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Background

This seminar explored how the scale of the 
UK’s infrastructure and growth ambitions is 
intensifying long-standing challenges around 
skills, workforce capacity and leadership 
capability across the major projects community. 
It also examined how rapid technological change, 
particularly the evolving role of AI, is reshaping 
the capabilities needed to plan, procure and 
deliver major projects.

Event Chair, Kelly Demyan, Partner at EY, opened 
the session by observing that many organisations 
are responding positively to these challenges, 
but often do so in isolation. She framed the day 
as an opportunity to build connections, share 
experience and explore how the sector can act 
collectively to develop and sustain the capability 
needed for the decades ahead.

‘Unless it is addressed systemically, access 
to the right skills, in the right place and at 
the right time will become a material risk to 
UK growth.’

Kelly Demyan, Partner, EY

Creating the conditions for better 
project delivery

Jon Loveday of the National Infrastructure 
and Service Transformation Authority (NISTA) 
argued that the UK has world-class engineering 
capability, but a delivery system that makes major 
projects harder, slower and more expensive than 
they need to be.

A central part of his diagnosis was the fragility 
of the UK supply chain. He highlighted its 
fragmentation, with most construction firms 
being SMEs and only a small proportion having 
significant financial strength. In his view, 
this reflects decades of project-by-project 
procurement, complex frameworks, short-term 
commitments and insufficient certainty for 
suppliers. Where organisations have long-term 
contracts and credible forward pipelines, they 
are able to invest better in the people, plant and 
technology that drives productivity improvements.

‘If we want to be more effective, then the 
answer has got to be longer term contracts, 
longer term commitment, and a lot more 
trust.’

Jon Loveday, Director of Infrastructure, Enterprise and 
Growth, NISTA

Jon also emphasised the lack of standardisation 
across UK infrastructure. He contrasted sectors 
such as prison building, where repeated designs 
and programme-level delivery have improved 
productivity, with areas where multiple clients 
procure similar assets separately and to different 
specifications. This prevents learning, limits 
efficiency and creates unnecessary cost.

NISTA’s role is to help create a more stable and 
better-informed delivery environment. The  
10 Year Infrastructure Strategy provides a 
longer-term view across two political cycles 
and will be refreshed through future spending 
reviews. Alongside this, NISTA has developed 
a more robust infrastructure and construction 
pipeline, updated every six months, giving the 
market better visibility of funded projects and 
planned investment.

He also highlighted a national skills map, linked 
to the pipeline, which identifies the roles and 
capabilities needed across regions and project 
types. This is supported by spatial planning 
tools that help government understand where 
infrastructure, utilities, investment and skills 
demands intersect.

Developing the next generation of 
infrastructure leaders

Professor John Pelton described how UCL’s MBA 
in Major Infrastructure Delivery was created to 
address a specific gap in leadership development 
for the infrastructure sector. 

The MBA is aimed at experienced professionals 
with a credible pathway towards positions 
such as project director, programme director, 
chief executive or managing director. It does 
not provide further technical training, instead 
develops the wider capabilities needed to lead 
major infrastructure delivery.

John emphasised that the MBA is deliberately led 
by both practitioners and academics, with each 
module drawing heavily on senior industry input. 
Leadership is also treated as a golden thread 
running through the programme.

Barriers and enablers to improving 
capability

Attendees took part in a syndicate session, 
working through an exercise focused on recent 
experience, opportunities, barriers, priority actions 
and a future headline for success.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-infrastructure-a-10-year-strategy
https://pipeline.nista.grid.civilservice.gov.uk/main
https://pipeline.nista.grid.civilservice.gov.uk/skills
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/prospective-students/graduate/taught-degrees/major-infrastructure-delivery-mba
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Feedback reinforced several themes from the 
wider seminar, including the barriers created by 
siloed projects, weak standardisation, short-term 
pipelines and transactional procurement. Several 
groups argued that the sector needs a stronger 
shared focus on longer-term capability building. 

There was also a strong focus on sector 
attractiveness, entry routes and inclusion. Groups 
highlighted the need to make major projects 
more visible to young people, early-career 
professionals, returners and people from more 
diverse backgrounds. Suggestions included 
offering more real-world experiences of projects, 
clearer pathways into and through the sector, 
stronger links with education, and greater 
opportunities for younger professionals to learn 
from senior leaders.

A final theme was the need for cultural and 
behavioural change. Participants identified 
misaligned incentives, limited openness to risk, 
and insufficient learning from failure as barriers 
to progress.

Bridging the digital skills gap

Nermeen Latif of WSP identified a number of 
gaps in digital skills: 

	• A knowledge gap around what emerging 
technologies can and cannot do. 

	• A role gap in understanding what different 
people need to learn. 

	• A systems and governance gap where 
organisations lack the tools, data, workflows and 
controls to use new skills and technologies safely.

	• A transformation gap linked to behavioural and 
organisational change.

Nermeen traced the rapid development of AI 
from the wider availability of generative AI tools 
in 2022 to the emergence of ‘agentic AI’, which 
she described as the orchestration of multiple AI 
agents working together as a ‘digital team’. 

This creates opportunities for automation and 
augmentation, but also raises questions about 
governance, data quality, workflow design, risk 
appetite and human oversight.

She emphasised the need to retain human 
judgement and not ‘outsource your thinking’. AI 
outputs need to be tested against source data, 
currency, bias, auditability and relevance to the 
decision being made. 

This requires baseline AI literacy across 
organisations, and clear governance covering 
data ownership, data quality, audit and assurance.

‘Different roles need different skills. 
Leaders set the vision, delivery teams 
redesign workflows, and technical teams 
support implementation.’

Nermeen Latif, Technical Director – Digital Solutions Lead, 
WSP

Nermeen also stressed that skills needs differ 
by role. Broadly, senior leaders need to set the 
vision and governance framework for AI use; 
programme managers, PMOs and project 
managers need to redesign workflows and test 
outputs; and technical teams need to support 
responsible implementation.

She concluded by suggesting that organisations 
need a transformation roadmap based on 
aligning thinking, establishing baseline 
knowledge, redesigning workflows, and adapting 
as technology evolves.

Supporting movement between 
sectors

Scott Young of RenewableUK observed that 
most of the skills needed to support the 
renewables transition are common to all major 
infrastructure projects, including engineering, 
project management, planning, construction, 
safety and technical delivery. The fact that 
these skills are in principle transferable does not 
however mean transition happens automatically. 

Scott argued that barriers to movement lie less 
in capabilities of individual workers and more 
in systems and incentives, including pipeline 
certainty, sector maturity, employment models, 
geography, training and certification, pay, 
working practices and culture.

He highlighted the scale of the challenge. The 
clean energy workforce is expected to grow 
significantly by 2030, with the offshore wind sector 
nearly doubling to around 100,000 people. Oil and 
gas in comparison is set to contract sharply. 

In theory, this should stimulate a transition 
pathway between adjacent sectors. In practice, 
the renewables sector is still developing the 
standards, occupational profiles, regional 
workforce planning and career pathways needed 
to make this transition work at scale.
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In response to this situation, industry and 
government are working together through the 
Offshore Wind Industry Council and other 
partnerships to develop shared skills strategies, 
workforce planning, cross-sector transition 
initiatives, regional cluster activity and investment 
in supply chain capability. Scott highlighted the 
Energy Skills Passport as a practical example 
of a tool designed to make transferable skills 
visible, reduce duplication of training and support 
informed career decisions.

‘It’s a major problem that the workforce 
piece is often seen as a nice to have, a 
function of the community liaison or social 
value teams, when it needs to be a core part 
of our project delivery.’

Scott Young, Director of Renewables Delivery, RenewableUK

He concluded by arguing for a systems-
level approach to workforce mobility across 
major projects, based on common standards, 
recognised pathways, cross-sector collaboration 
and a stronger proposition for the people the 
sector wants to attract.

Managing workforce as a portfolio 
level risk

Sarah Hancock described how Sizewell C is 
managing skills and workforce planning as a 
portfolio-level risk. She echoed Scott Young’s 
argument that major projects need to treat 
workforce mobilisation and skills as central to 
delivery, not as an add-on.

A key theme was replication. Sizewell C in Suffolk 
is designed as a close replication of Hinkley Point 
C in Somerset. Sarah explained that this reduces 
cost and risk, but also makes the transfer of 
people, knowledge and experience from Hinkley 
to Sizewell critical. In this context, she argued that 
the ‘greatest memory stick’ is not digital, but in 
people’s heads.

The length of the project creates both a challenge 
and an opportunity. Sizewell C is at the beginning 
of a 12-year construction period, followed by 
more than 60 years of operation and eventual 
decommissioning. This 100-year life cycle 
creates space for detailed workforce planning 
across construction, operations and legacy. The 
project has developed increasingly sophisticated 
workforce plans, drawing on live data from 
Hinkley Point C.

She also emphasised the importance of building 
the local and regional skills pipeline. Sizewell C 
has made significant commitments around 
apprenticeships, local employment, social 
mobility and inclusion, including a target of 1,500 
apprentices. Initiatives such as College on the 
Coast and on-site training facilities are intended 
to create direct pathways from schools, further 
education and local communities into the project.

However, Sarah stressed that projects must not 
lose sight of the human aspect of workforce 
planning. Moving people from Hinkley to Sizewell 
depends on individual aspirations, family 
circumstances and employment choices. This 
requires close collaboration between the two 
projects, their people functions, supply chain 
partners and unions.

Points for further discussion

	• What would a genuinely system-wide approach to managing the UK’s major project skills and 
capability look like?

	• How can skills and capability considerations be better embedded into business cases, 
procurement strategies, delivery models and other key aspects that shape major projects?

	• How can major project organisations systematically build an AI capability across different roles and 
functions?

https://www.owic.org.uk/
https://energyskillspassport.org.uk/
https://www.sizewellc.com/news-views/sizewell-c-announces-location-for-new-post-16-college-in-suffolk/
https://www.sizewellc.com/news-views/sizewell-c-announces-location-for-new-post-16-college-in-suffolk/


5Building the future: Skills, capability and leadership for major projects

Contributors

Chair

Advance Consultancy
Affinity Water
Agilia Infrastructure Partners 
Alliance Manchester Business School
Amentum
AtkinsRéalis
Balfour Beatty plc
Binnies
BP Exploration Operating Company Ltd
Cavendish Nuclear/Babcock
CJ Associates
Department for Education
Department for Transport
EY
FTI Consulting
Gardiner & Theobald
HS2 Ltd
Jacobs
JMJ

Major Projects Association
MIGSO-PCUBED
National Infrastructure & Service Transformation 
Authority (NISTA)
NATS
Nuclear Decommissioning Authority
PA Consulting
Projecting Success Ltd
RenewableUK
Saïd Business School
Sizewell C
Tetra Tech
The Bartlett School of Sustainable Construction, UCL
The Water Services Regulation Authority (OFWAT)
Turner & Townsend
University of Southampton Business School
Useful Simple Trust
WSP

Participating organisations

Sarah Hancock, HR Director, Sizewell C
Nermeen Latif, Technical Director – Digital Solutions Lead, WSP
Jon Loveday, Director of Infrastructure, Enterprise and Growth, National Infrastructure & Service Transformation 
Authority (NISTA)
John Pelton MBE, Honorary Professor of Construction Management, The Bartlett School of Sustainable 
Construction, UCL
Mark Sorrell, Head of Public Sector, MIGSO-PCUBED
Scott Young, Director of Renewable Delivery, RenewableUK

Kelly Demyan, Partner, EY

For further information contact the Major Projects 
Association at: 

mpa@majorprojects.org

+44 (0)1865 818030

www.majorprojects.org

Major Projects Association resourcesmore >
more > Major Projects Association events

mailto:mpa%40majorprojects.org?subject=
https://www.majorprojects.org
https://majorprojects.org/knowledge/resources/
https://majorprojects.org/future-events/

