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t has been said that the only thing we have to 
fear is fear itself. While that clearly isn’t quite 
true, and there are some very real and present 

dangers out there, the potential damage done by 
uncertainty really is significant. 

While the UK lurches towards a new phase of 
Brexit chaos, indicators of economic health are 
pointing to a weakening global economy and 
possible recession (though nobody can predict 
its timing). These are combining to heighten 
nervousness among international investors and 
intensify uncertainty across British businesses, 
with a clear impact on confidence and a reluctance 
to commit to investment decisions. The spread of 
nationalism in policies and populism in politics 
of many countries, alongside the US-China trade 
war, is fuelling moves away from globalisation.

At home, the property and construction 
industries are desperate for clarity and direction, 
and the next few months will determine the 
extent to which they will receive these, as 
clients decide whether, or not, to press ahead 
with development. Each sector of the market 

is fighting its own challenges and looking to 
exploit its respective opportunities (the re-
purposing of retail assets against a backdrop of 
continual retailed bankruptcies being the most 
obvious daily reminder), with a common theme 
of the need for structural changes and more 
dynamic business models. The failure of British 
Steel and the headlines around the struggles 
of large contractors further highlight supply-
side difficulties and the urgency for industry 
transformation and a broader embracing of 
modern methods of construction.

Money is circling London real estate but not 
necessarily landing. Property is in something of a 
“holding pattern” and is likely to remain so until 
Brexit is sorted once and for all. The profound 
uncertainty of the moment is presenting a 
window in which contractors are setting their 
sights on certain projects (the ones most likely to 
happen), with some trades in particular aiming 
to be as competitive as possible. This will either 
be extended or replaced by a “Brexit bounce”, 
depending on what happens politically in the 
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Comment / Iain Parker

On hold
As uncertainty reigns, businesses are more than usually at the mercy of both global and 
domestic political tensions and all we seem to be able to do is wait

What has been your biggest 

career challenge to date?

Changing from construction to 
consultancy – it was a learning 
curve, but I see things from both 
perspectives which I think adds 
value to our projects.
 
If you could change one thing 

about the industry? 

I would promote the industry earlier 
at school. A lot of young adults 
are not aware of the opportunities 
and diversity of sectors within 
construction.
 
Why did you choose construction 

as a career?

I attended an interview with a 
friend at Eastern Electricity and 
had a lightbulb moment which 
illuminated me and sparked an 
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interest which still glows inside 
today … sorry, had to be done!

What have you worked on that 

you’re most proud of?

I have several favourite projects 
of various sector and ranges, 
but it would be the Woodside 
Visitor Centre U-boat exhibition 
in Liverpool. Unearthing a U-boat, 
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remaining months of 2019.
As Brexit (presumably) nears its end game and 

wider trends develop, it feels as if we are entering 
a period of fundamental tensions, which at 
varying times should come to a head, requiring 
some compromises. These tensions include: 
Britain’s exit from the EU versus consensus 
on what this means; globalisation versus 
“slowbalisation”; rising global debt burden versus 
continual search for growth; the urgent need to 
protect our environment versus the cost of doing 
so and softening real estate values versus pressure 
on construction costs.

Some clients have a growing sense of expecting 
a bargain at the point of receiving a tender for 
construction work – evidence would suggest that 
early trades have already applied an element of 
margin compression, and I expect later trades in 
the construction cycle to follow suit. But this will 
be short-lived and is not sustainable. We should 
not believe that the supply chain will buy work at 
nil or negative margins and nor should they. 

With both margins and pipeline constrained, 

there could be a rebound in prices if a Brexit 
resolution brings a return of confidence to 
the London commercial market. This has the 
potential to be a bit like 2013/2014 (albeit not as 
extreme), when an increase in activity enabled 
the supply chain to target strong margin recovery. 
The ingredients now may not be quite the same, 
but it remains a very real potential scenario, and 
one to acknowledge.

As for infrastructure, there is a fear in the 
sector that HS2 is not “nailed on” – could the 
government be tempted to write off expenditure 
to date and divert spending to the NHS to hold 
onto power? Boris’s early announcements require 
him to find money from somewhere …

The infrastructure sector in particular has 
historically been at the mercy of political 
dynamics, and this is set to continue, with  
overall construction output, capacity and 
therefore tender prices subject to political 
movements over the next three to four months. 
We wait with bated breath …
Iain Parker is a partner in Alinea 
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were a forerunner in embracing 
sustainability in its design.

What single piece of advice would 

you give to someone just starting 

out in your profession?

Listen and read, but don’t ever  
be afraid to ask questions or 
challenge ideas.
 
Who do you most admire in the 

construction industry?

Those who have inspired and 
mentored me at various points 
in my career – Alan ‘Charlie’ 
Chambers, Tom Cooksey and  
John McCormick.

which had been cut into four 
pieces and constructed on wooden 
decking on the side of the Mersey, 
was a first and probably last for me.

Most helpful advice you’ve  

been given?

Learn from your mistakes!

What’s your favourite building?

The Scottish Parliament Building 
which I was lucky enough to 
work on. Whilst controversial, 
the building and its flow are 
exceptional, well thought-out, and 

What famous building do you 

wish you’d worked on?

The Blue Mosque [Sultan Ahmed 
Mosque in Istanbul]. The lighting is 
amazing. I would like to work on a 
mosque at some point in my career.

Which famous building do you 

most dislike?

I am not keen on The Shard – I was 
not impressed 
with the use of 
space when I 
saw it.

What’s it like 

being you?

I think it’s brilliant. 
I am very lucky 
to have family, 
friends, home 
and a job I love.

What’s your favourite food?

Moules.

What do you think your best 

quality is?

Patience.
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