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Season 2: Innovating Infrastructure podcast 

Episode 2: Rethinking infrastructure delivery: Cooperation is not a contract with Sonya Campbell, 

Executive Director, Head of the Infrastructure and Structured Finance Unit, NSW Treasury 

Transcript: 

Michael: You're listening to season two of Innovating Infrastructure - the Global Infrastructure Hub's podcast that 

explores improvements to the way we deliver infrastructure. I'm Michael Twycross from the Global Infrastructure Hub 

and I'm your host, as we delve into examples of how infrastructure delivery has been improved around the world. 

This six-part season includes one-on-one interviews with infrastructure leaders, drawing on insights from our Improving 

Delivery Models initiative which aims to help the industry address common challenges faced in infrastructure delivery. 

The initiative includes a framework, case studies and overview of different contractual models and a library of key 

reference documents. To find out more about the case studies resources and topics discussed, visit the Improving 

Delivery Models initiative at gihub.org. 

Today, to talk about the importance of cooperation, when it comes to improving infrastructure delivery, I'm delighted to 

welcome Sonya Campbell from the New South Wales Treasury in Australia to the podcast. 

Sonya is the Executive Director, head of the Infrastructure and Structured Finance Unit. She joined Treasury in September 

2018, following an 18-year career in the private sector, specializing in PPP and major project procurement. Sonya joined 

the public sector with a passion for improving the efficiency of infrastructure procurement and delivery. 

This discussion will explore the importance of cooperation between the public and private sector, regardless of the 

contractual model used during her recent experiences procuring major projects. For all resources mentioned in this 

episode, visit the shownotes at gihub.org. Now, let's get into the discussion, enjoy. 

01:37 Hello and welcome to Innovating Infrastructure podcast, I'm Michael Twycross from the Global Infrastructure Hub 

and we're here today to discuss the theme of cooperation within the context our Improving Delivery Models initiative. 

Here to discuss cooperation with me is our guest Sonya Campbell, welcome. 

01:50 Sonya: Good morning, Michael, nice to be here, thank you for the invitation. 

01:56 Michael: So, I guess to start off with, Sonya, for our listeners, who are you? 

01:59 Sonya: So, Sonya Campbell, I am the Executive Director of the Infrastructure and Structured Finance Unit at New 

South Wales Treasury. My team supports the procurement of complex, high-profile, high-risk infrastructure projects 

across the New South Wales infrastructure program. 
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02:19 I've been in the role for the past three years, in the public sector, but prior to that, my career was in tendering and 

delivering major projects across the private sector, going all the way back to the early PPP toll roads in New South Wales, 

have had a very diverse career starting out as a legal advisor, working then with big construction companies, tier one 

contractors across Australia, in initially a legal role, but moved into commercial and risk roles about 15 years ago. 

02:49 Michael: So, with that background, what do you think is the most important improvement made to infrastructure 

delivery in recent years? 

02:58 Sonya: I think from my perspective, Michael, it's actually been a recognition that there is a need to cooperate and 

have some very open conversations around how we improve things. One of the things I've really enjoyed over the last few 

years is my involvement in the construction industry leadership forum which is an initiative from New South Wales and 

Victorian governments with the Australian Constructors Association. 

03:23 What I've really enjoyed about it is that you can have these conversations around risk allocation and culture and 

commercial practices and capability and skills outside the context of an actual project and procurement which I think 

enables a far more open conversation. And I must admit I came to government from the private sector with a passion for 

improving things, from where I sat. 

03:49 And coming to government has been terrific, but actually seeing it from the other perspective and I think that's 

what really underpins cooperation and collaboration, is actually being able to think about things on a best-for-project 

basis or more holistic basis rather than being totally self-interested which of course we all are, but we all know that 

infrastructure is complex and requires lots of input from different stakeholders to be successful. 

04:17 Michael: But in terms of how the sector has evolved over your time in the industry, these kind of forms haven't 

existed in the past and now that they do exist is helping create this improvement. 

04:25 Sonya: The thing that's really changed in the time that I've been involved in infrastructure is just the size and 

complexity of the projects. I remember when I worked on the Peninsula Link project down in Victoria, the PPP and at a 

time, for a contractor organization, a sort of $750 million dollar project was big, now we're talking in the multi-billions 

and the complexity to deliver those projects really is a team effort to be successful. So I think that's been the biggest shift 

in the industry that I've seen over time, is just the size and complexity. 

04:58 Michael: What would be great to explain particularly for the global audience just is what's happening in New South 

Wales at the moment, in terms of the scale and breadth of infrastructure being delivered. So you mentioned the 

increased complexity, and in design, the projects themselves, but also the ultimate cost of them, so I guess could you give 

a bit of flavour in that sense? 

05:20 Sonya: Yes, of course, the number is around a $110 billion dollars worth of infrastructure investment over the next 

four years which is a record program of infrastructure investment. At the same time, we're seeing equivalent investment 

in Victoria and an increase in infrastructure investment across other Australian jurisdictions and in fact, globally, in 

response to the COVID pandemic and stimulating economic recovery. 

05:47 I think the Infrastructure Australia Market Capacity report that was released last year has been a really terrific piece 

of work to highlight predicted shortfall in market capacity to actually deliver on the Australian infrastructure pipeline. 
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We've been doing some terrific work in New South Wales to try and respond to some of these challenges, for quite some 

time now, particularly through our Construction Leadership Group which has both central and delivery agency 

representation and is really there to drive the commitment in the New South Wales government action plan which was 

the 10-point commitment to the sector around how we're going to work in partnership and take a reasonable approach 

to risk allocation and really invest in skills and training and diversity that is needed to be successful. 

06:32 And things like our Infrastructure Skills Legacy program that has been in place for quite a number of years now has 

been very successful in delivering on targets in there and we could have a debate about whether targets are appropriate 

or not, but has really delivered on doubling the statistics on women, even though that statistic is still very small. 

06:54 So, having a forum in New South Wales government where all of those agencies come together to really look at the 

problems and how we can collectively solve that has really been a terrific initiative over the last sort of three to four years 

that I've been in government. 

07:09 Michael: The Skills Legacy program, I think we've got a case study on that in the Improving Delivery Models 

initiative, but a really interesting area particularly on that capability, capacity piece, trying to increase the proportion of, I 

guess, non-white males doing the infrastructure projects. 

7:26 Sonya: Probably what I didn't provide for context is some of the enormity of projects that we are doing. We've got 

the West Connects projects have been going for some time now and are almost finished, but that is very much city-

changing. We've got the metro line, which is also city changing as well, that's already operational in the North West. 

07:45 We've got city and south-western delivery, we're building a new line to the new airport out of Western Sydney, as 

well as looking at a line from the city to Parramatta in the West and then there's obviously all the infrastructure around 

the airport, it's a big job, obviously. We're also a big state, there's a lot of road projects, there's a lot of regional projects, 

there's a lot more emphasis around climate risk and energy which I think is sort of the transition that we'll be making and 

catching up with many other parts of the world I think that had been on this journey for a little bit longer than we have. 

08:17 Michael: You mentioned the different, like outside New South Wales, obviously, three-tiered system of governance 

in Australia, how has been the cooperation between different levels of government to try and manage that and also the 

engagement with industry? 

08:32 Sonya: Yeah, everyone always talks about looking for the silver linings from the COVID pandemic, and one of the 

things that that really enabled was greater cross-jurisdictional collaboration. And since then, I speak very regularly with 

the Victorian government and my counterparts there, but we established a cross-jurisdictional forum that continues to 

meet monthly, where at least all of the state governments, both from the delivery and central agency perspective come 

together to understand what is happening across the country. 

09:07 And that has been terrific in terms of the cooperative forum, that enables the sort of Commonwealth to talk about 

the work they're doing in terms of reviewing business cases, etc. But also each of the state infrastructure strategies going 

forward, so that's a been a terrific example of cross-jurisdictional cooperation with all of this important state 

infrastructure that we're delivering, it actually has an impact at the local level as well, if you think about all the services 

and the community services and infrastructure that needs to be built. 
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09:35 So I think there's certainly a question in my mind as to how we actually successfully deliver on that. And then 

there's been a lot of work in New South Wales around precinct development as well and that has shown to me the level 

of cooperation that is needed across government agencies to actually deliver on that vision. Building the transport 

infrastructure is obviously essential part of it, but how do you actually get good place-making outcomes.  

10:01 Michael: For listeners' reference as well, the New South Wales government has had in the past few years released a 

framework on establishing effective project procurement and that among speaking to many of the elements within the 

Improving Delivery Models initiative, one of the key takeaways out of that piece of work is the best practice procurement 

must be based on a shared understanding of key drivers, expected outcomes and objectives between the client and 

contractors, enabling them to align their efforts and work together collaboratively in partnership. 

10:30 Juist to directly quote it, but I think that really speaks to what you've just been talking about there, Sonya. We've 

spent a lot of time so far talking about the government-to-government related cooperation, but also that broader kind of 

industry-level work. It sounds quite resource-intensive, at least having the actual capability and capacity internally within 

government and industry to have those conversations on top of delivering such a massive pipeline. 

10:54 I would flag that in my mind as one of the kinds of roadblocks to being able to have those conversations is having 

the time or the capability to do those. So, what are some of the other roadblocks? 

11:05 Sonya: I think you've identified the key challenge, it does take a lot of time and commitment over and above 

people's very busy day job procuring or delivering infrastructure, to be willing to come together and talk about how we 

can do things better. I know it certainly takes a lot of my time and I'm advocating that if we really want genuine reform, it 

needs to be somebody's full time job to be leading a lot of these conversations. 

 So I think it is a credit to the amount of time that people are investing to have these conversations, both from a 

government and an industry perspective. And the Construction Industry Leadership forum has just been terrific in that 

regard. I head up the procurement reform workstream, I have colleagues from across government and different parts of 

industry who give up their time every fortnight to come together and talk about how we're developing a practice note 

around collaboration and what does that mean and how do we measure it and what are practical options for driving 

collaboration on projects. 

12:03 So that's an exciting piece of work. We're also looking at procurement models and packaging and the utopian idea 

of harmonization which I'd love to see in my lifetime. But yeah, it's a terrific example. I think the other significant 

roadblock I see is that we have this devolved model of procurement and it's not unique to New South Wales, but it does 

mean that our delivery agencies have their own systems and practices and approaches and whilst there is some central 

government frameworks, a large amount of that procurement and delivery work is read out of agencies, just based on 

their own experience. 

12:38 And so I think that is a challenge to try and get greater consistency and collaboration and sharing of lessons learnt, I 

do see that as a critical role for certainly my team sitting at the centre in Treasury and working collaboratively with 

Infrastructure New South Wales at least here in our jurisdiction. So you know,  that is a bit of a roadblock. 

12:59 Michael: I guess, jumping into that, at the kind of New South Wales level and the projects you're working on 

directly, I guess what impact have you seen today of the higher level conversations on the ultimate procurement and 

delivery of projects within your arena? 
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13:16 Sonya: I think the biggest trend I've been seeing, Michael, is this shift away from fixed price, fixed time contracts to 

more incentivized target cost regimes on the bigger infrastructure projects, that really is a step-change from where we've 

been for the last decade. And it is in response to feedback from the market. 

13:36 The other trend that I've seen increases that early market engagement and there's been a lot of work done around 

how to sort of genuinely listen to the market, to understand the risks up front before you pre-determine what your 

procurement or delivery strategy might be and that's something that I certainly advocate for in the work that I do. 

13:57 And then the other thing is probably that interactive tendering process, so Treasury on behalf of the New South 

Wales Construction Leadership Group developed some guidelines around interactive tendering processes and so I think 

that's largely implemented across most projects here in New South Wales now. 

14:13 I think the challenge is recently I heard from industry that perhaps it's gone too far and it's a lot of work during 

tender processes that can distract from people's job to actually deliver the tender. So as always, it's about getting that 

balance right. 

14:28 Michael: On that point, do you see, I guess it's a pendulum between that cooperation then going too far and 

making it an inefficient process because of that increased effort? 

14:36 Sonya: Yes. 

14:38 Michael: I guess, yeah, is that balance apparent yet, what the right equilibrium is? 

14:43 Sonya: Look, I think always the answer given to that question is every project is different, I'm sure you heard it 

before. So it is about getting that balance right for a particular project and it's also a factor of how much upfront work is 

done. If you've done work, understanding the project and the risks and you've been able to share a level of information 

with the market before a tendering process starts, then potentially you need less interaction during the process and you 

can let people get on with it. 

15:18 When you haven't done a great deal of upfront work, then you would expect there would be a greater degree of 

interaction in understanding and sharing the information that certainly sits on the government side to enable the best 

response from the market. 

15:33 Michael: The two key messages out of the Improving Delivery Models initiative we have is, one is "Go slow, go fast." 

So, do that upfront project preparation to understand what is required and that phrase has definitely taken or is seen in 

the Infrastructure Australia's work as well recently. 

15:48 But I guess the other one is also to be really contractually agnostic and not be predetermined I guess in the ideal 

world, and the ability where you do have that opportunity to really understand and assess all the different procurement 

models and delivery models available as you go through delivering a project. 

16:07 I guess on that point, I'd be curious to explore with you how cooperation has been applied to some of those so-

called rigid contractual models and I guess how you see cooperation within contracts? Because there's definitely been a 
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lot of chatter, particularly given that we're both in Australia, around the rigidity and public partnerships or fixed-price 

contracts. 

16:29 And I guess, do you see those models as being unable to be cooperative or is it really about the people involved, 

delivering the projects, which makes the projects cooperative or not? 

16:38 Sonya: I think to answer the last part of your question, I think it is the people and I think any contract model can be 

cooperative and as an advocate for the PPP model, I remind people that it is about a partnership and it's a long-term 

partnership. Having said that, within my team in the New South Wales Treasury, we've been undertaking a review of our 

New South Wales PPP guidelines and had a terrific response through the consultation process which confirms to me that 

it's still a model that is viable and has a lot of benefits. 

17:09 But it is about I think accentuating some of the cooperative nature of it, looking for the flexibility in the model. I 

think that's one of the things we often hear is a reason why people may not want to go down a PPP delivery pathway. But 

at the end of the day, it is all about defining the role of the project company and the role of the government as a good 

client as well. 

17:31 I think it can absolutely be collaborative. I tend to not use the phrase collaborative contracts because I think people 

apply that to the spectrum where you're looking at more pure alliancing, etc. I think every contract can be collaborative if 

it's led that way from the top and a lot of it is around the contract governance and setting that up appropriately and 

making sure that issues are being identified and escalated and addressed early and that there's a forum for doing that. 

18:02 And I think there's just been this legacy of the race to the bottom and contracts are not set up in a way that actually 

encourages that sort of behaviour and that sort of early warning culture within a project. And that has sort of led to some 

of the conceptions around being very adversarial and not cooperative in nature. But you can have a fixed price design and 

construct contract that is very collaborative and cooperative in nature. 

18:31 Michael: Do you see any key lessons to date on how cooperation and some of those principles we've just talked 

about can be I guess easily applied and learnt by whether it be the government side or the industry side when 

approaching projects? 

18:44 Sonya: We often talk about in the CILT forum and other forums that we're always happy to talk about successes, 

but less so about what didn't go well. So I think we need to have a bit more maturity around sharing those lessons learnt. 

I think there's a couple of things moving in a positive direction in New South Wales government. 

19:03 One is more portfolio management and I think that of its nature will enable greater collaboration and sharing of 

those lessons and I think the move to digital will do the same, if I look across digital engineering. It will bring people 

together in a cooperative manner that shares the information and the more we can move out of operating in silos, the 

more cooperative and collaborative we will be over time. So, I think that's a really positive shift. 

19:35 Michael: I guess some of the questions to round out our discussion today were, you've touched on a few lessons, 

but what's one key lesson that you've really learnt from your time in the sector that resonates with the need for 

cooperation, whether it'd be anecdotal or otherwise? 
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19:47 Sonya: Good question. I think the lesson for me is around really building those relationships of trust to be successful 

because with that comes a level of credibility and if you're then the person saying, "Hey, we should do something a bit 

differently, and why don't we actually be cooperative or try something that enables that..." people are more willing to 

listen and so I feel very fortunate over the diversity of my career that I've built really strong relationships in the private 

and public sectors that enable me to speak passionately about this topic and get other people thinking about how to do it 

differently, because I think people will do what they do because that's all they know. 

20:30 And so, unless there's leadership from the top driving that cultural change and bringing ideas to the table, 

everything will just stay the same and I think we've realized that as the projects get bigger and more complex, you're not 

able to deliver them in the same way. 

20:48 And so I think that's the biggest lesson and it's certainly one of the things I enjoy most about the role that I'm in 

now, is being able to have those sorts of conversations and see really good results on projects where people have taken a 

more cooperative and collaborative approach. 

21:04 Michael: Great. And in terms of the biggest challenge to cooperation in the infrastructure sector still, despite 

everything that we've talked about today, what do you think that is? 

21:16 Sonya: I think the biggest challenge to some of those structural changes that can be made to help improve the 

whole sort of lifecycle of how we think about infrastructure and going all the way back to really robust needs analysis and 

options and getting real innovation on the table at that early stage, before public infrastructure is brought to the market 

where that opportunity for innovation is so much less. 

21:42 So I think that's the biggest challenge, is how we've set up some of those government processes and where do we 

need to think about improving or changing some of them to enable sort of that greater collaboration innovation from the 

market to deliver on the outcomes that we're looking for. And being able to define and articulate those outcomes clearly 

from a public sector perspective - what is value for money? 

22:07 And I always remind people when I'm speaking in forums, we're all tax-payers so we should all care about doing 

things as efficiently and in the best way that we can. And that means having really clear project objectives and outcomes 

from the outset that really guide the whole process. I think if we can do that well, we'll have some really terrific 

infrastructure for the future. 

22:28 Michael: Indeed. And I guess in the work you've already got underway through the construction industry leadership 

forum and others through New South Wales government are addressing many of those. 

22:38 Sonya: Yes, yes. 

22:38 Michael: And final question is, when it comes to infrastructure delivery, what is an improvement you would like to 

see in the next five years? 

22:42 Sonya: I would really like to see some standardization of contract forms. The reason for that is that you then have 

familiarity from the government and industry perspective around how to administer them. And I think it will just be the 

greatest lever for efficiency and uplifting productivity if we can actually achieve it. 
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23:10 And I've somewhat held back my utopian ideals of the fact that we could do this on a national level and I'm very 

focused on what we can do on a state level, in terms of getting that greater consistency for the market. And I think if we 

can do that over the next five years, that will then be a factor on the capability of our sector in actually understanding 

how we do things which will then hopefully lead to all those productivity and efficiency benefits as well. So, that's what I 

would love to see. 

23:39 Michael: That's almost utopian in itself. 

23:40 Sonya: Yes, I know. 

23:42 Michael: But it is a key challenge and I guess the PPP guidelines you have currently and all around Australia, that 

took some time to set up as well. So, yeah, it would be very beneficial. 

23:52 Sonya: It would and leading the way with Victorian government in terms of, we're working on a common PPP 

project template across the jurisdictions and hopefully, if we can do that this year, it will demonstrate that it is possible 

on a cross-jurisdictional basis. But I would just like to see some consistency at least within New South Wales going 

forward which I think is moving in the right direction and it takes time and it takes work. 

24:18 Michael: Thank you again for your time today, it's been a real pleasure speaking to you, Sonya. I guess if listeners 

did want to learn more about the different elements you've discussed, we have touched on several different initiatives in 

New South Wales and the Federal Government. But where would they be best placed to look? 

24:33 Sonya: So, I think on the New South Wales treasury website, there is an Infrastructure and Structured Finance Unit 

page with an email contact detail so people could definitely reach out to myself and my team through that. I'd also 

recommend having a look at the Infrastructure New South Wales website, they have an industry tab there where all of 

the work we're doing across government and with industry is available. 

24:55 And in addition, I was told last week that our very long-awaited Construction Industry Leadership Forum website is 

now live so that will be a source of the practice notes we've developed and the work that's happening across the streams 

on commercial, culture, and capability. So, I think that'd be a very good place to start. 

25:14 Michael: Well, thank you again, Sonya and I look forward to speaking to you again soon. Thanks for joining me 

today. I'm Michael Twycross from the Global Infrastructure Hub and you've been listening to Innovating Infrastructure. 

 


