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Academic working on a building site finds that sub-contractors win contracts by paying kick-backs 
 

An academic who worked as a building site labourer to research the London construction industry has found that sub-contractors won contracts by paying kick-backs and rarely hired workers from outside their own ethnic background.
 

Dr Darren Thiel, a sociologist, spent a year on central London building sites observing construction industry workers, including five months when he worked as a labourer and painter. 
 

He found that the sub-contractors' hiring systems kept newer migrant groups, such as Eastern Europeans, out of the building market, even though they were willing to work hard for less payment. This would have saved money spent on the building project he observed, which was run under a private finance initiative scheme, funded ultimately by taxpayers.
 

Dr Thiel, who worked as a painter and labourer before he became an academic, presented his findings to the British Sociological Association annual conference at Glasgow Caledonian University today [8 April]. 
 

“Rival sub-contractors representing recent and on-going migrants groups could tender for works at much lower prices than sub-contractors representing more ingrained groups,” said Dr Thiel, of the University of Essex.
 

“To shield against this, existing sub-contractors cemented their relations with contracts and clients through various non-market methods.” These included perks offered to the managers of the contractor firm, such as doing building work for free on their homes, giving gifts such as alcohol, and paying for them to have meals in restaurants and to go to nightclubs. 
 

“For example, leading up to Christmas, the building site office almost overflowed with alcoholic gifts that were given by subcontractors and suppliers to the site management and quantity surveyors. 
 

“I once spent an evening in central London with the site managers and quantity surveyors drinking champagne and cocktails and being fed in a restaurant afterwards, paid for entirely by the carpentry sub-contractors.
 

“Here, subcontractors were reinforcing their relationships with the site managers and quantity surveyors in order to win future contracts. These were only the gifts that I actually observed being exchanged – there are likely to have been numerous others that were shielded from me as a researcher. 
 

“Many tradesmen and labourers told me that they had seen cash change hands between the business groups. The site management and quantity surveyors talked about ‘other’ managers and surveyors who took bribes, and there was frequent talk about one of the contracts directors ‘doing deals’ with various subcontractors and clients.”
 

Dr Thiel found an “ethnic hierarchy of labour”, where the various sub-contractors employed men from their own communities, and only rarely hired outsiders. For instance, the carpenters he observed had an Indian ethnic background, labourers an Irish one, plasterers had a Seychellian ethnicity, and the managers were white English and lived in Kent.
 

This went against efficient free-market principles, as other migrant groups represented cheaper alternatives but these groups were effectively blocked out of the construction market because they didn't have the contacts and knowledge of the informal processes used to win contracts. When Eastern Europeans were occasionally recruited, they were laid off first if the work dried up, even though they worked hard. 
 

The projects that Dr Thiel studied were part of a private finance initiative in which the contractor firm was employed by a housing association which had taken on a contract to repair and administer some dilapidated NHS buildings. So the public's money, which ultimately funded the scheme, was not being efficiently used to get the cheapest labour.
 

“In closing down the market competition, this had stark outcomes in terms of various ethnic groups' employment opportunities and power in the market.
 

“The London building market was made largely by informal association and it cannot be said to be based on competitive market dynamics. This of course puts into question the notion of private finance initiative driving down costs through the principles of economic competitiveness.”
 

Speaking about his research, Dr Thiel said: “The fieldwork was characterised by considerable suspicion and distrust of me from both employees and employers. During my observations in the site office, for example, I was dubbed ‘the spy’ by the site managers and quantity surveyors. 
 

“After a few months the workers’ accusations transformed into jokes and my overriding status became that of ‘student’. 
 

“Disbelief and suspicion, coupled with the builders’ incredulity as to why I was working long hours for little or no pay, and was interested in them and their lives, became a source of countless jokes and piss-takes. I was, however, largely accepted by most of the workers, blending into their everyday lives, making friends with many and spending a number of leisurely and inebriated nights out with them. 
 

“Nonetheless, most of the higher management and subcontractors never accepted my presence, making researching these groups problematic. My requests for interviews with subcontractors were refused by all but one, and those in higher positions made me feel, at times, quite unwelcome. 
 

“I was, for example, once angrily ejected by the building consultants from a project meeting with them and the site managers, and the main labour subcontractor would literally sprint away from me after he discovered that I wanted to interview him.” 
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Notes:
 

1. Dr Thiel studied building workers between 2003 and 2004. His work is to be published in the academic journal Ethnography later this year.
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