
UK Construction Industry. 

The total number of people in the construction industry is falling. These figures are pre-Covid and pre-Brexit   

The age cohort has a huge proportion in their mid 50’s to 64 and beyond. 

The number over 65 (92k) is larger than the number in their teens having just joined as apprenticeships.     

 

 16-20 21-30 31-40 41-64 65+  total  Housing Completions 

2010 87k 455k 700k 890k 55k  2.2m  151k 

2019 83k 310k 550k 1180k 93k  2.3m  204k 

The above is taken from ONS; other sources indicate the number of workforce over 55 years is close to 50% of the total. 

In 2016 the CITB undertook a survey across the industry by trade, the results are below (blue = women) 

Brickies (148k 350)  sparks (125k 284) chippies (190k 71) plumbers (45k 13)  painters (32k 462) roofers (77k 0) scaffolders (31k 229) together with a plethora 

of other key trades. There are no numbers on wider diversity. Of the total 1.22m manual workers, only 75k are trainees. 

Mark Farmer recently wrote that post Covid and post Brexit the industry has lost a further 400,000 from the workforce.  

More importantly, the above numbers represent people working in construction to build factories, schools, offices, retail, leisure, and housing, (Table 1) and 

many will not work as sub-contractors in house building preferring to work as small jobbing repairs and small works. (Tried getting a plumber or sparks 

lately? If so, please share their contact details) 

Regional Differences. 

While Europeans made up a proportion of the on-site workforce, (pre-Brexit) it was disproportionally concentrated in London and southeast, with some 

sites consisting of up to 70% foreigners. The impact enabled sites to start and finish and  ensure a supply of skilled workers, although many required weekly 

salary payments rather than monthly.  

The following table  (Table 2) illustrates the proportion of UK construction workforce. The map illustrates that if Levelling Up is dependant upon the 

construction industry, there may be an insufficient supply of labour in that location. Indeed, on one housing site in Selby, the house builder was using roofers 

based in Plymouth.   

 



300,000 New Homes 

Conservative Governments have repeatedly stated a target of 300kpa new homes. Never achieved even with a booming economy and Help to Buy.  

So, if in 2019 it took 2.3m construction workforce to deliver 204,000 new homes, we can assume it may take closer to 3m workforce to deliver the 300k new 

homes. This leaves to one side issues around planning, development finance, mortgages, build cost inflation (fewer workforce = higher cost) and increase in 

raw material imports (67% of housing materials are imported) 

MMC is not the silver bullet, nor is Custom/Self Build. 

New Build v Refurbishment. 

The UK has a commitment to be Carbon Net Zero by 2050. So new homes will be fitted with Air Source Heat Pumps, which will get homes to an average 

temperature of 18 degrees, together with Solar and PV. For the 24m existing homes in the UK, some 1.6m only have oil as a primary heating source, and 

380,000 buildings are listed, the many being residential. Achieving Net Zero on these latter two categories will be challenging.  

But if all 25m homes must be retrofitted to Net Zero, to achieve this target, it requires 24,000 homes per week to be retrofitted to achieve the 2050 target.   

Currently only 32% of ASHP fitted in England are manufactured in the UK, although the majority of the components are imported (see Table 3) The largest 

consumer of HPs is Europe. Given ASHP predominantly requires plumbing skills for the 24,000 retrofits, there are only 45,000 qualified plumbers in the 

industry, so this potentially reduced new build numbers to just 100,000 pa.  

Conclusion. 

It is not enough to talk about the need to deliver 300,000 new homes pa, as we need to pay just as much attention to who is doing the building with an ever 

decreasing and aged workforce.  

In the same way that 67% of building material is imported (glass, timber, white goods, M&E etc) and open is increases in costs. 

The need to achieve Net Zero in existing residential is lagging, and this will absorb a workforce currently focussed on new build and materials that are for the 

most part manufactured from abroad, thus reducing new build numbers. 

Government needs to focus on the workforce if it is to achieve any target. 

            Terry Fuller 18.4.24  UKconstructnumbers 

 



Table 1.  

 

Note the largest at over £40,000,000,000 (£40 billion) by Price is in Private house building  

 

 



 

Table 2. The spread of the construction workforce in the UK.

 

Note, the lowest number of workforces is in the North East and Wales.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 3. The proportion of key components in Energy systems for homes and offices etc dependent upon imports. 

 


