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Dear Lauren
Submission on the Updated Draft Culture Standard

Thank you for the opportunity to be part of a Key Decision Maker Interview and opportunity to
provide further feedback from a CCF NSW point of view on the culture standard.

Overarching comments

As the peak industry body representing 400 civil contractors in NSW, we strongly support the intent
of the culture standard and efforts to improve workplace culture, diversity, and flexibility in the
construction sector.

We also acknowledge and commend the CICT team who is giving significant time to this important
work.

However, our members have serious concerns about the process by which the Culture Standard has
been developed and the proposed mechanism for its implementation.

We encourage further industry-wide consultation, including representation from Tier 2 and mid-
sized contractors, to ensure the Culture Standard is practical, scalable, and does not create
unnecessary barriers to participation for small-mid-sized contractors wanting to win government
work. We look forward to further engagement on this important issue.

1. Lack of Industry-Wide Involvement in Development and Pilots

The Culture Standard claims to be built on industry and workforce consultation but fails to
acknowledge the crucial role of consulting employers—the organisations responsible for driving
cultural change, delivering projects, and ensuring compliance.

The exclusion of employer groups and mid-sized head contractors from the development and pilot
phases is deeply concerning. While Tier 1s and select Tier 2s may have been engaged, the vast
majority of civil contractors—who ultimately bear responsibility for workforce culture and contract
compliance—were not consulted. As a result, the proposed model reflects the structures and
capabilities of the largest construction firms, with little regard for how it would apply across the
broader industry.

The Culture Standard also risks entrenching the industry’s longstanding “top-down” and “pass-the-

risk-down” approach—precisely the kind of contracting practice the industry has been working to
replace with more collaborative models.
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In contrast, state-based initiatives in WA and Queensland have engaged all industry stakeholders,
including employer groups, to develop practical, industry-wide frameworks.

The Culture Standard has been designed and tested by a small segment of the industry—primarily
Tier 1 and select Tier 2 companies. For it to be effective, it must be trialled across the full supply
chain to ensure it is practical, scalable, and does not create unintended barriers for smaller
contractors and subcontractors.

Opaque Implementation Process

The Implementation Guide states that the Culture Standard will be embedded in public sector
procurement across all Australian jurisdictions, with requirements enforced through management
plans and assessments.

We are told an Implementation Working Group (IWG) was formed in mid-2024 to develop an
adoption framework, supported by a series of sub-working groups with “industry representatives
and subject matter experts.” CCF was not invited to participate.

As far as we are aware, no meaningful engagement has occurred with any construction employer
group other than the Australian Constructors Association (ACA) and Consult Australia (CA). This
raises serious concerns that the perspectives of the vast majority of head contractors and
subcontractors have been overlooked.

For a framework intended to reshape culture across the entire construction sector, its development
has not been inclusive.

The Culture in Construction initiative is led by the Construction Industry Culture Taskforce (CICT),
which includes the Australian Constructors Association (representing the nation’s largest
construction firms), the Governments of NSW and Victoria, and Australia’s leading workplace
researchers. Since 2018, CICT has been working to develop the Culture Standard with the aim of
lifting industry productivity and addressing key challenges—excessive work hours and fatigue, poor
mental health, and a lack of workforce diversity.

CICT operates alongside the Construction Industry Leadership Forum (CILF), a joint forum between
leaders from Tier 1 contractors and the NSW and Victorian public sectors. CILF’s stated purpose is to
drive improvements in government procurement and infrastructure delivery.

However, CCF has not been part of CILF—a significant oversight given our role in representing the
majority of civil contractors operating in NSW.

The construction procurement, cultural reform and productivity reform agenda has been driven by
Tier 1 contractors through forums like CILF, primarily reflecting the interests and perspectives of
large multinational firms.

While these initiatives are well-intentioned, they are shaped by Tier 1 contractors’ experiences with
mega-projects and their ability to deploy significant internal resources. This perspective does not
reflect the reality for mid-sized and smaller contractors, who operate under very different
commercial pressures and workforce structures.

For any meaningful industry-wide cultural reform, broader engagement is essential. The Culture

Standard must be developed in collaboration with all tiers of industry, not just those operating at the
mega-project level.
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2. Implementation via Procurement — Increases red tape, bid costs, barriers to entry

The Culture Standard’s reliance on procurement as the enforcement or encouragement mechanism
is a concern to CCF. Requiring project tenderers to submit extensive management plans for each
cultural goal will:

e Create significant duplication of effort and administrative burden, particularly for mid-sized
contractors with smaller bid teams, creating an unfair disadvantage to larger firms

e Add unnecessary cost to the bidding process, further disadvantaging mid-smaller head
contractors who do not have the resources to maintain large bid preparation teams, eroding
industry diversity in an already fragile industry

e Shift focus away from competition based on price, methodology, and capability, which
should remain the primary basis for tender evaluations.

Importantly, the pilot projects trialled the Culture Standard post-award, meaning its actual impact
on who wins work has not been tested. This is a fundamental flaw. By embedding the Culture
Standard within the tendering process, it becomes a barrier to entry for mid-tier contractors who
may not have the same resources to develop competitive cultural management plans. The failure to
test this mechanism before developing guidelines for agencies regarding construction decisions is a
significant oversight. No consultation has occurred on the guidelines

Instead of commercialising culture as a competitive advantage in tenders, industry and government
should work collaboratively to drive cultural improvements. WA’s Culture Charter—developed with
broad industry input and based on the successful Queensland model—offers a more effective, non-
competitive approach.

3. Lack of Clarity on "Organisations"

The Culture Standard refers to “organisations”, yet does not define what this means. Does the term
refer to:
e Any entity of two or more people?
e Organisations as defined under the Corporations Act?
e Employers specifically?
e Head contractors only?
e Or something more specific like “Organisations that can bid on a project $300m and above in
their own right”? CCF asserts this definition most closely reflects the organisations included
in the pilot/trial of the standard.

Each of these definitions has vastly different implications for how and when the Culture Standard
should be applied and the implications for industry and government clients if they were to use the
guidelines written based on the limited pilots and consultation to date.

4. Specific Concerns with Culture Standard Goals and Actions

¢ Duplication of Existing Standards:
Many of the Culture Standard’s proposed requirements already exist in other compliance
frameworks. For example:
o ‘Supporting mental health’ and ‘managing WHS risks’ are already covered in existing
Safety Management Plans, which all government projects require.
o ‘Eliminating gender pay gaps’ is already addressed by state and federal gender
equity laws and WGEA reporting requirements.
o ‘Amenities to support a diverse workforce’ is already a requirement in many
jurisdictions, including WA Water Corporation’s HSE contractor standards.
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Requiring each tenderer to submit new management plans for these already regulated issues is
unnecessary, costly, and inefficient. It would be a productivity drain and disproportionately favour
larger firms.

e Monday-Friday Working Weeks:
While reducing six- and seven-day weeks is a worthy goal, requiring each tenderer to submit
a management plan justifying why a Monday—Friday schedule is or isn’t viable will create
enormous duplication. A more effective approach would be:
1. Government agencies consult industry on project-specific feasibility before
procurement.
2. The client decides upfront whether a Monday—Friday structure is required and
includes this in the tender documentation, rather than requiring multiple bidders to
justify the same decision.

¢ Simplification of Cultural Requirements:

Instead of requiring multiple bidders to submit detailed management plans on issues like
‘offensive material and language,’ the client should simply mandate expectations in the
contract. For example:
o “The client will take a zero-tolerance approach to offensive material and language
on-site, with any incidents addressed firmly.”
o “Male and female hygiene amenities must be provided and well-maintained.”
This approach reduces duplication and administrative burden while achieving the same outcome.

e Challenges for Subcontractors and SME Compliance:
The Standard’s project-specific approach risks creating compliance burdens for
subcontractors working across multiple projects, leading to ‘program fatigue.” This mirrors
the ‘safety induction fatigue,’ issue where subcontractors are required to complete multiple
bespoke inductions for different projects, despite underlying principles being the same.

e Limited Impact on the Broader Workforce:
The Standard’s focus on the largest head contractors overlooks significant cultural
challenges at the subcontractor and supplier levels, where the majority of the workforce
operates. Without a strategy to engage the entire supply chain, its impact will be limited.
Smaller contractors are also head contractors of government projects, of a smaller project
value. Scalability has not been investigated or tested.

e Opportunity to add trade level training goals
We can also note that the Culture Standard omits any trade-level training goals, which can
be a highly effective means to encourage the employment of female and other apprentices
on projects. While this reflects the Standard’s focus on the predominantly professional
workforces of some major contractors, it again highlights the need for cultural reforms to be
addressed holistically, working collaboratively with the whole industry.

5. The Risk of Groupthink and Lack of Meaningful Changes

While the Culture Standard has helped highlight the need for cultural reform, its development
appears to have taken place in a silo, with limited input from across the industry. This is evident in
the fact that very few changes have been made to the original draft. The Implementation Guide
states the Standard will be embedded in infrastructure procurement processes across all
jurisdictions, yet key components—such as how it will function within procurement—have not
been trialled. The reliance on procurement-driven implementation without broader industry buy-in
presents serious risks to infrastructure delivery, project costs and industry health.
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Conclusion

CCF NSW supports efforts to improve industry culture but urges a more inclusive and practical
approach. Rather than enforcing cultural change through competitive tendering, a collaborative
model—engaging all industry stakeholders in the development—would yield more effective and
sustainable guidelines and outcomes.

The pilot projects have not tested the impact of embedding cultural requirements into the
procurement process, yet this is exactly where the most significant consequences will be felt. Before
such a fundamental shift is introduced, a broader industry trial that assesses the real-world impact
on who wins work must be conducted.

Additionally:

e The term "organisations" must be clearly defined to avoid confusion and ensure consistent
application.

e Consultation with employers and head contractors must occur before imposing or
recommending new compliance burdens.

e Existing compliance frameworks must be considered to avoid costly and unnecessary
duplication.

We encourage further industry-wide consultation, including representation from Tier 2 and mid-
sized contractors, to ensure the Culture Standard is practical, scalable, and does not create
unnecessary barriers to participation.

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comment during this consultation phase. We look forward

to greater engagement on this important issue.

Yours sincerely,

ol

Chief Executive Officer
kyates@ccfnsw.com
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