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Assessment 1: Business Sustainability Leadership Challenge
The net-zero challenge for civil engineering contractors
Youtube Link: https://youtu.be/CXVYVW0KFWY 
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Transcript:
The need to mitigate climate change is not new and the impacts are already being felt. The Earth is warming with 2019 being the second warmest year on record and the end of the warmest decade ever recorded. Rainfall patterns are changing and sea levels are rising – resulting in the increased severity and frequency of heatwaves, floods, droughts and fires.
Last year, the record-breaking temperatures and months of severe drought which fuelled a series of massive bushfires across Australia are a recent and clear reminder that climate change presents a major threat to the world’s people, environment, economies and health.
Over the next 30 years, the civil engineering industry must overcome a challenge that the United Nations Secretary-General António Guterres described as the defining issue of our time. It is a challenge that will require business leadership, cross-sector collaboration and fundamental changes to the way we plan, design, construct and maintain our future infrastructure.
Achieving the United Nations Sustainability Goal 13: Climate Action and the UK Government's legal net-zero target by 2050 will require an unprecedented transformation of our infrastructure. Transport and energy alone account for around 60% of the UK’s CO2 emissions. However, earlier this year a Public Accounts Committee published a highly critical report on the UK government's plans to achieve net zero warning that, almost two years on from the 2050 target becoming law, there is no plan for achieving it.
If the net-zero challenge as a stand-alone was not complex, inter-connected and tough enough to tackle, the challenge is compounded by the Volatile, Uncertain, Complex and Ambiguous conditions in which we operate. Ever-growing populations are demanding more houses, more infrastructure, more hospitals and schools. And in these VUCA times, civil engineers are being challenged to deliver innovative, net-zero solutions that will stand the test of time – delivering the infrastructure that will support emerging technology, such as the deployment of electric and autonomous vehicles, is just one example pointed out by the Institution of Civil Engineers President Paul Sheffield.
As well as recognising that UK infrastructure is a major contributor to the UK’s greenhouse gas emissions, the State of the Nation Report also points out that the UK was already failing to meet the less ambitious target of reducing greenhouse gas emissions by 80% based on 1990 levels. And, highlights the urgency to act - stating that the infrastructure currently under development will take decades to deliver and will be operational well beyond 2050. The infrastructure we plan and deliver today needs to be consistent with the net-zero target. However, the UK lacks a comprehensive plan for climate change adaption and mitigation. To achieve net-zero by 2050 we need to foster leadership and collaboration across the infrastructure ecosystem.
Whilst the State of the Nation Report recommends a series of high-level policy solutions to overcome the challenges of achieving net-zero emissions, leaders of civil engineering contractors face their own variations of Leadership Challenge specific to their businesses:


These could be:
External Challenges - coming from people and situations. In this context, this could include social, economic, and political forces – such as demands from clients – how will you deliver low carbon solutions both during delivery and over the whole life of the asset. Or public criticism from local stakeholders or environmental activists – like the Extinction Rebellion protests seen outside London Concrete in 2019.
Internal Challenges - stemming from within the leader himself. This could include fear, lack of confidence, insecurity, impatience, and intolerance. All very relevant to the challenge posed by net-zero and, as pointed out by Dawna Jones in her Management Issues article - comfortable being uncomfortable. Stretching into new territory does not trigger fear or insecurity; there is confidence and trust that innovation will emerge out of a leap of faith.
Challenges arising from leadership itself - leadership brings challenges such as motivating people - and keeping them from stagnating when they're doing well. This is highly relevant when working towards a distant target such as 2050 – the team may be in the mindset of why start now. The leader must focus efforts, motivate individuals and provide continuous feedback on the business benefits of steps taken. In the short-term, leaders must also be aware that things will not change overnight and impatience will have negative consequences.
Recently, ambitious business leaders from contractors have begun to realise that taking climate action is the best way to build healthier communities, businesses and economies.
As an example, Tim Clark of the New Civil Engineer highlights Costain’s commitment to present all clients with alternative low carbon options for all projects. The climate change action plan commits to helping eliminate clients’ and supply chain’s emissions via a whole life cycle approach to projects.
The Costain plan to deliver net zero carbon emissions includes developing hydrogen-based energy solutions, and embedding PAS2080carbon management principles through the value chain from clients to supply chains.
Costain also hopes that by 2027, 75% of the vehicle fleet will be ultra-low emission, and by 2030 Costain aims to halve emissions from plant and machinery.
Progress in developing low-carbon construction plant has been slow, although last year JCB announced their first hydrogen powered excavator was undergoing trials as they continue to prioritise zero and low carbon technologies. This could be a significant advancement as and, if like the electric vehicle, could become the norm very quickly.
Climate action and the net-zero target presents a significant challenge to business sustainability leaders for civil engineering contractors. What makes things harder is that the challenges of leadership are most obvious when something new is about to start. And to reach net zero by 2050 will require lots of new ways of working and delivering critical infrastructure. Perhaps the flip side of the story is that, as contractors, we only build what clients ask. But I feel civil engineering contractors will be required to play a crucial role in educating clients, designers, supply chain partners to change the way people travel and are connected to one another and the vital services we all need.



The kind of higher leadership agility truly required to function comfortably in VUCA conditions is not generated from small moves. It comes when an individual or a company has the courage to think deeply about what it stands for. It is about who you are, not what you do that defines you.



