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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 aim to help 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 @gihub.org. Today, to talk about the importance of risk allocation, when it comes to improving infrastructure 

delivery, I'm delighted to welcome, 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. This discussion explores approaches to risk 

allocation and contractual model selection, focusing on the Metrolinx Programme and key lessons learned. For all 

resources mentioned in the episode, visit the show notes @geo.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 risk within the 

context of our Improving Delivery Models initiative, here to explore risk with me is our guest, Charl van Niekerk. 

Welcome. 

(01:49) Charl van Niekerk:  

Thank you very much, Michael. It's a pleasure to talk to you again. 

(01:53) Michael Twycross:  

So Charl, one question we ask everyone. To start with is, who are you? 

(01:57) Charl van Niekerk:   

Good question. I ask myself that often. While in my relatively short career of 22 years, I've been very blessed to see the 

industry from multiple perspectives. I'm using a lot of different delivery models and that's what we are to talk to about 

today in terms of risk on these models. Started my career in South Africa, working in the construction in heavy industrial 
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contractual work. Also, have been in the supply side, have worked on the concession on a foreign kilometre called, 

Highway and worked in the municipal infrastructure, land development and property space, all of that's in the private 

sector. And then for the past eight years, I've been here in Canada, working for Infrastructure Ontario, where I'm 

currently the Executive Vice President of transportation, looking after our Transit and Highways portfolio. 

(02:45) Michael Twycross: 

Brilliant. And what do you think is the most important improvement made to infrastructure delivery? Has the sectors 

evolved over that time across various elements of the sector? 

(02:56) Charl van Niekerk:  

I think in the end, it's just adapting to the current market. We often talk about how the sector evolves and it's important 

to keep place with how the sector evolves and how we adapt in responding to the market. I would say there's three main 

areas. We look at typically as the ability and willingness of the private sector to accept risk, stability of our supply chain 

and then availability of experience skills staff, that not only impacts our capacity to deliver projects, but directly impacts 

the ability to manage risk and the culture of the team. So if you start looking at those three areas and the evolution of the 

industry over the past few years. I would say, what's very evident is the cyclic nature of our industry, impacting all three 

of these aspects were balanced between supply and demand-based decision making has shifts every five to ten years. 

I mean, when I moved to Canada in 2014, I can remember, the market was very much demand driven. Contractors were 

hungry for work, very willing to accept risk and projects were generally much smaller and less complex. And that shifted 

over the past few years where governments across the world, especially here in Canada, has got a much greater focus on 

investing in infrastructure, specifically Transit. This is fantastic of course, for the public, and it's very needed to maintain 

economic growth. But the private sector is not cooling down, so much more demand out there and projects are getting 

much bigger and more complex, that all results in contractors being more risk averse. And we also have, in an era where 

people aren't working in our industry anymore, the younger generation aren't entering the trades. Not many people are 

following the technical engineering, project management, etc. So this is very much shifted us to a supply side decision 

making basis, where we need to now rethink of how do we attract market? How do we manage the capacity? How do we 

manage risk? So I think that's changed a lot over the last few years. 

(04:43) Michael Twycross:  

The observations you've made from a Canadian perspective and probably South Africa as well, definitely global ones, 

definitely see the same kind of trends in Australia. And it definitely is a cyclical sector, indeed. So you've mentioned risk 

already, and it is the theme of today's podcast. Intertwined with risk often in the discussion of it is contractual model and 

the delivery model. Do you have a favourite contractual model? 

(05:07) Charl van Niekerk:  
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I would say not at all. Not only do I think there's no such thing as the perfect contractual model, but when selecting a 

contractual model, it's very important to align three major components. And for me, personally, that is first objectives, 

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? Do you want to be very prescriptive and focused on the cheapest price or are you looking for 

innovation to achieve certain outcomes? Secondly, I think the risk profile of the project is very important. And what's the 

best way to manage that risk is not always possible to transfer risk and for example, a fixed price contract, but also where 

it is easy to transfer that risk, won't be the best for the owner to try and retain that risk, try and get the best value. 

And finally, and I think the most important is people. And I think, you're in this discussion today, I'll get back to people the 

whole time. Who do you work with on the owner side and the contractor side? What models do they actually understand 

and are they're comfortable with? We currently work with people all over the globe. I think on one of our projects, we 

had people from 27 different countries, and it was very clear to me that if you look at those teams is, people are very 

comfortable with the model they grew up with in the jurisdiction they are from. We've got a lot of brand new colleagues 

here in Canada, from Australia and the UK, for example, who's very comfortable with the target price model. 

Whereas if you talk to target price contracting in Canada, some contractors don't even know what that means. Whereas 

we are very comfortable with fixed price models and project financing, and some of our colleagues from the UK think we 

mad. So it's very interesting. You can have the best model on paper, but unless you have the people understand it and 

can implement a properly, it's going to be a failed project. 

(06:46) Michael Twycross:  

That's really interesting. And I think one of the key messages coming out of the improving delivery models initiative has 

been the need to be contractually agnostic. Given not only just what's best for the project, but also the people doing the 

project. There's definitely a lot of evolution in the way people view different things. And as you've pointed out, some 

parts of the world are comfortable with certain contractual types or have better experience in that. And you need to 

adapt to what is best or bring in the new skills and expertise, which sounds like what Canada's doing now, to educate and 

develop, to work on different types of contraction models. 

So one contraction model that always comes up when we talk about risk is public-private partnerships or PPPs. And I 

aware there've been quite a lot of the news in Canada as they have been in many other parts of the world. Generally, 

they've been in the news for the wrong reasons, or they're generally highlighted like most projects when they're not 

doing too well. What is your take on the discussion around PPPs and kind of the challenges that are always highlighted 

with respect to their rigidity, etc? 

(07:50) Charl van Niekerk:  

So first I would say I'm a big proponent of public-private partnerships. I think it's a model that can work very well and has 

worked very well in Canada over the last 10, 15 years. But there's a few things that must be true to make a PPP 

worthwhile. I think the things I'm going to highlight is not necessarily unique even to PPPs, but any fixed price type model, 
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where you have to go into a contract with an entity who has to be able to forecast risk and what is required of them and 

price that. What we are after is pricing at good value. Firstly, 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 because they can be selective of work, they go 

after. I mean, why would they go for a fixed price job if, there's a non-fixed price work out there? 

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. So a 

few things come in play here, it is the complexity of the project. The more complex, the more difficult it is to manage such 

a project in a fixed price environment. Especially if you look at Transit, for example, where a lot of our work happens on 

live operating Transit networks, where you need flexibility to manage the commuter rail and you need to make changes 

the whole time. PPP is not really conducive to a lot of flexibility during construction. Also, your ability to transfer risk and 

to make sure the contractor understands at risk during the in-market period. 

So when we procure the work, so you must be able to provide sufficient information, to be certain that you, as an owner 

can manage the risk you retain. But the contractor can actually understand the risk properly and price it when you 

continue. So everything about contract readiness and picking your timing of when you go out to contract and making sure 

you are actually ready to procure the work and contract for it. I can go on this topic for hours. You really need the ability 

to forecast what's going to happen on a job and you can't work in the world where you require tonnes of flexibility. 

(09:49) Michael Twycross:  

That's great. And I think that the key there, as well is everything you've said is pretty agnostic regardless of the model. It's 

really, it's the situational elements that go into the decision making on what model to take. And if those things aren't in 

place, you go with a different type of model. I think that's something that always gets lost in a discussion and then going 

forward, sometimes it's always easier to look retrospectively, but you can see where maybe a PPP wasn't the best idea for 

a project or maybe it was. And it's just the people delivering it, who have created the problems rather than the project 

itself. One project or programme, which we've captured in the improving delivery was, initiative as a case study, is a 

Metrolinx Programme in Canada, which you've been involved in. Can you briefly explain to listeners what the programme 

is and what it's trying to achieve? 

(10:37) Charl van Niekerk:  

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

programme, we look after everything from our heavy commuter rail, what we call GO Expansion Project, which is 

essentially electrification of our existing commuter rail and drastically increasing the frequency of trains on the rail. It also 

includes subways in light rail, but it's all focused on Transit and pretty, these are our biggest and most complex projects. 

(11:07) Michael Twycross:  
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And within the programme, you also got several different projects or contracts underway with various different 

procurement models. And I guess what's interesting from a case study perspective for the improvement of delivering 

models initiative, what has the approach to risk allocation been the start and how has it evolved in recent years as the 

programme progressed, given what you've mentioned already around the changing market environment and the kind of 

supply and demand evolution? 

(11:34) Charl van Niekerk:  

I think the biggest thing is many years ago, the projects were generally much smaller, less complex, much bigger focus on 

fixed pricing. And of course, the supply chain at least, back then was much more stable, so easier to commit to fixed 

pricing. The focus back then, was also more on our social projects, on fixed price contracting. And I think a lot of 

contractors learned some lessons over the years. The programme has exploded over the last few years, projects are 

becoming much bigger and more complex. And of course, 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. Biggest way in which it evolved is in the past, we 

look purely at other projects and we go either it's more traditional delivery, call it, design build. 

Whereas currently we are much more nuanced in terms of how we think about project delivery and how we develop 

delivery models. Firstly, we look at how do we select the team? Do you select the team purely based on price or do you 

select the team based on capability and their ability to help you innovate and deliver value? So it's more technical, based 

on an evaluation process or more price based. You need a development phase or lot. So for those who don't know what 

the development phase is, typically in procurements, you either have a set scope defined and you ask teams to provide 

you a price to deliver that scope and the schedule and you contract on that basis. Where you still have some uncertainty 

in the scope of works, or perhaps need to brainstorm between the private sector and the public sector on how best to 

deliver the scope. 

Then a development phase becomes much more important where, once you've selected your private sector partner, you 

can explain to them, this is the benefits we are trying to achieve. This is the scope we are thinking of delivering to develop 

those benefits. Let's develop the solution or the scope together, and you bring the brain power of both private and public 

sector together. It also helps you more risk transfer in a traditional procurement. You basically have to define what is the 

risk transfer, you have to give background information so the contractor can analyse that risk and price it. But that's very 

much a case where the owner has to independently do site due diligence, provide the information and the proponents 

betting on the work has to behind closed doors, analyse that and provide a price. 

Whereas in the development phase, you can join to look at the risk. You can do more studies and you can debate the risk 

transfer and find the best risk profile for each, to deliver most value. And then finally, once you've got the risk transfer 

figured out and you've got the scope figured out, then you have to think about how do you actually manage performance 
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under construction. Do you go fixed pricing? Do you go target pricing? Do you have incentive bonuses? Etc. So if you start 

combining all three of these aspects, there's a multitude of delivery models popping out here, which is not always strictly 

in either the design build or the typical P3 models. It might be hybrid. 

(14:40) Michael Twycross:  

What you've spoken to really speaks to another element in the improving delivery models, initiative, findings, the 

introductory paper, you can find on the website, but it talks about going slow to go fast. I think that's really something 

you've illustrated there, is really understanding what is required of the project upfront to then make the best-informed 

decision later. I wonder whether you could provide a specific example of that on the Metrolinx Programme. 

(15:06) Charl van Niekerk: 

I would say the most interesting project GO Expansion on corridor works, which is one I've been working on for the past 

four years. We ready get to go into contract now where we started thinking about the project in terms of effects, price, 

fully integrated model, typical P3 based on evolving needs of the project specifically, and the innovation we've been 

seeing, coming from the market. We realised that it's much greater value for us to actually work with the market, to your 

point, slow down a bit from select a partner and then work with them to develop the final scope. So what we did there 

that is fundamentally different from our previous procurements, instead of defining a scope of work, we defined an 

outcome. 

We basically stated, what is the Transit outcomes we're looking for in terms of on-time performance, number of people 

we want to move. We didn't specify at all, what the network layout should look like or what technology to use, etc. So in 

our procurement, to your point of going slow to go fast is picking that partner, let them understand what is the outcomes 

we're trying to achieve. The economic benefits we're trying to achieve, and let that partner help you develop it in the final 

scope. And once you've got that finalised and understood, you can move forward to actually implement the work. 

(16:17) Michael Twycross:  

It is a big challenge. And obviously as well within that, you need the capability and capacity on both sides to be able to 

have those discussions and really understand the technicalities, not just the bandwidth, to be able to have those 

conversations. I know from previous discussions I've had on this podcast, it always comes down to the people involved, 

willingness and ability to have those discussions and work out the best solution. Which is increasingly challenging, given 

the scale of work underway in places like Canada, or even here in Australia, the UK, and increasingly the US. The next 

question I have is, what do you think is the biggest challenge to risk in the infrastructure sector? 

(16:56) Charl van Niekerk:  

Honestly, I think the biggest challenge is culture at the moment. Again, coming back to people, I don't know when it 

changed, but I find that people are much more, I wouldn't say aggressive. But it's kind of, when you look at, for example, 

construction schedules or information shared between the owner and contractor. It feels to me like people are more 
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focused on how do I manage claims? How do manage my... The commercial performance aspect to get out of liquidated 

damages or to get more money. And how do I justify the delays is somebody else's fault or instead of actually having a 

focus on performance management of the job and working together to get the job done. So I think there's a big need 

specifically, when you think of risk management is to change the culture. 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. And I find that the owner is hesitant to help the contractor because you kind of feel as soon as 

you help out, you're taking back accountability. The contractors are hesitant to help out the owner. So I think the biggest 

things for me is changing culture, changing people. And I don't know if, it's perhaps a case of inexperience in the 

personnel we have on our projects because there's so much work out there. And as I said before, I think there's a big 

need to get more skilled, talented people in the industry. 

(18:19) Michael Twycross:  

That's definitely resonated across several of the discussions and a lot of the material out there at the moment around 

infrastructure is talking about that capacity, but also increasing the diversity, whether it be cultural or gender within 

infrastructure sectors. I know in Australia here, we've had recent reports by Infrastructure Australia, which outlined the 

death of diversity within the sector compared to others. And it is a massive untapped resource really, but there is a need 

to change the culture as well, from that perspective. To enable that inclusivity, to occur with what you've answered 

around the challenges to risk and need to change the culture there. Do you think the culture's harder to change now, 

given the scale of work around or is it degraded because of just the scale of the infrastructure pipelines underway and the 

jurisdiction you're working in? Or is it really just a matter of the people involved? 

(19:12) Charl van Niekerk:  

I think it's a matter of the people involved because of the massive growth in the industry or in the number of projects. 

Our teams grow exponentially, feels like each day, we've got a new code of people joining the team. To get that common 

culture across the teams, but also across our contractors, especially if we start moving between delivery models, I mean, 

P3's progressive design build type models. It's much more arm length versus for example, your alliance models, that's 

fully integrate the teams. And how do we cross validate some of the attitudes and cultures between those models and get 

the people to react in the way we are looking for? I mean, often what you will hear, also in the industry is that delivery 

model incentivizes collaboration. 

I don't agree with that, although it can be catalyst for collaboration. I think, and then, it comes down to the approach, the 

specific people on the site. You can have the most collaborative delivery model out there like alliance. But if the 

personalities on site is not aligned, it's going to be a total failure and the same with P3s. Although it's a fixed price, free 

reject model compared to an alliance, you can have very good collaboration on site with the right people, the right 

culture, the right personalities, 
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(20:18) Michael Twycross:  

Completely agree with that. That's probably hitting the nail on the head of the approach to risk needs to be. And also the 

approach to contractual model selection is, it just needs to be based on the project rather than what the project needs 

and what the people involved need as well, to make the project successful. Just to keep on the challenges to risk for a bit 

longer, I'd be keen to ask you is whether from your perspective, whether it be with in Canada or South Africa. Whether 

the approach to risk by government, and I guess that risk allocation and risk sharing has evolved or changed in any kind of 

significant way outside of the general cyclical nature of the sector. Just really keen to understand if you think 

government's approach has changed in a significant way. 

(21:04) Charl van Niekerk:  

The focus of government, which should be the focus of any owner, is to see how much risk you can actually transfer to 

good value. So I think how we manage that retained risk or that shared risk is perhaps something that evolve. I find that, 

not only in Canada or South Africa, but when you look at different jurisdictions, you find that the legal framework typically 

aligns with the delivery models most use in the jurisdiction. The way different municipalities operate is aligned with the 

model that's most used as a small example, if you think of traditional delivery models like design, but bold where typically 

your design is a 100% complete by the owner, then you get your permits in place. Then you get out to, and you hire a 

contractor versus for example, a P3 or another typical design build type job where, construction might start to happen 

while you're still finalising the design. 

And the design is more developed on a progressive basis where, often the entities we work with is not aligned with that 

progressive approach. So when you try and manage risk, manage permitting, you really need to make sure that your legal 

framework, your processes, your procedures aligned with the dark type of model you're delivering. You talk about hurry 

up in weight is also your ability to act on things like utility transfers, assembling properties, and getting access to 

properties to do site due diligence. And is your legal framework aligned with making that happen? In the times required 

for some of these big projects. And that differs from jurisdiction to jurisdiction the authority available to owners, to act in 

a certain way to manage those risks. And perhaps, there, where you would see the biggest potential evolution is to 

manage these big projects is, what authority do you have to move forward and do what needs to be done to manage risk? 

(22:43) Michael Twycross:  

So my next question has probably answered a bit of it. The reforms that are needed to improve risk allocation in projects 

and by extension overall project delivery. Is it really those points or are there others that you think are needed? What 

reforms are needed to improve risk allocation in projects and by extension overall, project delivery? 

(23:02) Charl van Niekerk:  

So I think we touched on a few of these already. But in the first, as I actually liked your saying of 'go slow to go fast'. 

Depending on the delivery model, make sure that you are focused on doing the site due diligence, doing the work you 
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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. Culture, again, is for me a big thing, regardless of what delivery model 

you use to manage that risk, make sure that you've got the culture of the people. The experience in your teams on both 

sides, not just the owner, but also in the contractor side to actually manage that risk within that contract model. 

Also, how do you attract good people to the projects? It's about the experience of the people we need to find a way long 

term, you get experienced talented people back in the industry. We often talk about the skilled labour, but also 

engineering, project management, etc. I also think there needs to be a much bigger focus on the use of technology. I was 

actually surprised to see on what we would deem very big sophisticated contractors, where I didn't actually believe their 

site surveillance, schedule management, etc, is as sophisticated as it should be. And 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. 

(24:18) Michael Twycross: 

We've talked a lot about risk, but public-private partnerships, PPPs, and some of the work the Hub has, can assist in 

understanding those construction models a little bit better in our PPP risk allocation tool and contract management. So a 

lot of different resources there on the Hub website, but definitely a key part of getting better infrastructure delivery, is 

sharing that knowledge and understanding of how things are done in other parts of the world. And that's what we're 

hopefully trying to achieve through this initiative. When it comes to infrastructure delivery, and this doesn't have to be 

specifically related to risk as such. What is an improvement you would like to see in the next five years? 

(24:58) Charl van Niekerk:  

I think I've mentioned three times already, changing culture for me, or just adaptability in culture, open-mindedness to 

try achieve different approaches. I think collaboration is key. We need to stop blaming different delivery models and 

focus more on the culture and personalities on site to collaborate better. And that can happen under any delivery model, 

touched on better use of technology already. I think 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. Convincing the younger generation to get back into 

the industry is key. I think without that, we're going to hit a lot of issues. 

(25:41) Michael Twycross:  

That's great. The fact, we're coming back to the same points, really. Hub's on the significance and importance of those 

elements to improving the management of risk within projects. So Charl, in terms of what we've discussed today, if there 

was listeners out there looking to learn more about, whether it be the Metrolinx Programme or some of the work that's 

happening in Canada, do you have any suggestions of where they might look for further information? 

(26:05) Charl van Niekerk:  
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I think the easiest is to go to both Metrolinx or the Infrastructure Ontario website. Follow both organisations, for 

example, on LinkedIn, Twitter, giving a plug to our communications team, I think their websites are well done. The 

information is up there, and please, reach out. Always happy to chat. 

(26:21) Michael Twycross: 

Thanks again, Charl. Great discussion, I'm sure we could go on for a long time and get really into the weeds. So thank you 

again, and speak to you soon. 

(26:29) Charl van Niekerk:  

Great. Thanks Michael. 

(26:31) Michael Twycross:  

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

Innovating Infrastructure. 

 

 


