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Building on optimism despite challenges

This evening marks an annual
highpoint of the Construction
Industry Federation (CIF) in
Cork with its annual dinner.

In a city and region currently under-
going an economic renaissance, the
sight of cranes dotting the skyline and
ongoing major construction projects
lend the evening a cause for cautious
optimism.

With an expected 300 business people
in attendance, the occasion will be on a
par with pre-pandemic numbers at the
event.

Ger O’Leary, newly elected chairman
for 2022 of the Cork Branch of the CIF,
said: “It is very evident that the con-
struction and property development
sector plays a unique role in delivering
economic development and the ad-
vancement of our society in Ireland.

“As we look at the current Cork mar-
ket, it is clear that without property de-
velopers taking risks on business
parks, office developments, and private
housing projects, Cork would not be in
the position that it is,” he says.

He underlines the region’s success in
attracting many of the world’s market
leading companies in information and
communications technology (ICT), life
sciences, food and drink, financial ser-
vices, and energy.

Throughout his professional career,
Mr O’Leary has been involved with the
CIF, sitting on the Cork branch execu-
tive for 15 years. During this time, he
gained significant knowledge of the
local construction industry and the
challenges it faces, while simulta-
neously gaining insights at national
policy level as a member of the CIF
National Executive. He was also a past
chairman of the Mechanical & Electri-
cal Contractors Association.

“Today, Cork is in a unique position,
with over 400,000 people living in the
functional urban area of Cork City and
its environs as measured by the OECD.”

Adding that due to Cork being the lar-
gest urban centre in the country out-
side of Dublin, it has a unique opportun-
ity to live up to the goals and promises
in the National Planning Framework
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education is enormous issue for the
whole country.”

While Ireland came through a very
difficult period following the last reces-
sion, it resulted in an extended period
where funding for infrastructure was
unavailable: “This has led to some of
the pinch points that we now face in
housing and transport. In some ways, it
is ironic that part of the reason for the
recession was the building of too many

(NPF) by expanding even further.
“The NPF aims to have an effective

counter balance to Dublin, and Cork is
ideally positioned to achieve this, but
not if the infrastructure and investment
isn’t here to support this objective,” he
cautions. “The population in Cork is
growing rapidly and employment
numbers are increasing steadily, but
we need more investment.”

Mr O’Leary cites the Ballyadam site
in Carrigtwohill as a prime example of
how a small investment in infrastruc-
ture can yield and deliver more zoned
lands for industrial development.

“A similar scenario plays out right
around Cork whether it is water or
roads infrastructure. There are urgent
infrastructural requirements to unlock
those lands,” he says.

While acknowledging the potential of
brownfield development in the Dock-
lands area, apartment viability remains
a very significant challenge: “In fact,
there has been no significant scale pri-
vate apartment building delivered in
Cork City since the Elysian was com-
pleted in 2008. That is an indictment of
our regulatory environment and the
cost structures in Ireland for delivering
apartments.”

With a lengthy list of multinational
companies having located and ex-
panded in and around Cork over recent
decades — including Meta, Amazon,
Apple, Goldman Sachs, and Pfizer —
looking ahead to future expansion and
job creation carries a number of ob-
vious challenges.

“Many of these companies are expan-
ding and they need more apartments to
grow their operations in the region —
we must listen to the industry in re-
lation to the provision of more residen-
tial accommodation.”

Given that Cork is primed to see its
population grow faster than the
national average with the centre and
suburbs increasing by up to 50%, the
city will be a principal beneficiary of
the National Development Plan. Cork
Airport aims to expand its inter-
national connectivity to accommodate
more foreign direct investment, while
major projects such as the Flood Relief
Scheme, the Events Centre, and the
Docklands development promise a peri-
od of sustained construction activity
over the next decade and beyond.

“Cork requires significant invest-
ment for provision of public infrastruc-
ture to support growth and expansion.
Public infrastructure, whether roads,
rail or social housing, is the bedrock
and skeleton upon which all other econ-
omic development rests. Indeed the lack
of infrastructure in housing, health and

for pharma, biopharma, life sciences,
industrial, and food sector clients.

Despite the number of major projects
anticipated over the coming years, Mr
O’Leary underlines how many aspects
of private sector development are now
challenged due to the significant ma-
terial cost increases.

“Inflation is becoming a real issue in
every sector in Ireland, and for the con-
struction sector also. In our budget sub-
mission, CIF Cork will be calling for
major changes in the cost structures
surrounding private residential and
commercial development and these re-
quests need to be heeded to ensure that
we can continue to deliver the necess-
ary product for the wider economy and
society.”

In his role as chair of CIF Cork, he is
highlighting the need to address chal-
lenges in the region and in the construc-
tion sector — challenges exacerbated by
inordinate system delays in decision
making and capacity constraints in the
public sector to plan and procure infra-
structure.

“The Public Spending Code needs to
be far more efficient. The procurement
process needs to be far more efficient
and, of course, the public works
contracts need to be similarly efficient
and fairly balanced with a price adjust-
ment clause to manage the risk and
volatility in material and fuel costs.”

houses in early 2000s, and now we are
again in the position that economic de-
velopment could be negatively im-
pacted due to a shortage of housing.”

Mr O’Leary is also managing director
and one of the original founders of Wel-
tec Engineering. Established in Water-
ford in 2000, Weltec has grown steadily
in size as a leading mechanical, electri-
cal, and process engineering and con-
tracting company delivering projects
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Background: Appointed chair of the Construction
Industry Federation (CIF) Cork region in February
2022, he is also managing director of Weltec Enginee-
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Job: All aboard! Irish Rail wants to hire
train drivers for its network, from Dart ser-
vices in Dublin, to intercity, commuter and
freight services all across the country.
While most of the vacancies are in Dublin,
there are vacancies in Cork, Drogheda,
Dundalk, Limerick, Galway, Mallow, Por-
tlaoise, Sligo, and Waterford.
Duties: To drive trains and deliver safe,
customer-focused journeys. Candidates
must be willing to work shift patterns, in-
cluding weekends. The salary scale can
reach a maximum of €60,000.
Qualifications: Applicants must be aged
over 20, and meet European Train Driver
Licensing requirements with a minimum of
nine years of full-time education. Success-
ful candidates will undergo the company’s
Train Driver Training programme. You
should have excellent communication
skills, be able to stay calm in an emergen-
cy, be conscientious, and have a customer
focus. You will also have to clear several
hurdles in the selection process, including
assessments, a competency-based inter-
view, and a rigorous medical.
Applications: You can read more about
the role, and apply online in the career op-
portunities section under the ‘About Us’
tab at irishrail.ie.
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Succession planning will
unlock more productive
power in your workforce

Promote a learning cul-
ture where leaders grow
leaders, rather than hoard
talent.

Utilise a talent portfolio
management approach
The traditional succession
process of focusing on criti-
cal roles, identifying suc-
cessors and developing them
until ready to transition into
those critical roles will not
suffice to cope with the exist-
ing high levels of change and
unpredictability.

Organisations need to
start utilising a talent port-
folio approach where leaders
are developed, not just for
one, but for a variety of po-
tential future roles, based on
the future direction of the
business.

Avoid succession biases
Avoid biases towards always
selecting people like us or
people who have previously
held the role rather than
someone with high potential.

Research from Spencer
Stuart concludes “first-time
CEOs lead three years long-
er, with less volatility in per-
formance than CEOs with
prior experience, delivering
higher market-adjusted total
shareholder returns over the
course of their tenure”.

Re-evaluate succession
planning and adjust
Keep track of the number of
critical jobs unfilled and for
how long have they been va-
cant; the number and readi-
ness level of successors per
role; the diversity / gender
split of successors for roles;
percentage of key vacancies
filled by internal vs. external
candidates; engagement le-
vels of critical talent; and the
percentage of people in criti-
cal roles leaving the business.

Succession planning is
critically important to im-
prove the resilience and sus-
tainability of your business,
as well as to develop the fu-
ture leaders to execute the
business strategy success-
fully.
■ Pedro Angulo is an IMI As-
sociate faculty member and
Head of Learning, Talent and
Engagement in Brown Thomas
Arnotts

lowing characteristics: drive
and ambition, self and social
awareness, engagement,
learning agility, optimism,
curiosity, analytical rigour,
and conscientiousness.

Match critical talent to
critical roles: Assess the fit
between critical roles and
talent in an objective and un-
biased manner and address
any misalignments i.e. how
to manage people in critical
positions who are underper-
forming or blocking the
growth of a high potential.

This assessment should
guide all talent decisions
around recruitment, devel-
opment, redeployments, re-
structurings and promo-
tions.

Make succession a key re-
sponsibility for executives
Executives must make suc-
cession, as well as the profes-
sional growth and develop-
ment of the critical talent
across the organisation, a
core element of their job.

children entering primary
school today will ultimately
end up working in com-
pletely new job types that
aren’t on our radar yet”.

Ensure the succession pro-
cess is future-focused by con-
centrating on building cur-
rent as well as future capa-
bilities.

OECD research has found
talent requirements shifting
from cognitive skills to tech-
nological (for example, cy-
bersecurity, AI, digital) and
socio-emotional (for
example, curiosity, emo-
tional intelligence, collabor-
ation) skills.

Pick out high performers
and high potentials
When assessing the perform-
ance of employees, consider
how well they perform today
and how likely they are to
perform in the future.

Although most HIPOs are
high performers, not all high
performers are HIPOs.
HIPOs tend to display the fol-

The only source of long-term
sustainable competitive ad-
vantage is people and the
culture they create by work-
ing together. While competi-
tors can replicate our prod-
ucts, structures, processes
and technology, they cannot
do the same with our organi-
sation’s culture.

Investing in people is the
kingpin to executing stra-
tegic objectives as well as
giving organisations the best
chance to be successful.

A Harvard Business Re-
view article argues that com-
panies can unlock up to 40%
more productive power in
their workforce through
better practices in time, tal-
ent and energy management.

Succession planning is the
proactive and future-focused
talent practice of identifying,
developing and investing in
people to fill business critical
roles. Its aim is to ensure
that the right people with the
right abilities are in the right
roles at the right time in
order to effectively execute
the business strategy.

According to a joint RHR
International/Chief Execu-
tive magazine study, more
than half (53%) of the direc-
tors surveyed rated them-
selves as “ineffective” in
executing their responsibil-
ities in this area and 48%
hadn’t seen a copy of the suc-
cession plan within the last
year. There are eight steps to
successful succession plan-
ning:

Identify critical roles
Focus on identifying the 10%
of roles that create over 80%
of the value, the ones on
which success or failure
truly depends.

According to research by
McKinsey & Co, “60% of
critical roles tend to be two
layers below the CEO, and
30% three layers or more
below the CEO”.

Critical roles impact on
the bottom-line and drives
revenue, involves developing
strategy or product design,
require using rare or a wide
range of skills.

Future-focused capabilities
The World Economic Forum
estimates that up to “65% of

Investing in people
gives firms the best
chance of success,
writes Pedro Angulo

Many companies fail to pay enough attention to succession practices.
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