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Construction Culture Submission

The Civil Contractors Federation (CCF) welcomes the opportunity to provide feedback on the
Draft Culture Standard. We recognise and commend the efforts to improve the culture on
worksites and agree that enhancing workplace culture is a commendable and necessary goal.
Creating a safer, more inclusive, and supportive environment within the construction industry
benefits all workers and strengthens the sector as a whole.

However, our concerns relate to the lack of available data, information and consultation
provided to smaller contractors. While the intent of the Culture Standard is well-meaning, the
narrow focus of the trials and the absence of meaningful engagement with peak construction
industry groups representing SMEs and mid-sized contractors means that the practical
implications of the proposed measures have not been fully considered. We have significant
concerns regarding the consultation process, the scope of trials, and the disproportionate impact
of the proposed compliance measures on smaller contractors.

Broader Consultation and Industry Representation

The consultation and trial processes for the Culture Standard have been overwhelmingly focused
on a small group of major contractors with predominantly professional workforces. As a result,
there is no meaningful data on how the proposed requirements will impact smaller and mid-
sized contractors, which constitute the majority of the civil construction workforce. The CCF
represents a broad spectrum of contractors, including companies at all tiers and many small and
medium enterprises (SMEs) that will be disproportionately affected by the additional compliance
burdens outlined in the Culture Standard.

Furthermore, CCF and other construction industry groups were not invited to participate in the
Implementation Working Group (IWG), which appears to be comprised mainly of major
contractors and a few representatives from some transport agencies.

This decision to exclude industry groups representing the bulk of the construction sector that the
perspectives of a significant portion of the industry, including SMEs and subcontractors, have not
been considered in the development and implementation of the Standard. Without broad
industry representation, the effectiveness and fairness of the Culture Standard remain
guestionable until further consultation can be conducted.

Government Investment and Resourcing

The Culture Standard is proposed to be applied through procurement guidelines, that will
require additional Government investment in implementation.
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We note that guidance material provided is intended to streamline compliance, however these
guides total over 200 pages of additional material that contractors will be required to be familiar
with. This adds a significant burden, particularly for smaller businesses that may not have
dedicated compliance teams.

While some major contractors may not require Government assistance and resourcing, smaller
contractors may lack the existing expertise to manage the increased reporting as a result of the
code.

The successful rollout of the code will require targeted investment from both Commonwealth
and State governments to ensure smaller contractors are not disproportionately burdened. The
cost of additional resources, as well as grants or financial support to assist SMEs in meeting
compliance obligations, must be carefully considered and incorporated into any implementation
plan.

The Commonwealth and State/ Territory Government must identity what budget impact this
may have during the next stage of consultation.

While resources like mental health support workers may be available in some regions, ensuring
consistent access across all civil construction projects will require significant government
support. The successful implementation of these requirements hinges on the ability of
contractors—particularly SMEs—to train, hire, and retain appropriately qualified personnel.

The Civil Contractors Federation believes this challenge could be addressed through additional
resourcing and investment via Safe Work Australia, which could provide both the technical
expertise needed to support compliance and the funding necessary to expand the workforce.

This would ensure that contractors have access to the trained personnel and expertise required
to meet any new obligations during procurement and delivery.

Without this targeted support, the additional requirements risk being unworkable for some
contractors, undermining the broader objectives of improving workplace mental health and
safety across the industry.

Specific examples of areas that will requires additional resourcing through State and Territory
workplace regulators include:

¢ Ensuring Mental Health First Aiders are available to workers on the project at all times,
requiring ongoing training, reporting, and monitoring.

¢ Assessing the effectiveness of mental health programs, including tracking participation
numbers and gathering participant feedback every six months.

¢ Developing a project schedule that prioritises workforce wellbeing, including
considerations for fatigue, recovery, mental health, and physical health, with mandatory
reporting to clients during the tender stage.

e Submitting a project schedule that adheres to a Monday-to-Friday operational model,
with sites shut on weekends, and reporting compliance throughout the project delivery.
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e Developing and submitting a flexibility plan detailing how flexible work arrangements will
be provided for both office and site-based roles.

¢ Undertaking self-assessments against a ‘culture continuum,’ reporting rankings to clients
at the tender stage, and developing plans to improve rankings over the course of the
project, with ongoing reporting.

e Providing continuous reporting on compliance with cultural targets throughout the
project lifecycle, including at project handover.

e Complying with gender pay gap reporting at both corporate and project levels, adding an
extra administrative layer beyond existing Workplace Gender Equality requirements.

e Meeting additional inclusivity measures that focus primarily on head contractors, which
do not necessarily extend to subcontractors and the broader workforce that is integral to
civil construction projects.

In addition to the increased costs these measures impose on smaller contractors, many of these
obligations must be incorporated at the pre-tender stage, adding further compliance time and
financial strain.

In order for contractors not to be disadvantaged investment will be required to either expand
their internal capacity by hiring additional HR personnel to manage compliance or engage
external consultants, both of which come at a significant cost. Without dedicated government
funding to offset these expenses, many SMEs will struggle to compete for projects therefore
limiting total market capacity.

Examples may includes grants or financial assistance to support smaller firms in meeting
compliance obligations while maintaining their competitiveness in the industry.

The proposed requirements may be particularly impractical in these contexts, yet there is little to
no data reflecting their potential impact.

In regional and remote areas, workforce challenges are often heightened by factors such as:

¢ The reliance on workers, whose work arrangements do not align with rigid Monday-to-
Friday scheduling.

e The availability of support services, such as mental health first aiders, being significantly
lower than in metropolitan centres.

e The nature of regional projects often requiring flexible working hours to accommodate
weather, access, and community needs.

¢ The difficulty in retaining skilled labour in regional areas, which is exacerbated by
inflexible scheduling requirements that do not account for project realities.

The lack of regional trial data raises concerns that the Culture Standard, as currently drafted,
does not adequately address the realities of delivering infrastructure outside major cities.
Without robust data from diverse geographical locations, any attempt to impose these standards
industry-wide risks overlooking practical limitations that SMEs and regional contractors face
daily.
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Need for a More Inclusive and Scalable Approach

CCF acknowledges the importance of fostering a positive workplace culture, but this must be
approached in a way that is practical and inclusive of all industry participants. Culture change
should not be driven by procurement-based competition but through industry-wide
collaboration.

While the code outlines numerous actions that contractors must undertake to improve
workplace culture, there remains significant scope to expand it with guidance on how
governments can support industry in meeting these expectations. Currently, the onus is placed
almost entirely on contractors to develop and implement cultural improvements, despite varying
levels of internal capability and resources across the sector. The Civil Contractors Federation
(CCF) believes that real and lasting improvements to workplace culture will only be achieved
through a genuine partnership between government and industry. This requires a shift from a
purely compliance-based approach to one that recognises the role of government as both a
regulator and a key source of investment in workforce development and cultural change.

To achieve this, the code must better define the role of government in supporting industry, not
only through enforcement but also by providing resources, funding, and training programs to
assist businesses—particularly SMEs—in fostering a positive workplace culture. This could
include government-led initiatives such as industry-wide training programs, best practice
toolkits, and financial assistance for contractors to implement cultural improvements.

Additionally, Safe Work Australia and other regulatory bodies should be tasked with delivering
technical expertise and facilitating training programs that align with the code’s requirements.
Without clear commitments from government to invest in industry capacity, these new
obligations risk being unworkable for smaller firms, leading to an uneven playing field and
limiting the effectiveness of the code’s objectives.

A collaborative approach, where industry and government share responsibility for cultural
improvement, will deliver far better outcomes than a one-size-fits-all regulatory model that fails
to recognise the practical challenges faced by contractors of different sizes.

Instead of mandating additional layers of tender requirements, government agencies should
work with the entire industry—including smaller contractors—to develop a practical and scalable
approach to cultural reform.

% of construction insclvencies in 2022-23

20-199

Business size
(full-time equivalents)

=200

Unknown

Source: Infrastructure Australian 2024 Market Capacity Survey
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As outlined in the 2024 Infrastructure Australia Market Capacity Report, 88% of construction
insolvencies in 2022-23 occurred in businesses with fewer than 199 employees. This statistic
highlights the financial vulnerability of smaller contractors, who are already contending with
escalating costs and increasing regulatory burdens. Policies such as the Culture Standard that
are structured to potentially disadvantage SMEs may undermine competition and sector
diversity.

CCF strongly recommends that:

e Future consultation includes genuine engagement with SMEs and broader industry
stakeholders.

o Any further trials be expanded to include smaller contractors and regional projects.

e Processes be streamlined to reduce unnecessary duplication and administrative burdens.

¢ Alternative models be explored that will not unfairly disadvantage smaller contractors in
the tendering process.

¢ Industry-wide, scalable cultural reforms be developed that do not depend on competitive
tendering as the primary mechanism for cultural change.

e Any implementation approach be piloted with SMEs and regional contractors before
industry-wide adoption, ensuring that policies reflect real-world feasibility rather than
theoretical models designed for larger contractors.

e Government and industry bodies support cultural improvements through education,
training, and collaborative initiatives rather than punitive compliance mechanisms.

CCF remains committed to working collaboratively with industry and government to improve
culture across the civil construction sector, but these changes must be designed with the sector,
for the sector, to benefit all contractors and their workforces. To see examples of sector-wide
collaboration, we only have to look at current initiatives in Queensland (the Culture Charter and
Collaborative Project) and Western Australia (the Industry Sustainability Strategic Approach).

We welcome further discussions on how the Culture Standard can be refined to achieve
meaningful cultural reform without creating unintended consequences for SME, however we
believe the standard is not yet implementable across the industry.

A balanced, practical approach that ensures industry-wide engagement, considers the realities of
SMEs and regional contractors, and promotes genuine collaboration—rather than competitive
compliance—will be far more effective in achieving long-term cultural improvements across the
sector.
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About the Civil Contractors Federation

The Civil Contractors Federation is the peak national representative body for the civil construction industry
in Australia, providing on behalf of our members and industry a clear, unified and strong voice on the
critical issues affecting the sector. Our 1900 members who range from tier 1, 2, 3, SMEs and one person
ABN holders, are responsible for the construction and maintenance of Australia’s civil infrastructure.

CCF members are responsible for the construction and maintenance of Australia’s infrastructure, including
road construction, plant operation, pipeline construction, trenchless technology, bridge construction, rail
construction, utilities and tunnelling.

Members also play a vital role in the residential and commercial construction industry by providing
earthmoving and land development services including the provision of power, water, communications
and gas.

Contact:

Nicholas Proud Rowan Carter

CEO Director — Government Policy and Advocacy
M: 0408 538 126 0407 896 862

E: nproud@civilcontractors.com rcarter@civilcontractors.com
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