build route allows for overlap between the design and construction phases. This can shorten the overall programme and enable earlier completion of the training centre. For example, site preparation and early construction work can begin while later stages of the design are still being finalised. This time-saving aspect can be crucial if there are deadlines linked to funding or operational requirements.
Despite these advantages, design and build is not without its drawbacks. One of the main concerns is the potential loss of design control. Since the contractor is responsible for developing the design, there is a risk that decisions may be driven more by cost considerations than by quality or long-term performance. This could result in a facility that meets minimum requirements but does not fully achieve the client’s vision.
However, this risk can be managed through careful preparation of the employer’s requirements. By clearly specifying expectations in terms of performance, materials, and finishes, the client can retain a degree of control over the final outcome. It is also advisable to appoint experienced professional advisors, such as a project manager or employer’s agent, to monitor progress and ensure that the contractor meets these requirements. In addition, adopting a two-stage design-and-build process can further improve outcomes by allowing time for collaboration and refinement of the design before the final contract price is agreed.
Management-based procurement routes, including management contracting and construction management, offer a different approach to project delivery. In these methods, the client appoints a manager to oversee the project, while the actual construction work is carried out by a series of trade contractors. This allows for greater flexibility, as construction can begin before the design is fully complete, and changes can be made more easily as the project progresses.
However, management-based routes come with significant disadvantages. One of the main issues is the lack of cost certainty. Because trade packages are procured individually throughout the project, the final cost is not known until all packages have been agreed. This creates a higher level of financial risk, which may not be acceptable for a project with a fixed budget. Additionally, these routes require a high level of involvement from the client, who must take on more responsibility for managing the process. This can be challenging for clients with limited experience in construction projects of this scale.
When considering all three procurement routes, it becomes clear that each has its place, but not all are equally suitable for this particular project. Given the client’s primary objective of delivering the training centre within budget, the design-and-build route stands out as the most appropriate choice. Its ability to provide early cost certainty, combined with the transfer of risk to the contractor, makes it well suited to projects with external funding constraints.
In addition, the relatively straightforward structure of design and build makes it easier to manage, reducing the burden on the client. The potential for a shorter programme is another key advantage, particularly if there are time pressures associated with funding or the need to begin training operations.
To ensure the success of this approach, it is important to implement effective risk management strategies. Developing detailed employer’s requirements is essential, as this document defines what the contractor is expected to deliver. These requirements should not only focus on functional aspects but also set clear quality standards. For example, they may include specifications for durability, sustainability, and future adaptability of the training centre.
In terms of tendering, a two-stage selective tendering process is widely regarded as the most suitable approach for projects of this nature. In the first stage, a small number of pre-qualified contractors are invited to submit proposals based on outline information. This allows the client to assess their experience, technical capability, and approach to the project, as well as obtain initial pricing information.
By limiting the number of contractors involved, the client can focus on quality rather than simply selecting the lowest price. This is particularly important for a project like a training centre, where specialist knowledge and experience are likely to be required.
In the second stage, the preferred contractor is selected and works collaboratively with the client to develop the design and refine the cost plan. This stage often involves an open-book approach, which provides greater transparency and allows the client to understand how costs are being calculated. Once the design has been developed to a sufficient level, a final contract price is agreed.
This approach offers several advantages. It improves cost certainty, as the price is based on a more developed design. It also reduces the risk of disputes, as potential issues can be identified and resolved before construction begins. In addition, early contractor involvement can lead to better design solutions and more efficient construction methods.
In contrast, single-stage competitive tendering may be quicker but is generally less suitable for complex projects. Contractors may include higher risk allowances in their bids due to uncertainty, which can lead to higher overall costs. There is also less opportunity for collaboration, which can result in missed opportunities for improving the design or reducing costs.
In conclusion, the successful delivery of the proposed construction training centre in Swansea will depend heavily on the selection of an appropriate procurement and tendering strategy. While traditional and management-based routes each offer certain advantages, they also present limitations that make them less suitable for this particular project. The design-and-build procurement route provides the best balance of cost certainty, risk management, and programme efficiency, aligning closely with the client’s objectives.
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