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July/August 2021n   I n d u s t r y  u p d a t e s

John Newcomb, Chief Executive Officer at the Builders Merchants Federation, highlights how the industry is 
pushing the sustainability message.

A sustainable revolution
e only have to look 
at the extreme 
weather patterns 

experienced worldwide in the past 
year, with unprecedented heatwaves 
and catastrophic rainfall causing 
devastating fires and flooding across 
the globe, to realise that tackling 
carbon is the single biggest challenge 
we face over the coming decade.  

It is something that the UK 
construction industry has prioritised, 
and I’m delighted that an increasing 
number of BMF member companies 
are achieving Business Champion 
status under the Construction 
Leadership Council’s CO2nstructZero 
zero carbon change programme.  

Each month proposals from potential 
Business Champions are assessed against 
the nine priority action areas highlighted 
in the CO2nstructZero BMF members 
have been prominent in each of the three 
monthly rounds to date.  

In July, Cocun, Hanson UK, JCB, 
Knauf Insulation, Saint Gobain 

and Steel Blue joined the existing 
BMF Business Champions ACO 
Technologies, APP Wholesale, 
Bradfords Building Supplies, Ibstock, 
Peak, Travis Perkins Plc and Wavin.

Each one has demonstrated the work 
they are undertaking to tackle carbon 
within their operations and committed 
to sharing their experience with others 
in the industry to help everyone gain 
knowledge and learn from their peers.

This is something that businesses of 
every size must act upon. The BMF is not 
only supporting members on their path to 
net zero, we are also taking proactive steps 
to reduce our own impact. The BMF is 
not a large organisation by any means, but 
we have signed up to the SME Climate 
Commitment to halve the greenhouse 
gasses we produce by 2030 and achieve 
net zero emissions by 2040. 

As a first step we are reviewing the day 
to day sustainability of our operations, for 
example lighting, climate control, printers 
and toner waste, use of plastics and 
travel/car use and have already identified 

simple and relatively low cost ways to 
reduce our carbon output and create a 
healthier working environment. We are 
also speaking to our suppliers and utilities 
companies to confirm their commitment 
to zero carbon. 

Assessing our carbon impact 
now, at the outset of our journey, will 
enable us to accurately measure our 
progress, which is exactly how the 
CLC CO2nstructZero programme’s 
measurement framework will help the 
whole industry achieve a common goal.

Earlier this year we introduced a 
new Sustainability Forum, chaired by 
Giles Bradford of Bradfords Building 
Supplies. The Forum, which next 
meets on 27 November, brings together 
merchants and supplier members for 
regular briefings, discussions and to 
share progress and best practice. 

Sustainability is a primary theme 
in the four major BMF events this 
Autumn. Andrew Gri!th MP, the UK’s 
Net Zero Business Champion is one of 
the main speakers at our Members’ Day 

Conference on 23 September, while the 
BMF Young Merchant Conference on 
6 October includes a presentation by 
Angus MacDonald, the founder of Galion 
Homes which is doing some incredible 
work on sustainable construction.  

The BMF Parliamentary Reception on 
19 October will showcase sustainability 
in the manufacture and distribution 
of building materials and home 
improvement products, to show MPs how 
our members use materials’ science and 
process technology to develop low-carbon 
solutions, increase resource e!ciency, and 
improve product performance.

Last but not least, there will be a 
dedicated Sustainability Forum, sponsored 
by Ibstock, at the BMF All Industry 
Conference from 4-7 November and, for 
the first time ever, this Conference will 
include an exhibition of over 60 suppliers 
with a central hub featuring the BMF’s 
CO2nstructZero Business champions.

This is the beginning of a long 
journey, but it is one that, collectively, 
we cannot a"ord to ignore.  n
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David Hopkins, CEO of the Timber Trade Federation, says working together is key to keeping Britain building.

Let the good times roll?
ecent Government 
figures showed that 
housing completions 

from January to March this year were 
at their highest for 20 years. Housing 
starts are also buoyant, and there’s a 
continuing strong forward development 
pipeline, running ahead of where the 
industry stood back in 2019.  

There’s also a shift towards building 
slightly larger houses, able to encompass 
people working part-time from home, 
as opposed to building flats. It would be 
easy to think that, as the jazz song lyrics 
say, all of us along the construction 
supply chain should: ‘Get together and 
let the good times roll’.  

While householders are, as 
the song puts it, having a ball and 
spending some cash, and spending 
it on upgrading their homes, the 
brakes are being applied via multiple 
construction materials shortages, from 

cement and steel to timber and roof 
tiles. For best business benefit, how 
can merchants and their suppliers 
manage this balancing act without 
tipping the scales in the wrong 
direction and putting householders o" 
their cherished plans?  

Communicating is key to managing 
problems, in a crisis. The Construction 
Leadership Council has been at the 
forefront of messaging the wider public 
so that they understand this is not 
just a problem for our sector but for 
many others as well. We are also still 
feeling the combined knock-on e"ects 
of the pandemic and Brexit through 
a legacy varying from exceptionally 
high shipping container costs to the 
shortages of HGV drivers many of 
whom have returned to live in Europe.  

Construction, too, is feeling the 
labour shortage. Respected industry 
analyst Glenigan recently signposting 

in an online webinar that over 200,000 
European construction workers have 
not returned to the UK, causing 
shortages in some of the key skills 
required to maintain the stimulus 
which the construction sector provides 
to the British economy. 

While it is positive that house 
building is continuing apace, 
moderation in ordering from 
suppliers is being encouraged across 
the construction products sector to 
ensure the most equitable possible 
distribution of available materials.  

The situation may come to a head 
this autumn, if summer maintenance 
shutdowns at sawmills shrink still 
further the available wood raw 
materials to process into products 
from roof trusses and I-joists to 
skirting and flooring.  

As a nation we’ve always been 
inventive and it’s at times like these 

where independent businesses are 
often at their best. TTF members with 
their own sawmilling and processing 
facilities here in Britain have been able 
to o"er alternatives to their merchant 
customers, re-sawing more readily 
available materials into those in most 
demand.  

Using their knowledge of global 
hardwoods and home-grown British 
timbers, many have been able to 
help building projects to go ahead by 
sourcing alternative timber species, 
technically suitable for doing the job.  

Playing to each other’s strengths – 
the merchant’s relationship with local 
customers and the timber supplier’s 
expertise in timber alternatives – is 
certainly one way of continuing to ‘Let 
the good times roll’.  It also strengthens 
the bond of trust between our sectors 
as we all strive together to keep Britain 
building. n
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