
Modern methods of 
construction

Barriers and benefits for Irish housing



So what do we do?
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The policy & public affairs team is tasked with a wide range of activities, including:

 Engaging – influencing stakeholders on specific policy or legislation proposals

 Monitoring – keeping informed of committee inquiries, legislation, regulation, etc.

 Media and stakeholder management – writing press releases, articles, blogs, preparing speeches and 
building up relationships with relevant contacts

 Informing – This might be alerting members with changes to regulations or responding to 
Government consultations and inquiries

 Organising and attending events – Such as Party Conference, Parliamentary Receptions and 
roundtables

 Research and briefings – Carrying out inhouse and externally commissioned research and drafting 
briefings and parliamentary questions for parliamentarians



Getting the point across
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– Our status as a chartered professional body means we act in 
the public interest – not just the industry or members’ 
interest – and we provide a trusted, impartial voice to policy 
makers.

– We have published research on numerous topics including 
tackling modern slavery, addressing mental health, 
improving productivity, the impact of migration, corruption
and crime amongst numerous other topics.

– Recent work looking at EDI and sustainability



Being on the same page –
policy positions
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– As a team, we work on positioning CIOB as a leading voice on 
a range of issues for the industry such as apprenticeships, 
construction quality, productivity, etc.

– It is important that trustees, staff and our members 
understand what we stand for as an organisation and that 
they buy into our messaging. A top line view of our key policy 
areas.

– Current policy topics in focus : sustainability, quality, 
innovation, safety, and equality, diversity and inclusion



Outline

• What is MMC

• Benefits

• Barriers

• What can be done?



What is MMC?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
- Modern methods of construction (MMC) is a broad term that captures a diverse range of building processes and products. 

- The term is generally used to describe construction which takes place in a factory setting as opposed to onsite. It includes the construction of full 3-D units or modules. 

- MMC also refers to the construction of flat, 2-D units or panels in a factory setting. 

- A distinction is sometimes made between open panels, which are more common, and closed panels, which are more sophisticated. Open panels form the skeletal structure only, whereas closed panels include lining materials, insulation, electrical services, and other components.

- Materials used in 2-D panelized components include timber, light steel or light gauge steel frame, precast concrete, structurally insulated panels, insulated concrete formwork (ICF), and cross-laminated timber (CLT) (DHLGH, 2023a).1



What is MMC?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Different MMC products can be combined in a myriad of ways and forms. Timber frame buildings can be combined with conventional construction in that they have concrete ground floors and timber intermediate floors. This has been how timber frame buildings in Ireland have historically been built. Alternatively, they can be combined with pre-fabricated panels made in factories. In Ireland, the cladding or external shell of timber framed buildings is usually made from bricks and blocks, though it need not be (GoI, 2000s). A timber frame house with bricks and blocks is shown in Figure 7.

Similarly, light gauge steel frame buildings can be used with a variety of different elements. They can be combined panelised elements which may themselves be made of steel, but they need not be combined with panels and the panels may not be made of steel. The cladding can come in a variety of forms including brickwork, metallic sheets, and timber (Yandzio et al., 2015). 3-D modules are usually constructed with steel, though timber is possible (DEHLG, 2003).



Benefits

• Environmental
• Labour/workforce
• Quality
• Speed
• Productivity
• Cost?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
materials and process

-  The built environment accounts for 37% of Ireland’s carbon emissions. Heating, cooling, and lighting buildings – operational carbon – accounts for 23% of national emissions, with the remaining 14% attributable to embodied carbon.1 Embodied carbon emissions result from mining, quarrying, transporting, and manufacturing building materials, in addition to construction activities, the repair, renovation and final disposal of buildings. Embodied carbon emissions in the built environment sector are rising and require a firm policy response if Ireland is to meet its net zero 2050 target.



Barriers

• Market structural factors
• Finance and insurance
• Regulatory issues
• Procurement
• Planning
• Social housing

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
They are trying to promote/raise awareness
We’re taking that as read
Bad news stories
Delivery models


- they don’t want to do another report
They want to pick out key headings from meta-analyses of reports: Q what are they saying?
They have an mmc group – could join?
clc industrialised construction
Whole life costing?





Offsite alliance






Market structural factors

• Price, especially modular, aside from timber frame
• Apprehension from lenders – banks in particular
• Demand certainty, attitudes, and standardisation

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
- main barrier to its more widespread adoption is that it tends to be more expensive than conventional construction. As a result, contractors are uninclined to choose MMC. Because some of the products associated with MMC are new, stakeholders across the supply chain are wary about using it. This includes developers and consumers who are the end users. It also includes funders and insurers who do not fully understand the risks associated with it.

-
- Banks are unwilling to provide mortgages for end users of modular homes, which restricts consumer demand. Insurers are unwilling to provide professional cover for products for which they cannot calculate risk based on historical data


- Demand for MMC is underdeveloped. Without assurance of a certain level of demand over a sustained period of time, manufacturers are unable to realise MMC’s potential economies of scale. Lack of demand, of course, goes back to its greater expense and its perceived riskiness. 

- Additionally, regulatory factors elevate costs as many of the products associated with MMC are untried and untested compared to conventional construction products.



Market structural factors

One interviewee gave a very clear insight into the importance of demand certainty who we quote

‘without having a clear pipeline of work in front of us, it’s difficult to convince the owners of the
company or the investors to put money to a business that can be sporadic. So like at the minute,
we’re all in on residential. This time last year, we were all in on pharma. This time next year, it’s
looking like we’ll be back to bathroom pods and not doing any residential so we have to stay agile
as a business in order to be able to shift from a pharma project to a residential back to bathroom
pods, etc. So we can’t set up rails or production line in our factory stuck to a particular module size.
Because if we do, [in] six months time our order book changes, we have to reconfigure a factory.’

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
- main barrier to its more widespread adoption is that it tends to be more expensive than conventional construction. As a result, contractors are uninclined to choose MMC. Because some of the products associated with MMC are new, stakeholders across the supply chain are wary about using it. This includes developers and consumers who are the end users. It also includes funders and insurers who do not fully understand the risks associated with it.

- Demand for MMC is underdeveloped. Without assurance of a certain level of demand over a sustained period of time, manufacturers are unable to realise MMC’s potential economies of scale. Lack of demand, of course, goes back to its greater expense and its perceived riskiness. Additionally, regulatory factors elevate costs as many of the products associated with MMC are untried and untested compared to conventional construction products.

- Banks are unwilling to provide mortgages for end users of modular homes, which restricts consumer demand. Insurers are unwilling to provide professional cover for products for which they cannot calculate risk based on historical data



Market structural factors

Comments made by a timber frame manufacturer when a large, repetitive 
development was compared to a one-off housing development

‘take a general good design we’ve gone through with Glenveagh, you’re 
looking at a square footage of about 26 to 27 euros per square foot ..if I 
was to put a one-off into the factory, 35, 36 euros a square foot ..even 
at 36 euros a square foot, it wasn’t enough’

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Take standardisation: timber frame housing is well established, and tends to be used in larger developments (25-50% of house building) but only 3% of one-off housing




Regulatory issues

• Height restrictions on combustible materials

• Building regulations contains guidance on allowable materials – MMC 
materials untested

• Testing facilities are clogged up

• Certification (assigned certifier) inconsistency

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
- Agrément certificates are designed for new building materials for which published national or European standards do not exist, which may include new materials and products used in offsite construction. In this case, the National Standards Authority of Ireland (NSAI) carries out the assessment and issues an NSAI Agrément certificate for eligible products or materials (NSAI, 2023)

- Regulatory factors play a central role both in terms of affecting competitiveness and in directly limiting the use of MMC products. Manufacturers commonly complained about the compliance costs associated with MMC. Due to their newness in the market, many products are untested in terms of fire and other aspects of performance. This is in contrast to products used in traditional construction which are tried and tested and for which the building regulations provide assurance that what is being used is compliant. Though few can reasonably complain about testing for fire and other aspects of performance, it was felt that what were considered to be minor adjustments to products needed to be retested. The testing process was, moreover, time-consuming, expensive, and clogged.

- While compliance issues may affect the speed and cost of delivery, ultimately products can be tested. A major limitation to greater use of timber in particular is the limitation on construction buildings greater than 10m using combustible materials. This prevents the widespread adoption of timber in dense developments, such as apartments.




Regulatory issues

• ‘if you’re building using traditional methods of construction .. there’s 
codes that tell you what to do. So it’s very easy for you as a company 
to follow those codes. And no, you’re not going to, you’re not going to 
get sued, essentially, if you get it wrong.. but with panelized and 
volumetric modular, those codes don’t exist.’



Social housing issues

• Turn Key, Part V, Direct Delivery

• Opportunity to use direct build to roll out MMC in social housing 
sector

• 50+ types in DHLGH social housing design guidelines

• Local authorities, AHBs, and LDA may end up ignoring

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The state can only drive the process with direct build, even if that is slower and more expensive. Other forms of construction the state does not have control over the construction process.

Aspiration is direct build (future)

Current situation is issues with design guidelines

- In the context of offsite construction, direct build is the most relevant delivery mechanism. This is because under Turnkey development and Part V, the state has no direct influence over the design and construction process. Direct build, which has comprised a little under a quarter of new builds in recent years, is the process whereby builders are contracted by local authorities to build social and public housing on public land.22 AHBs also engage in direct build whereby they purchase land from local authorities, often on favourable terms, who then build on it.

- One of the main avenues for doing so is through state direct building of public housing. A number of issues have been raised in this context. One is the large number of different housing types used by local authorities and other agencies which, moreover, have the discretion to deviate from the large number of design types suggested under national guidelines. For local authorities, the pressure to deliver quickly is and has been an incentive to use MMC, though the targets for MMC builds do not appear to be at a level that would yield significant economies of scale. An added complication is that MMC is not necessarily appropriate for smaller local authorities and that changes to public procurement of housing, while welcome, do not fully incentivise offsite manufacturing. 



Social housing issues
• ‘’there was a meeting.. with the Department of Housing, where they said, 

right, they launched these designs, standardised designs, here you go, 
these can all be rolled out to all the various local authorities, etc… the local 
authority can take these designs, and implement them, or they can tweak 
them or change them to suit themselves, or they can go about their own 
design’

• ‘once we got awarded the Ukrainian project, during the design phase, we 
finished the factory filled it full of equipment. Our manpower here at the 
factory has gone from 25 people up to 110. Okay, and we have two 
factories running producing between six and eight houses per week. So 
that’s what a pipeline can do… So the first houses we built here, the two-
bed ones, the first ones took probably 60 days. Okay, we’ve got down to 40 
days, we’re now down to less than 20 days’



Procurement, planning, finance & insurance

• Procurement – early contractor involvement 

• Planning – when to begin, one-off housing, unserviced sites.

• Finance & insurance – MMC untried and untested

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
- 



Policy Recommendations

• Review height restrictions on timber with international comparative 
evidence

• Broaden Technical Guidance Documents to include materials used in 
offsite construction

• Increase rapid delivery of social housing through direct build
• Procure and plan to use MMC

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
- The Construction Safety Partnership Advisory Committee is due to give guidance on timber frame buildings in Ireland. Its focus has, to date, been on occupational health and safety concerns. Its remit could be broadened to continually review the safety of buildings along the lines of the UK Building Advisory Committee.

- If the building regulations were broadened to include products used in MMC – if the TGDs were updated – there would be less need for manufacturers to repeatedly test. This would bring costs down and make MMC a more attractive option for clients and contractors

- Though direct building is slow and expensive, it has the advantage that the state exerts control over the design and construction process. This can be used to drive MMC both to improve the delivery of social housing and also drive the sector forward. A stable pipeline of delivery enables manufacturers to plan for the future, invest in the relevant plant and machinery, and optimises the use of MMC.

- Greater use of design and build, and greater ECI are needed to further MMC in Ireland. The extent to which the state can influence private sector procurement is, in practice, limited. What it can do is influence its own procurement models, which may then be taken up by actors across the industry. To encourage greater take up of MMC in state building projects, the timeframe for project delivery in the design and build framework document could be broadened. This way tenders could propose to finish a project earlier than they are currently able to propose which, if evaluated favourably, would encourage the use of offsite methods.
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Thank you
JKilroy@ciob.org
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