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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

You have seen this on your programme
calendar

Every Head of Delivery or Chief Operating Officer at a mid-sized infrastructure advisory in Europe has
had the same Monday morning. Three programme reviews this week. The EIA corridor study in
Denmark: slipped six weeks because the principal who handled the last planning authority appeal for
this region is on secondment in Sweden, and the junior team doesn't know the authority's preferred
approach to the species impact methodology. The water infrastructure support contract: a graduate
spent eleven hours last week compiling boilerplate for a planning statement that the client's
procurement team says is 35% above the rate their benchmarking tool quoted. The twenty-year
framework relationship: your technical director has her succession conversation with you on
Wednesday afternoon. She has never written down what she knows about the client's senior
infrastructure director, the three standing planning objections, or the appeal decision from 2019 that
set the relevant precedent.

You have run this delivery function for fifteen years. The pattern used to be straightforward. Hire the
best chartered engineers you could find. Protect the quality floor. Hold utilisation at the number and
the programmes at the milestone plan.

Something changed. Your mid-tier engineers are spending half their week on documentation and
regulatory cross-referencing that procurement benchmarks say Al handles faster. Your principals —
the people who carry the planning authority relationships and the twenty years of project precedent —
are the scarcest resource in the firm, and they are spending most of their billable week on work that
could run on infrastructure the firm has not built. Your framework agreements lock your rates while
your cost-to-deliver moves. And you can name the eight principals whose retirement inside five years
will cost you more than any margin improvement programme you have ever run.

The firms pulling ahead are not deploying better Al tools. They are building institutional knowledge
infrastructure that makes those tools durable. Most infrastructure COOs are treating this as three
separate problems. The ones who see it as one are going to own the next decade of European
infrastructure advisory.

This briefing covers what is happening in your sector, what it means inside
your delivery function, and the three questions your operations team
should answer before the next board cycle.
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LENS ONE . YOUR INDUSTRY

Infrastructure advisory just lost the
equation that held for a generation

Every technology wave your sector absorbed in the last thirty years expanded what your engineers
could do on a project. It therefore expanded what you could bill for. BIM added coordination hours
across the design lifecycle. Environmental assessment frameworks grew in scope and complexity.
Planning regulations tightened, pulling more specialist time into every major submission. The sector
ran on hourly rates through all of it, and for a generation the rate card never came under structural
pressure.

Al does not behave the same way. Your clients still need the same planning application, the same
environmental impact assessment, the same geotechnical report, the same structural analysis
submission. The scope of the work is unchanged. But the analytical, documentation, and compliance
layer that used to absorb most of the mid-tier hours now runs at a fraction of the time on platforms
the client's own procurement team is using to benchmark your quotes. Under hourly billing, faster
delivery at the same rate card means less revenue for the same project. Your sector is watching mid-
tier billing rates slide for the first time in thirty years.

Your clients' procurement teams are showing up to framework
renewals with Al-cost benchmarks that already estimated what
efficient advisory should cost. By the time your programme director

walks into the tender presentation, the rate has already been set.

The constraint is structural. Public procurement locks your hourly rates in framework agreements for
two to four years. That means the pricing adjustment that works in private-sector advisory hits an
institutional wall in public infrastructure. The firms that understand this are not waiting for the
framework to expire. They are redesigning delivery economics now, so the locked rate against a lower
cost-to-deliver expands margin during the current framework period, and the next tender bid is the
first outcome-priced submission the procurement body has ever seen from your sector.
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LENS TwWO : YOUR FUNCTION

Your delivery engine, your bench, and
your client continuity are feeling it
now

Your project delivery function. Programme managers are working harder to hit milestones at the
same quality standard. Handoffs between proposal, scoping, and delivery carry friction that was built
when the function was organised around a 2001 project-engineer workflow and never redesigned. The
firm delivers a planning submission the same way it delivered one in 2012. The tools have changed,
the regulatory surface has changed, the clients have changed. The delivery engine has not.

Your technical quality. The quality floor still holds. The quality ceiling has not risen in ten years. Both
are now under pressure. The senior principal who catches the EIA finding a junior would miss, who
reads the planning officer's question before it becomes an objection, who knows what the authority
will push on before the application goes in, carries that judgment entirely as personal knowledge.
When one of them retires, the firm runs two or three programmes with an invisible quality gap before
the client begins to notice.

Your specialist bench. Your mid-tier engineers bill at rates that are increasingly difficult to defend
against procurement benchmarks on standard documentation and compliance work. Realisation is
drifting downward on the book of work where the comparison is clearest. Utilisation targets are harder
to hold. Most of your mid-tier bench has not had a conversation about what the next version of their
role looks like when the analytical work they currently do runs on infrastructure the firm hasn't built
yet.

Your senior principals. Your most experienced chartered engineers and technical directors carry
fifteen to twenty-five years of project precedent, planning authority relationships, and regulatory
interpretation that the firm has no systematic way to access without them. When they are preparing,
reviewing, or coordinating rather than advising, the firm is paying for its most scarce resource to do
work it has not built infrastructure to carry.

Your client and programme continuity. Your senior principals each carry between one and four
long-running framework relationships built on decades of client-specific knowledge that has never
been written down. When a principal rotates or retires, the industry experience is that one of those
relationships goes to tender within eighteen months of the announcement. The succession
conversations are already on your calendar. You know which clients are at risk.

GRAIL — Confidential - 4/ 11



DELIVERY. KNOWLEDGE. CONTINUITY.

The firms pulling ahead are building
one piece of infrastructure

Your sector is compressing from below because Al reduces the hours your mid-tier engineers can bill
for standard documentation and compliance work. Your delivery function is compressing from above
because your senior principals spend most of their time on preparation and review work the firm has
not built infrastructure to hold. Both are real. But there is a third thing happening that most
infrastructure COOs have not named yet.

You do not have three problems. You have one. Your firm's most valuable asset — the accumulated
regulatory judgment, project precedent, and planning authority intelligence your principals have built
over twenty years — has never belonged to the firm. It belongs to the people. Every margin problem,
every programme risk, every stuck cycle time is a symptom of that single unsolved thing. Pay a
principal to do documentation work a platform can do, and margin drifts. Let a principal retire with
their planning authority relationships still in their head, and the framework goes to tender. Keep the
delivery engine designed around a knowledge bottleneck that cannot be unblocked without that
person in the room, and the programme cycle cannot shorten.

Look at the firms that are pulling ahead. Their delivery engine, their specialist bench, and their client
continuity are not three separate problems. They are one piece of infrastructure. Every programme
makes the infrastructure smarter. The principal who retires contributes to it on the way out. The mid-
tier engineer works alongside it from day one. The framework relationship holds because it lives in it,
not in a specific person.

You can tell which camp a firm is in from a single question. Can you point to
one thing in your firm that is measurably smarter this quarter than last
quarter? Most infrastructure advisories cannot. The ones that can are
already closing the programmes you thought were yours.

You have eighteen to twenty-four months. The debate about whether Al changes infrastructure
advisory is over. Your question now is whether you build the knowledge infrastructure your firm will
run on for the next decade, or wait until a procurement body benchmarks your rates against a
competitor who already did.
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What most firms are doing. What the
winners are doing instead.

Every infrastructure advisory COO has had the Al conversation. Most are making the same four
decisions. A smaller group is making different ones.

THE DEFAULT PATH THE WINNERS' PATH

Hold the framework rate, push Rebuild delivery economics before
utilisation up the framework renews

Same hourly billing, harder targets. Realisation Lower cost-to-deliver against a locked rate
drifts as procurement benchmarks close the gap expands margin now. Next bid is outcome-priced.
on standard documentation. The procurement norm shifts.

Treat principal retirements as Extract principal judgment as a
succession planning side-effect of delivery work

Mentor, hire replacements at premium, watch a Capture from the artefacts they already produce.
framework relationship go to tender twelve Principals stay the escalation layer. The

months after each departure. knowledge stops walking out.

Deploy Al tools on top of the Rebuild delivery around the new
existing delivery process unit of output

Each engineer gets a copilot. Individual Junior plus agent plus institutional precedent
productivity rises. Programme cycles stay the delivers senior-tier programme work. Cycle
same because the process is still 2012. compresses from twelve weeks to six.

Protect the mid-tier by avoiding Redesign the graduate pathway
the redesign around judgment from day one
Roles stay unchanged. Best mid-tier move to New hires pair with agents and the firm's

firms that redesigned first. Bench thins when it extracted knowledge corpus. The five-year
matters most. learning curve compresses to eighteen months.

Same principals. Same framework clients. Same rate card. Opposite
outcomes. The difference is whether the knowledge lives in the firm or in the
person.
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Project Margin. Programme Delivery.

Knowledge Continuity.

Three questions every infrastructure advisory COQO is tracking. None of

them used to be the same question. They are now.

Why is our
margin drifting
on work our
rate card says
should hold?

The framework rate hasn't
changed. Utilisation is
within target. But realisation
on your mid-tier book is
down three to six points
against two years ago, and
procurement teams are
arriving at tender with Al
benchmarks for what
efficient advisory costs.
The analytical and
documentation work that
justified the mid-tier rate is
being revalued in real time.
The rate card is fine. The
pricing model is the
question.

02 - PROGRAMME
DELIVERY

What happens
to our quality
floor when our

senior
principals
leave?

Six to twelve of your most
experienced principals are
within five years of
retirement. Each carries
planning authority
relationships, project
precedent, and regulatory
interpretation built over
twenty-five years that has
never been written down.
The quality floor holds
because they are in the
room. When they leave, the
floor drops before the client
notices, and the framework
they held goes to tender.
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Why has our
programme
cycle not

shortened in a
decade?

A major planning
application takes twelve to
sixteen weeks on a
standard project. Much of
that elapsed time is
documentation, precedent
research, and regulatory
cross-referencing that now
runs in hours, not weeks.
The firms rebuilding around
this close submissions in
six to eight weeks at the
same quality. Same
principals. Forty percent
more programme output
per specialist. Not a
productivity story. A
capacity story.



FOUR MOVES

What the firms winning this play are
actually doing

Four concrete moves any infrastructure advisory COO can start this quarter. Each touches one part of

the delivery function. Together, they become one architecture.

1

Delivery: decompose every engagement type to the deliverable task, then price
around what still requires senior judgment

Most COOs are redesigning project types. The right unit is the deliverable task. Take every
project type your firm sells. List the task bundles inside it. Mark each: agent-led with principal
review, shared, principal-only, or retire entirely. What remains is a different project at a
different cost base. The COO who walks into the next framework bid with this map owns the
conversation about outcome pricing.

Quality: extract principal judgment now, as a side-effect of daily programme
work, not as a documentation exercise

Knowledge capture projects fail in every advisory firm. The judgment is not articulable in a
knowledge base entry. Extract from artefacts principals already produce: redlined planning
submissions, project review notes, regulatory commentary, planning authority
correspondence. Principals contribute without being asked to teach. Their role becomes the
escalation layer, not the production floor. The knowledge stops being biographical.

Bench: redesign the graduate and mid-tier pathway so new engineers work
alongside institutional knowledge from day one

The documentation and compliance work that trained graduates into mid-tier engineers is
moving to agents. No training ground, no senior bench in 2031. New engineers do not start on
planning document boilerplate. They start on judgment-adjacent work: precedent application,
exception review, paired work with principals. The five-year learning curve compresses to
eighteen months. The graduate of 2026 builds judgment experience the graduate of 2022 had
no access to.

Continuity: build each major framework relationship as an active intelligence
archive, not a personal contact

Every infrastructure advisory firm has lost a framework relationship once, the year after the
principal who held it retired. The move is to treat every major client as a structured knowledge
asset. Programme history. Planning authority intelligence. Scope dispute records. The client's
senior infrastructure director's priorities. When the principal rotates or retires, the next one
inherits the asset. The relationship holds on the firm's architecture.
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GRAIL . HOW WE THINK

Four options, four structural limits

The big consulting firms' digital practices sell multi-year programmes billing analyst hours. They
produce decks. They cannot put working knowledge infrastructure into a principal's workflow in three
months. Their cost structure requires the revenue base they would have to tell you to leave.

Engineering information management platforms sell document repositories. They treat your

principal's judgment as a file to tag. Every mid-market infrastructure advisory has watched that
purchase fail. The cabinets get fuller. The principals stay the bottleneck.

Domain-specific Al and design-technology vendors sell tools that accelerate technical production.
They commoditise your mid-tier billing rates. Buying more without restructuring delivery economics

accelerates the margin erosion, not the recovery.

Your internal IT function and PMO consultancies build document systems and programme

governance. Neither sits close enough to how a chartered engineer reasons about a planning
authority's requirements to extract that judgment into useful infrastructure.

The market offers four things you have already said no to. GRAIL is the

fifth option.

WHAT YOU GET

Senior advisory that speaks programme-floor, not
strategy-deck

Working infrastructure your principals use the same
week

Custom agents built on your projects, clients,
regulatory domain

Knowledge infrastructure your best principals feed
into

No vendor lock-in at any phase

WHY IT MATTERS

Founded by operators who have run professional-
services delivery

Business first, technology second

Three weeks from first meeting to working
infrastructure

Your principals keep the infrastructure, you own the
IP

Every next step earned by what ships, never
assumed
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Three sessions with your delivery
leadership. Working infrastructure
from week one.

We start with your delivery leadership team because the change cannot
outrun the team's personal understanding of what is possible. Three
workshops. Each delivers standalone value. Each earns the right to the
next.

WORKSHOP 01

How to think

Walk through what is
happening in your sector
and inside your delivery
function. Build the first
piece of infrastructure in
the room: a knowledge
agent for one of your real
framework relationships,
extracted from the project
archive you already have.
Your operations team
leaves with a shared view of
what to do next and the first
piece of working
infrastructure already in
their hands.

WORKSHOP 02

Your delivery
infrastructure

A half-day build. Your Head
of Delivery, Technical
Director, Head of Quality,
and Head of Graduate
Development each leave
with five to ten pieces of
working infrastructure
tuned to their function.
Planning submission
agents. Regulatory
precedent retrieval. Project
review tools. Client
intelligence capture.
Knowledge extraction from
your programme archive.
Infrastructure your teams
are using the same week.

WORKSHOP 03

Ready to run

Refined infrastructure
based on real programme
use. The rollout plan to your
wider delivery organisation.
The knowledge-extraction
plan for your senior
principals. The graduate
pathway redesign. And the
CEO and CFO conversation
with numbers they can
check: margin per
framework segment,
principal capacity released,
and retirement-exposure
reduction by relationship.

Three weeks. No IT project. No board approval required to start. The
infrastructure your delivery function is already running on when we finish.
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For your next operations review

The questions where your operations team cannot agree on an answer are worth an hour on the
agenda. Ask these honestly.

Of the last eight projects where realisation came in under plan, how many lost
ground because client procurement arrived with AI-cost benchmarks your team
had not seen? If you do not know, how would you find out?

What percentage of your senior principals' billable week is spent on
documentation, regulatory cross-referencing, and preparation work that does
not require their judgment? What would it take to cut that in half?

If your three most senior principals retired in the same quarter, what would
happen to the framework clients they carry? What has actually transferred to
the rest of your bench in the last twelve months?

Can you point to one thing in your firm that is measurably smarter this quarter
than last quarter? If not, what will the next four quarters add up to?

Which of your mid-tier engineers is already working the way the rest of the
bench will need to work by 2028? What would it take for that to be the default
across your delivery function?

If any of these produces a disagreement in your operations team, that is the

conversation worth having before the board asks.

JOHAN GRONSTEDT - GRAIL - JOHAN@GRAIL.WORKS - GRAIL.WORKS
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There’s a version of this briefing for
every seat at the table.

GRAIL has produced industry briefings calibrated to the specific reality of each C-suite role.
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reads. Al is rewriting all three
in your industry.
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Capacity. Capability.
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capacity, not headcount.
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this year.

» YOU ARE READING

00

Cheaper. Better. Faster.

The triple threat that used to
be a tradeoff is now table
stakes.

HHI

Margin. Pace. Position.

The whole GTM playbook is
being rewritten in real time,
across every commercial team
at once.

Visit grail.works for the full series.

GRAIL

An Al-native management consultancy helping European mid-market leadership teams figure out what
fundamentally changes about their business as Al enters their industry.
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