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Show notes: Episode 6, Season 2 of Innovating 

Infrastructure 

In this episode, Michael is joined by Charl Van Niekerk, Executive Vice President of Transit, from Infrastructure Ontario in 

Canada. Charl is a project delivery leader with experiences in the South African and Canadian infrastructure sector. He 

currently leads the major projects team at Infrastructure Ontario, delivering the Metrolinx, IO Alternative Financing and 

Procurement Programme, and previously led the Highways Delivery Group.  

In this episode, you will discover:  

Important improvements made to infrastructure delivery: 

 Three main areas: the ability and willingness of the private sector to accept risk, stability of our supply chain and 

availability of experienced skilled staff 

 These areas not only impact our capacity to deliver projects, but directly impacts the ability to manage risk and the 

culture of the team.  

 Over the past few years, governments across the world, especially in Canada, have got a much greater focus on 

investing in infrastructure, specifically Transit.  

Charl’s favourite contractual model: 

 There's no such thing as the perfect contractual model 

 When selecting a contractual model, it's very important to align three major components: 

 Firstly, what it is you're trying to achieve? Do you want cost and schedule certainty or do you perhaps want more 

flexibility to change to adapting needs?  

 Secondly, the risk profile of the project is very important.  

 Finally, the people are very important. What models do they actually understand and what are they comfortable with?  

Charl’s take on the discussion around PPPs and the challenges that are always highlighted: 

 I'm a big proponent of public-private partnerships.  

 The more work there is, the more risk averse contractors are and the less likely they are to want to enter into a fixed 

price contract. 

 You also need supply chain stability and you need to be able to forecast project risk management properly.  

 In the fixed price world, you must be able to forecast what it is you are going to do, and you need to be able to price it 

properly.  

An overview of the Metrolinx Programme in Canada: 

 Metrolinx is our local Transit agency managing all the Transit in Ontario, mainly the greater Toronto area.  

 We look after everything from our heavy commuter rail, the GO Expansion Project, which is essentially electrification 

of our existing commuter rail and drastically increasing the frequency of trains on the rail.  
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The approach to risk allocation from the start and how it has evolved in recent years as the programme has progressed: 

 Many years ago, the projects were generally much smaller, less complex, and with a much bigger focus on fixed 

pricing. The supply chain back then was much more stable, so it was easier to commit to fixed pricing.  

 And we all know about supply chain instability at the moment, globally. Not only because of COVID, but many other 

reasons, but more importantly, because our projects are becoming so much bigger.  

 We need to always balance the complexity of managing construction on live operating networks. We also need to 

keep the trains running while we build, which is always complex. 

The biggest challenge to risk in the infrastructure sector: 

 There's a big need specifically, when you think of risk management, to change the culture - the people. We need to 

get a culture, where regardless if it's your accountability or not, to be able to help the entity's accountability. 

 It is to manage that risk properly, respond quickly so that the project as a whole can be more successful, which means 

we are all more successful.  

 There's a big need to get more skilled, talented people in the industry. 

The reforms needed to improve risk allocation in projects and by extension overall, project delivery: 

 Depending on the delivery model, make sure that you are focused on doing the site due diligence, doing the work you 

need in advance before you actually contract.  

 On fixed price contracting, make sure you're contract ready, that you've got all the information that you need to 

proceed, etc.  

 There also needs to be a much bigger focus on the use of technology. There's so many fantastic technologies out there 

that helps you manage risk better, to identify risk, to plan better, to communicate better. We need to use those. 

Improvements Charl would like to see in the next five years: 

 Adaptability in culture, open-mindedness to try to achieve different approaches. 

 Collaboration is key. We need to stop blaming different delivery models and focus more on the culture and 

personalities on site to collaborate better.  

 There's a lot of scope out there where we can improve overall contract management and construction and 

communication. Which is the key to risk management, proper communication, early identification of risk, helping to 

manage better. 


