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A recent article in Logistics Focus1  (Construction Industry Logistics are  

immature!) on the subject of construction logistics carried a Chartered 

Institute of Logistics and  Transport Health Warning; the  article argued 

that the  construction industry accepts mediocrity in logistics because 

it does not   understand how  logistics add  value. The  purpose of this  

paper is not  to argue the point  - we  are  largely  in agreement - but  to 

show how  environmental pressures may help  place logistics centre 

stage in the  construction industry. 

Each year the construction industry generates 120 million tonnes of waste, 
25 million tonnes (2008 figures) of which it sends to landfill.  This is three 
times as much as all the domestic waste generated in the country and it is 
therefore not surprising that the construction industry is the subject of much 
interest by WRAP.  WRAP (the Waste & Resources Action Programme) is 
sponsored by DEFRA and has three main targets: reducing waste to landfill, 
reducing carbonemissions and creating positive economic impact from 
better use of resources, improved recycling etc. WRAP is also the sponsor 
behind the “Halving Waste to Landfill” initiative, which is now well known in 
the industry. In fact most leading companies in the UK construction industry 

have signed up to the 
commitment to halve the 
amount waste sent to 
landfill by 2012, 
compared with the 2008 
baseline. 

 

There are many strategies companies may use to pursue these targets. 

For instance, the design of buildings impacts on how much waste is 

generated in their construction, choice of materials is critical, and re-use 

and re-cycling strategies are obviously central to any waste reduction 

programme. Efficient logistics, however, has also been identified as 

having a substantial effect on minimising waste and reducing carbon 

emissions, and furthermore it is an area where achieving those 

environmental objectives often goes hand-in-hand with cost reductions 

and improved profitability. 

WRAP’s Material Logistics Planning project 

In early 2008 WRAP launched the Material Logistics Plan (MLP). This was 

developed by a group of leading contractors and consultants and 

consisted of a template, a checklist and a guidance document. Later 

that year, THE LOGISTICS BUSINESS, was appointed by WRAP to run an 

advocacy programme aimed at increasing the adoption of logistics 

planning in construction projects in order  to reduce waste, carbon 

emissions and  costs. 
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The main part of this project was to find a number of “pipeline” projects. These are 

projects where the management undertakes to implement logistics planning as 

part of the waste minimisation strategy. From the pipeline projects we then 

selected five for closer monitoring, and these will be the subject of case study 

reports published by WRAP.  The five exemplars demonstrated how logistics 

planning can be approached in different types and sizes of projects and what it can 

offer in terms of waste, carbon and cost reduction. 

 The term “construction project” covers a huge area and our exemplars illustrated 

this; the smallest project was a £400k conversion of a listed barn into student 

accommodation, while the largest was a £1 billion+ PFI hospital project. In between 

these two extremes we monitored a school project, a semi-rural housing project 

and an inner city development consisting of offices, apartments and retail space. All 

showed the benefits of logistics planning. 

Waste and environmental impact – what is the link to logistics? 

If you ask construction companies “What is the cost of waste?” you get many 

different answers. The cost of skip hire, transport and landfill tax – these are 

relatively low numbers but rising all the time. If however you  include the  cost of 

the  labour used for filling the  skip  and handling the  waste on site  the  cost 

increases, and  finally if you  include the  value  of the  product 

going  into  the  skip  then the  cost can  be  very  high  depending on what you  are  

building. A major reason that waste in construction is high is that there is too much 

material on site for too long. 

The negative impact of too much material manifests itself in many ways: bad 

storage locations with  material subject to the  impact of the  weather, material 

being  in the  way  and  therefore reducing productivity and  increasing H&S risks, 

material having to be moved several times as  the  project progresses leading to 

damage and  loss  and loss  of material from  site  – known euphemistically as  

“shrinkage”. 

The industry thus expects losses, and to  avoid  shortage and delays, over  ordering 

is normal;  a substantial extra cost burden. 
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Added to these difficulties, consider the fact that there are normally many 

contractors working in parallel on the site, each responsible for its own deliveries 

and with no co-ordination between them. It is not uncommon to have bad traffic 

situations at site entrances and bottlenecks at loading points, cranes and lifts.  

Many half-full vehicles arrive   - loads are not consolidated, and transport costs and 

carbon emissions are excessive. On the  site, staff who  are  specialists in a trade 

spend too  large  a part of their time  looking  for and  handling materials, thereby 

reducing their  productivity and  contributing to  the  risk of programme overruns. 

These are clearly logistics issues, yet logistics specialists are few and far between in 

the construction industry. A common answer to why  there is no logistics function 

in most construction companies is that in construction, logistics is simply  too  

complicated and  no two projects are  the  same.  Isn’t this the very reasons why a 

logistics function is necessary? 

Logistics  strategies 

There are a range of strategies that can be used to improve the logistics of a 

construction project. A brief introduction to these is given in the following 

paragraphs: 

Just in time.  While the general meaning of the concept needs no explanation, in 

the context of construction and waste reduction, the main purpose is to tackle that 

core problem of too much material on site.  

Staged deliveries and only a couple of days’ worth of materials at the workplace 

make for a cleaner and more efficient workplace and lower the wastage rates. This 

strategy may of course have the adverse effect of increasing transport and 

handling, which is why it is most successfully employed in combination with 

logistics centres, often called Construction Consolidation Centres (CCC). 

Construction Consolidation Centres. This is simply a small warehousing and 

consolidation operation that can serve one or several sites. Deliveries from  

suppliers are  received and  held  at the  CCC,  typically no more  than one  or two 

weeks’ usage – ideal  volumes to make efficient use  of the  inbound transport. 

Contractors at the  site  request materials for the  next one  or two days and  the  

centre picks  materials, makes up consolidated loads and  delivers them to  site. 
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Transport from the centre can serve one site or make a “milk round” to several 

sites. Return journeys can be used for waste bin removals. The CCC allows the 

implementation of JIT while at the same time drastically reducing the transport 

volumes and carbon emissions.  

It is particularly powerful in big city 

areas and, in London, projects have 

achieved 70% reductions in 

emissions from site traffic. Typically, 

a CCC operates in combination with 

on-site logistics specialists. 

On-site logistics specialists 

These comprise a separate team on 

site responsible for all materials 

handling traffic management, off-

loading, temporary storage and bringing materials to the work areas. Handling 

specialists with the right training and the right equipment minimise damage and 

loss. The trades don’t waste time looking for and handling materials and this in turn 

leads to productivity gains. When a specialist contractor is appointed for this work 

it is often combined with responsibility for   security, H&S, cleaning and other site 

services. 

Off Site Manufacturing (OSM) 

We can split hairs as to whether this is a manufacturing or logistics strategy! 

However, from a waste reduction perspective, this is an extremely effective 

strategy. For many material categories waste can be almost eliminated and waste 

rates reduced from 10 – 20% down to around or below 

1%.  OSM comes in many shapes and forms; we tend to associate it with complete 

bathroom pods or wall sections complete with windows, insulation wiring etc. but 

there are some very interesting examples of OSM in unexpected areas; in M&E 

installations for example. Hospitals for instance have many services and the 

installation of these in the ceiling of a hospital corridor is a very labour intensive 

task that also generates a lot of waste. By pre-  fitting  in-frame sections two to 

three metres long  for all services – pipe  work, water, waste, 

power, signal  wiring  etc. - and  then simply  lifting them into  place and  

connecting them up with  their  neighbour, enormous efficiency gains are  made 

and  waste on site  virtually eliminated. 
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Delivery management systems and other IT support 

Compared to many industries the construction sector is not generally in the 

forefront when it comes to the use of IT. A delivery management system, such as 

Zone Manager supplied by THE LOGISTICS BUSINESS, is a web-enabled scheduling, 

booking and logging system for all transport activities inbound and outbound from 

the site. It can also be used to book resources such as cranes, lifts and forklifts on 

the site. Today, systems like these act as collaborative planning tools and provide 

access to delivery information to all contractors in any location. Zone Manager 

effectively provides a demand smoothing function, helping to ease traffic flow and 

avoiding peaks in the demand for critical resources. 

Some of the  exemplar projects in 

our study demonstrated how  

powerful a combination of these 

strategies can  be,  with  high  

productivity, very  little waste 

generated and  reduced traffic flows 

and  carbon emissions. It will surprise 

no one that those examples are from 

large projects (£100M+), in cities. In 

smaller, regional projects it may be 

more challenging to find an 

environmentally friendly and cost-saving strategy. For example, who will finance a 

CCC?  And without large repeat volumes it can be difficult to source economically 

feasible off-site manufactured units. This is where a close focus on logistics can still 

make a big difference, and where a logistics plan can prove useful. 

Many  project managers tell stories about projects that were really  difficult  -  

projects where site  conditions were extremely constrained and  where they had  to 

impose harsh discipline on their  contractors in terms of supply time  windows and  

stock holding. When asked how the project went, you normally get the answer: 

“Extremely well.” By contrast, in projects where there is a lot of space and  no time  

pressure, the  space gets filled up – later  the  skips  get  filled up – and  the  

projects run late. And therein lies the answer:  tight discipline makes projects run 

better! A couple of our exemplars demonstrate this  - projects which were already 

underway when they joined  the  WRAP study, so  they couldn’t adopt any  radical  

new strategies. But they took a number of steps: 

• they put  logistics on the  agenda at all subcontractor meetings. 

• they required subcontractors to  identify logistics, handling and  storage needs 

and  to state what they will do to minimise waste. 
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• they provided segregated but  limited  on-site storage space for contractors 

managed by the  main  contractor. 

• they limited  the  amount of materials contractors were allowed to  bring  into  

the  work area  at any  one  time. 

• and they imposed delivery slots with  strictly controlled access. 

This  kind  of  focused management works —  as  proved by  one   of  our  exemplar 

projects where a £20M school project, ran  at a landfill waste rate  of <1%! 

Obstacles 

When presented with the facts most people in the industry agree that the 

strategies discussed above make projects run well – yet at the same time they 

agree that few projects adopt these strategies. They only do so when there are 

external pressures such as planning constraints or site conditions that force the 

project manager’s hand. Why is this? 

For maximum efficiency projects need to be approached from a construction, 

engineering and logistics point of view, yet the overriding criteria is financial. 

Projects are broken down into fixed price subcontracts, often including materials. 

Subcontracts are placed as late as possible, to conserve the cash flow and maintain 

the competitive pressure on contractors.  

Often work starts before design is finalised – again this means financial 

commitments can be delayed as far as possible. This may  give  cost certainty 

regarding the  upper limit and  a distribution of risk from  the  main  contractor’s 

point  of view  – but it prevents collaborative processes and  does not  produce 

either the  lowest cost or the  shortest programme. The inability to freeze a design 

prevents the use of OSM and no co-ordination between subcontractors means no 

rationalisation in the inbound supply chain. 

Conclusions 

The  construction industry is a major  sector of the  UK economy which is effectively 

untouched by the  hand of good  logistics practice, and  for a sector where margins 

are  low  and  the  history of delivery to programme is poor, there is a golden 

opportunity to  improve performance and for individual  companies to gain  

significant competitive advantage. 

 The evidence gained from our exemplar projects has helped to demonstrate just 

how powerful good logistics can be in improving construction activity for a wide 

range of project types and sizes. Yes, good logistics helps to reduce waste to landfill 

but, most importantly, it helps reduce costs and improve profitability. It is not just 

good from an environmental point of view, it also makes commercial sense. 

 


