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Open Contracting Partnership 

Transcript: 

Michael Twycross:  

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 industry address common challenges faced in infrastructure delivery. The 

initiative includes a framework, case studies, an 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 link between data and sustainability when it comes to improving infrastructure delivery, I'm 

delighted to welcome Bernadine Fernz from Open Contracting Partnership to the podcast. Bernadine or Ben is the head 

of infrastructure at OCP, where she leads their global infrastructure programme, as well as thought leadership on how 

future infrastructure investments can be spent effectively and fairly through more open contracting.  

This discussion explores the various benefits of open contracting to the infrastructure sector and reflects on practical 

examples from Ben's experiences at OCP. For all resources mentioned in the episode, visit the show notes at gihub.org. 

Now let's get into the discussion. Enjoy.  

Hello and welcome to the Innovating Infrastructure Podcast. I'm Michael Twycross from the Global Infrastructure Hub, 

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

Here to explore the sustainability theme with me is our guest, Bernadine Fernz. Welcome.  

(01:46) Bernadine Fernz:  

Hi, Michael. Good to be here. Thanks for having me.  

(01:49) Michael Twycross:  

Ben, quick question to start off with is, who are you?  

(01:54) Bernadine Fernz:  

Hi, Michael. I'm Bernadine Fernz. Everyone calls me Ben. I'm the global head of infrastructure at the Open Contracting 

Partnership. In my previous life, I was a barrister by training, and then I moved into consultancy working on large 
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infrastructure projects and then renewables infrastructure, before finally landing in the government states and working 

first for the Infrastructure Transparency Initiative, and then now with the Open Contracting Partnership.  

(02:16) Michael Twycross:  

Great. And then, what do you think is the most important improvement made to infrastructure delivery in recent years?  

(02:23) Bernadine Fernz:  

That's a good question, Michael. I think the reality is that infrastructure and the way the industry works tends to be very 

static. And so, it's slow to change and sometimes for good reasons. But nonetheless, there have been some incremental 

improvements that we're seeing a shift in the right direction, both in terms of an increasing openness to the way that 

infrastructure is being planned and procured and delivered.  

(02:51) Bernadine Fernz:  

There are improvements to the way the infrastructure is being monitored and more inclusive in terms of the participation 

of citizens and other stakeholders in keeping an eye on how infrastructure projects are being procured and delivered, and 

how money is being spent. But also, increasingly we're seeing this almost resurgence of an interest on climate issues, and 

environment, and social impacts, which obviously infrastructure has so much potential to transform and change.  

So we're increasingly seeing also that infrastructure is starting to refocus on how we can do better for the climate, do 

better for the environment, and do better for social outcomes.  

(03:31) Michael Twycross:  

Great. And those incremental improvements, so what are the main challenges facing infrastructure delivery that those 

improvements are trying to address?  

(03:40) Bernadine Fernz:  

Infrastructure, first of all, is really complex. It's very different from goods and services, for example, If you needed a 

thousand pens and you ordered a thousand pens, you paid for a thousand pens, you get a thousand pens, it's really quite 

easy to check and see whether you're getting what you actually ordered. But infrastructure projects are much more 

complex. It's harder to compare. It's harder to benchmark costs.  

They're longer lead times and there's lots of variables along the way as well. For example, you could break ground in a 

project and come across an archaeological ruin or some environmentally sensitive areas or endangered species, and that 

throws your entire project in disarray. But I think the most important thing also is that with infrastructure, there's often 

multiple different actors who are involved at multiple different stages, all trying to do different things at the same time.  

That makes coordination really difficult, and particularly when we talk about public infrastructure. We like to think of 

governments as monoliths, and it's this one huge homogenous organism that all functions to the same goals. But 
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obviously, that's not true. It applies on infrastructure projects, again, where you have multiple different departments, 

different agencies, all involved at different times, in different ways.  

And they don't always talk to each other. And when they do talk to each other, it's often difficult for them to do so. So 

that makes it really difficult to be well coordinated. That makes it really difficult to be efficient. And it opens up, because 

of these multiple actors across the value chain, it opens up opportunities for things to go wrong across the entire value 

chain. So I think that's one of the biggest things for infrastructure projects and why things go wrong.  

 (05:24) Michael Twycross:  

Before we get into talking really in the detail about the work the Open Contracting Partnership does, the theme of today's 

podcast is around sustainability. And so, in light of what you've said already, what does sustainability and infrastructure 

delivery mean to you?  

(05:40) Bernadine Fernz:  

Good question. I think, for me, sustainability means good planning, open and transparent systems and processes, joint 

efforts and coordination, but ultimately infrastructure that's fit for purpose and delivers what it's intended to deliver to 

those intended beneficiaries. So it's about public money being spent well, if we're talking about public infrastructure, and 

infrastructure that actually delivers the things that people need.  

All of that should be done in a way that's open, that's transparent, that's well managed, that's efficient, and at the same 

time, delivers not just an infrastructure asset as in a physical building, but the infrastructure services that are relevant to 

whoever it is in that locality. So if it's a school, then it should come alongside education services.  

At the same time, we need to make sure that it's also good for the environment, good for other social goals, and it's not 

causing people to be worse off than before the infrastructure was built.  

(06:42) Michael Twycross:  

With that in mind, what do you think is the biggest challenge to sustainability in the infrastructure sector? Is it the same 

as what you mentioned before in terms of the main challenges?  

(06:52) Bernadine Fernz:  

I think there are a couple of things. One is exactly what I was talking about before, that we need to have a more joined up 

interoperable approach so that all the different actors along the value chain of infrastructure projects can talk to each 

other and can work together to get better outcomes.  

The other thing is that very often we look to infrastructure to improve conditions for whatever it is, either some sort of 

social environmental impact, because infrastructure has such a fundamental role in people's lives. I think very often, 

when infrastructure is being planned or procured or delivered, some of these improvements that we want to see aren't 

explicitly included as part of the project.  
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So whether working to net zero carbon infrastructure or improved economic opportunities as we now move into recovery 

post COVID, some of these improvements that we expect infrastructure to somehow magically deliver for people very 

often isn't explicitly included as part of the design process.  

I think one of the big problems facing infrastructure and how it delivers sustainable growth or outcomes for people is that 

we need to price for these improvements, that we need to make sure that they're included in the tender processes and 

they're priced for, and that there's a way that we can measure and check whether those things that we want are actually 

being delivered.  

(08:15) Michael Twycross:  

That's very pertinent, the nature of this work, and the Improving Delivery Models initiative is that the themes do overlap 

and many of the challenges intertwined. So yeah, that price point really is critical to not only sustainability, but also 

efficiency and the prices reflected in the capability and capacity of government and industry as well. And that's great.  

In terms of jumping back to Open Contracting Partnership does particularly around data, and you've mentioned that the 

transparency in data and information within infrastructure projects already, what are the benefits of open data on 

projects and contracts?  

(08:53) Bernadine Fernz:  

The first is that issue of interoperability. I talked earlier about how there are lots of different actors, all doing different 

things at the same time, using different systems and different data formats. If you have a standardised structured 

machine-readable open data format for all of the information that you have, that firstly enables you to join up with other 

data sets that might be housed in different agencies and different systems, for example.  

What that means is that you can then get a more wholesome picture of what's happening on your infrastructure project. 

That means that you can be more joined up, and that means that you can make better decisions that's based on data. 

This is where we're trying to get to when you get data-driven decision making.  

I think that's one of the biggest benefits of the open data work that we do, particularly, again, for public infrastructure 

projects where you have different government agencies. You can then help them to talk to each other. It also enables 

stakeholders that are not involved in the process of procuring or planning infrastructure to monitor infrastructure 

projects. And that's a huge piece of the accountability narrative where whether it's citizens or journalists, media, 

academia, other government agencies, even supervision agencies, to be able to use this data, to check and see how a 

specific project or contracts are performing.  

So I think there's two sides to that coin, is that, one, on the inside where you can get better results because of improved 

coordination and efficiency. And on the other side, you get better monitoring, better supervision, which also then helps 

you to get better results.  

(10:26) Michael Twycross:  



 

Episode 5, Season 2  

1 June 2022 

A G20 INITIATIVE 

5 

There's definitely been enough chatter in many a year past on doing post-completion reviews and other retrospective 

assessments like that. But the open data approach really means, to your point on the third party access, allows ongoing 

assessment of how projects are performing, which allows things to be picked up before the end of the project.  

A question on this as well is, what are some of the examples of that work that you've experienced, or the OCP's been 

involved in, just to give a flavour for the audience?  

(10:58) Bernadine Fernz:  

Recently we published in a backstory from the city government of Buenos Aires, where they realised that at the city 

government, there were so many different agencies all doing different things, and they didn't have visibility on what the 

other agencies were doing. They found also that different departments and different officials were requesting the same 

information over and over again, because there wasn't any other way to get them.  

So they had to make the request for information, and somebody had to process this and respond and give the same 

answer over and over again to different departments and different people. So obviously, that's not very efficient. And so, 

what they did was that they created this portal called BA Obras, which is essentially an infrastructure transparency portal 

where all of the pertinent information on projects and contracts were put on this platform so that everyone who wanted 

to know anything about a specific project or contract could go immediately to BA Obras and see that information.  

Just from this process alone, we saw 93% efficiency gain in the time saved from data collection and data sharing alone, 

which is huge because that frees up government officials time to do more strategic and more meaningful things. That kind 

of efficiency gain is really, really important, and that's the kind of value add that we're seeing from open data.  

That's when you can get information flowing at your fingertips. That's when you cut out delays. That's when you cut out 

those gaps in terms of time wasted. That's the first thing in the BA Obras story. The second thing also is that we were 

seeing that from the citizen monitoring perspective and from journalists and academia and media, they were also 

reporting huge efficiency gains, where they were seeing 75% reduction in time for research for journalists, for example. 

They were then also able to get access to infrastructure project information quicker and easier.  

We saw that the number of citizen complaints reduced dramatically because they could see and understand what was 

happening. And I think that goes a long way towards building public trust as well. In addition to that, companies were also 

reporting that it helped them to better plan their supply chains. And because of that, they were more able to participate 

in tenders because they could get a sense of what was coming up and what the trends might be, and so that they could 

plan their work accordingly.  

This is particularly important for the smaller companies who need some lead time to prepare for infrastructure projects. 

So that's one of my favourite examples of how open data and public infrastructure projects and contracts can help to 

deliver efficiency gains, more inclusive competition, and participation, and monitoring both by citizens and non-

government actors, as well as supervision authorities.  
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(13:38) Michael Twycross: 

The pipeline element there and that clear upcoming stream of work is something we have touched on with other guests 

on the podcast, that all of those factors really join together to become the sustainability of the infrastructure sector to 

continue to go forward, because it provides that baseline level of information that allows more actors to be involved in a 

more efficient and effective way.  

What are the biggest challenges that prevent openness and transparency within the infrastructure sector? I think one of 

the main elements I'm aware of with the work Open Contracting Partnerships does is really around removing that 

corruption element that can happen in some countries, by having that information transparent. What are some of the 

challenges in making this happen?  

(14:22) Bernadine Fernz:  

That's a good question, Michael. I think the first thing really is about the political will or the high level buy-in to do this 

type of work. Because there's so many different actors involved, very often it means that you have to get the buy-in lots 

of different actors to be able to do this work. And that's exactly what happened in the city government of Buenos Aires 

example, where some of the reformers who had this great idea to open up infrastructure projects and contracts, they 

went door to door asking people to support this project.  

So first you need to have the will. You need to have either high level political will where it comes from the top and there's 

a mandate for this work, or a collective action process where everyone's bought into the process and the benefits that it 

can bring. I think very often people worry that this might be used as a tool that's more punitive because it opens up 

different processes and different actors to scrutiny.  

But the reality of it is, as we saw in the Buenos Aires example, that very often this open contracting work or open data 

work can just as easily help to prove when things are going right as it does when things are going wrong. When you show 

that you are being open about your processes, that you're accountable when things go wrong, and that you're taking 

steps to fix things, that's when trust improves and that's when people start to believe in the integrity of the process.  

So I think that's the first thing, to really make sure that you have the buy-in and the political will. The second thing is that 

some implementers often think that they have to do everything all at once, where they have to open up everything all at 

once, all projects, across all departments, all contracts, and that can be a really daunting task.  

The reality of it is that you can do it in an incremental way. You can start on a couple of projects. You can start on a 

specific department. You can start at a city level, or at a state level, and then scale up, or at the national level on a specific 

department, specific ministry, and then work from there. So that's the second thing that often makes it difficult for this 

type of work to go ahead because people want to do everything all at once and they definitely don't need to do that.  

And then I think the final thing also is about capacity. If this type of work necessarily requires some expertise, you need 

procurement people who understand infrastructure, people who understand data. That's a very unique skillset which very 
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often doesn't always exist in any one institution. So some of that capacity needs to be built. Some of that capacity needs 

to be outsourced.  

But the good news is that the work that we do at the Open Contracting Partnership can help with that because we can 

help build those capacities by delivering trainings and workshops. We have data scientists and the technical help desk 

that can help with that process as well. And if anyone's listening to this and curious about that process, be happy to talk 

about it more.  

(17:13) Michael Twycross:  

Two things. One, you mentioned getting the rules and regulations in place to enable the open data work to be 

implemented. Are there any examples or insights that you can draw from that process? Or I guess adjoined to that is from 

the work that the Open Contracting Partnership does. We're talking everywhere around the world. Who has the main 

challenges when it comes to implementing open data? Does anywhere do it better than others, or is it really a global 

challenge to try and address?  

(17:44) Bernadine Fernz:  

So there are two questions there. One is about the mandates and the enabling, and the other is about who's doing it. The 

enabling environment is absolutely key, so I'm glad that you asked that question, Michael. It's something that we need to 

create because that makes the work easier. And it can come in so many different forms. And again, it can start in an 

incremental way.  

So again, this is something that often some of our implementers find daunting because it's a long road and it can take a 

long time. But the good news is that everybody can start somewhere. The key thing is first to find allies and to find who 

are the allies in your local context that might be interested in this work, who sees the value of this work and work with 

them to champion the cause.  

I think that's the first thing, and that's linked to building the buy-in and getting that high-level political will so that this 

work can start to flow. And then from there, you can start to think about what are some of the key instruments that can 

help with this work. And in some places, depending where you are, it can be a directive, it can be a regulation, or it can be 

a piece of legislation.  

And very often, people start at the lowest level. For example, some guidelines within a department or within a ministry. 

And then when that works, then you can move up the value chain and get something a bit stronger and then a bit 

stronger and a bit stronger. In India, for example, we've been working in the state of Assam, where they now have a piece 

of legislation that mandate that all public procurement information must be published and must be made public, which is 

really exciting.  
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But more interestingly, what we're seeing is that the union governments at the national level are also starting to follow 

suit, where they are now also starting to pay attention to these improvements at the state level, and they're also then 

taking steps to creating that enabling environment at the national level.  

We're seeing a similar thing in Mexico where we have a really successful project in Nuevo Leon, which is a state, and 

they've been doing great work opening up infrastructure projects and contracts, publishing both OCDS and [inaudible 

00:19:45] for IDS data. Now we're seeing that process being scaled up to 20 other states across Mexico.  

That's really exciting and we're seeing that the political will there is growing from the state level to the national level. And 

again, they're introducing various guidelines and regulations to entrench this and embed this to institutionalise this as 

part of business as usual. In some other countries we've seen executive orders, for example, or presidential decrees that 

come right from the top and then it flows down.  

And so, that particularly, when you have very centralised systems, that can be almost a quick fix if you have this high-level 

political will. Those are different ways in which you can help to create that enabling environment. The other thing is really 

about helping the different actors to see the benefits of this work and how it can help them in their work. It's really about 

getting to the things that everybody wants.  

So whether you're in government, everybody wants to be more efficient. Everybody wants to be more coordinated. 

Everybody wants to deliver infrastructure and infrastructure services that citizens need. So if you can show those actors 

how this work benefits them, it becomes much easier to get that buy-in and to get that enabling environment that then 

filters across the entire value chain.  

(20:59) Michael Twycross:  

That's great. I think that the last point there you made really speaks back to the answer you gave at the start around what 

the most important improvement made to infrastructure delivery is, which is there has been a lot of approaches to it. And 

we have covered some in the Improving Delivery Models Initiative framework, which you can find on our website, but 

ultimately a lot of the things that have been talked about for a while, and that there needs to be a step to change in 

approach to make some of the more significant improvements such as the ones we're discussing today happen.  

So thank you for exploring those different enabling elements for the open data work, Ben. The other question I wanted to 

ask you, Ben, was around just where you're seeing the biggest adoption of open data or these kind of processes and 

where you see the biggest challenges in implementing it. Is there specific regions of the world which are more challenging 

than others, or is it really a global issue?  

(21:53) Bernadine Fernz:  

I'm really excited by where we're going on the open contracting for infrastructure methodology and approach. We're 

seeing so much innovation all around the world now, and going further than just looking at infrastructure project and 
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contract information. Increasingly, we're seeing our partners and implementers all around the world join up 

infrastructure planning and procurement data with other data sets.  

So broader data sets like environmental data sets or social impact data sets to make more sense of what is needed in the 

world and how infrastructure can help serve that need. For example, we're seeing in India where our partners there are 

joining up infrastructure procurement data with environmental data specifically relating to floods because there's a huge 

issue with floods in state of Assam.  

They're also joining up with other social indicators, so things like demographics, population data, population density, 

poverty data, employment, losses from floods, whether it's property loss, agricultural loss, injuries, and creating an 

intelligent model so that you can see where floods are occurring, where they're most intense, where they're most 

frequent, where people are poorest and most vulnerable and experience the worst effects of those floods.  

And then where money is being spent in terms of flood procurements, whether it's flood defence infrastructure, like flood 

barriers, associates, or whether it's flood relief, like food packets and medicines or temporary shelters. When you have 

this type of joined up data that goes beyond procurement data, that goes beyond project data, you can then make sense 

of what's happening in the world.  

The idea there is to help the decision makers in the state of Assam identify those areas as hotspots, if you like, for where 

people need the most help, whether it's infrastructure or whether it's food or medicines or shelters or something else. 

And so, from there, you get better spending in a more meaningful way so that people are more protected from floods.  

And so, that touches on a number of issues that we've been talking about today. It's about how we spend public money 

and making sure that we're spending it well, but at the same time, ensuring safeguards that hit broader social and 

environmental goals. So I think that's something that's really exciting. You can map data to the sustainable development 

goals, for example, to see how public spending is advancing or not the SDGs.  

So I think that's where things get really, really exciting because the potential to deliver something that's really 

transformative is huge.  

(24:27) Michael Twycross:  

It really is a universal issue for every country around the world, yeah, irrespective of economic status. I know here in 

Australia, it's something that's been talked about for a while, being able to integrate the different data sets around 

procurement and project pipelines to allow that better understanding of not just the infrastructure sector, but the 

broader outcomes being desired from those projects and services more broadly.  

Really interesting discussion today and content to be explored. And I hope the listeners do want to explore more. Hoping 

to have a few more case studies added to our Improvement Delivery Models Initiative. But we're running our time, and 

Ben, there's just one last question I'd like to ask you. Given everything we've discussed today, which is when it comes to 

infrastructure delivery, what is an improvement you would like to see in the next five years?  
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(25:15) Bernadine Fernz: I think that in the next five years, what I'd really love to see is increasing use of data to inform 

decision making for infrastructures. These joined up data sets, they can help deliver infrastructure in a meaningful way, in 

an efficient and effective way, but also infrastructure that safeguards the environment, that delivers improved social 

outcomes for everyone, that delivers also better economic outcomes, that as we move into recovery, increasingly, 

infrastructure is being used as a tool to stimulate growth and prosperity.  

The question that we have to ask is, who is that growth for and who is that prosperity for, and how are we going to 

measure it? When infrastructure is delivering growth, you get very specific parts of society or actors who benefit from it. 

But what I'd really like to see is to have more data on who this is benefiting.  

Is there job creation? Are there improved business opportunities? Are businesses flourishing? And can we then link that 

back to infrastructure, for example? So the whole idea about it is really, how can infrastructure perform for people so 

that we get better outcomes for people, whether it's some sort of environmental protection, whether it's climate 

resilience, whether it's social improvements, or economic improvements for people, really making sure that we have a 

joined-up approach to how infrastructure is identified and planned, procured and delivered so that people get the 

infrastructure and infrastructure-related services that they need.  

(26:50) Michael Twycross:  

Brilliant. I concur that that is something that would be great to see in the future. I hope the Improvement Delivery Models 

Initiative that we have and the other tools within the GI Hubs are of benefit to help translate that hope into reality going 

forward. And of course, the work that Ben's got underway with the Open Contracting Partnership. Ben, thank you again 

for joining us today and it's been a fantastic discussion. If people wanted to learn more about some of the projects and 

work that OCP does and yourself have been involved in, where could they look?  

(27:23) Bernadine Fernz:  

We have a lot of resources and materials on our website. That's www.open-contracting.org. So feel free to go on our site. 

We have lots of different materials, guidance, templates that everybody can use. But also, we're always very happy to 

have a conversation. So anyone should feel free to reach out to me or to any of my colleagues and we're happy to walk 

you through some of the key concepts of what we do and how we do it.  

We also have a whole lot of events throughout the year, including introductions to open contracting and how it works, 

how to use data.  

(27:57) Michael Twycross:  

Brilliant. Very glad to have you on the podcast today and look forward to speaking to you again soon.  

(28:04) Bernadine Fernz:  

My pleasure. Thank you so much for having me. I've had a blast.  
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(28:08) Michael Twycross:  

Thanks for joining me today. I'm Michael Twycross from the Global Infrastructure Hub and you've been listening to 

Innovating Infrastructure.  


