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Innovation in Highways
As local council highways teams come under 
pressure to up their game on innovation, the 
Local Council Roads Innovation Group (LCRIG) 
carried out an exclusive survey to find out 
more about activity levels, barriers and 
preferred incentives to encourage new ideas 
and processes.

This Innovation survey was kindly facilitated by  
the Asphalt Industry Alliance (AIA) as a voluntary  
addendum to its ALARM Survey, carried out at  
the beginning of 2021. 

The findings are based on data analysis by LCRIG. The 
findings indicate no shortage of enthusiasm, though 
differing approaches between authorities are highlighted 
which show the challenges around implementing innovation. 

Who took part in the survey? 
• 62 English councils

• 15 London-based councils

• 8 Welsh councils

Key findings: 

• More must be done to drive innovation forward

• More focus on delivering innovation in the areas of new products/materials needed

• Collaboration with local highway authorities and their supply chains through trade groups such  
as LCRIG seen as important

• Lack of funding seen as biggest barrier to innovation

• Councils facing procurement issues when delivering innovation

• Political and senior leaders have a will to push forward innovation within councils

• Little being done to recognise and reward innovations through things such as staff incentives

• More needs to be done to promote digitisation/innovation when attracting new graduates and  
apprentices into the sector
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Introduction
It’s widely acknowledged that local highway 
departments within councils have yet to 
embed a strong innovation culture. 

It’s also clear that innovation needs to be much higher on 
their agenda if they’re to meet the ongoing challenges which 
come with maintaining local roads and infrastructure assets.

During the pandemic, the Government recognised the 
essential role that the local road network has in keeping 
Britain moving. 

But this recognition must now be backed up by further and 
continued investment in local roads and innovation sits at 
the heart of this. The financial impact of Covid-19 could 
see councils across England making budget cuts so this 
investment is now more important than ever.

To accelerate the pace of successful innovation, a £150,000 
Innovation Fund for road surface treatments is being made 
available through LCRIG in partnership with the leading 
highway marking and safety business WJ Group, who are 
funding the project.

It is important to remember that the sector is not starting 
from a zero baseline. New technologies, advances in 
procurement and looking at ways to promote collaboration 
have been getting a foothold, and the sector is not short of 
initiatives or people with innovative ideas. 

The problem is how to make innovation “business as usual” 
and ensure that there’s greater parity across councils. 

Among those in the vanguard of innovation is LCRIG, which 
in addition to its Innovation Fund, has been championing the 
importance of innovation for many years now. It does this 
by facilitating collaboration between the public and private 
sectors to drive forward and implement new ideas, products 
and materials. 

Ultimately, this is about innovation delivering value across 
the whole market. LCRIG’s initiative with WJ is an example  
of a supplier working alongside a client to deliver change. 

LCRIG also pioneered a new form of procurement as a way 
of bringing on board smaller innovative companies which 
are desperately keen to engage with clients but they can be 
locked out by traditional procurement rules. 

Then at cross-sector level we have the Highways Sector 
Council and the ADEPT SMART Places Live Labs Programme, 
to name just a few. 

These are all promising initiatives but how much has the 
innovation bug caught hold in highways? Are those who are 
embracing innovation getting it right? And what barriers still 
need to be knocked down? To gauge the extent of innovation 
activity across the sector, and the appetite for change, LCRIG 
invited councils to take part in an email survey at the start of 
2021. This was carried out as an addendum to the Asphalt 
Industry Alliance’s (AIA) ALARM Survey.   
A total of 85 councils responded. 

In this report, the findings of LCRIG’s analysis of responses 
are described. 

The problem is how to make 
innovation “business as usual” 
and ensure that there’s greater 
parity across councils. 
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Room for more innovation
There was a recognition that more must 
be done to drive innovation forward in the 
highways sector. 

In England, the average score on a scale of 1-10, where 1 is 
low, was 6 – identifying that there is room for improvement. 

It was the same picture amongst the Welsh councils who 
took part in the survey, with an average score of 6, again 
highlighting that more can be done. 

In terms of ways in which the delivery of innovative 
solutions could be maximised, just four out of 61 English 
councils ranked working in collaboration with universities as 
being the most important way of doing so. 

Working with other local highway authorities and their supply 
chains through bodies such as LCRIG – along with working 
with their own supply chains – ranked joint highest amongst 
the English local authorities who responded. 

Of the London Councils that responded to a question around 
working with their own supply chain to maximise the 
delivery of innovative solutions, just three ranked it as most 
important on a scale of 1-3 where 1 is the highest. 

In Wales, it was a similar story with an average score of 
2 against this question. Three of the eight Welsh councils 
highlighted working in collaboration with other councils and 
their supply chains through bodies such as LCRIG as vitally 
important.   

This highlights the important role that groups such as LCRIG 
have in helping to facilitate innovation and collaboration 
within the sector. 

Going forward, English councils want to see more focus put 
on delivering innovation in the areas of new products/
materials and carbon reduction initiatives. Both ranked 
higher than new asset management processes, social value 
initiatives and safety initiatives. 

This most likely reflects the increasing demand on councils 
to deliver on climate change. The number of local authorities 
that have declared a climate emergency continues to rise 
and councils continue to battle with a range of competing 
demands in this area. A focus on carbon reduction initiatives 
could be key to achieving results and the use of new 
environmentally friendly products and materials will link  
to this. 

Of the 12 London councils who responded, two said that 
putting a focus on new products/materials was most 
important to them with the same number of Welsh councils 
also ranking this highest. 

Eleven councils from the capital responded to a question 
around carbon reduction initiatives, with four ranking it 
as most important on a scale of 1-5 where 1 is the most 
important - to help maximise the delivery of innovative 
solutions. 

On the subject of new materials, those responding to the 
survey were asked ‘how risk averse is your authority to 
trialling new materials’? 

There was a mixed response to this question with the 
average hitting a middle score of 5 on a scale of 1-10, where 
1 is low. It was the same picture from the London and Welsh 
councils who responded to the survey. 

Going forward English councils 
want to see more focus put 
on delivering innovation in 
the areas of new products/
materials and carbon reduction 
initiatives.
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Barriers to innovation 
There are many reasons why innovation is 
not accelerating but funding was perhaps 
unsurprisingly seen as the prime barrier  
to delivering more innovation in the 
highways sector.  

Councils continue to face unprecedented financial pressures 
and this further highlights the need for initiatives such as the 
£150,000 Innovation Fund for road surface treatments which 
is being made available through the Local Council Roads 
Innovation Group (LCRIG) in partnership with the highway 
marking and safety business WJ Group, which is funding  
the project.

Lack of client knowledge about market capabilities; 
procurement issues; and a lack of desire to move away 
from traditional methods/solutions were all seen as equal 
barriers to innovation amongst the English authorities who 
responded – when looking at the average scaled score.

Amongst the London councils who responded, funding came 
out on top as the biggest barrier which is stopping them from 
driving innovation forward. 

In Wales, funding and procurement issues were seen as 
equal barriers to innovation, when comparing the average 
scores, although six of the eight councils who responded 
to a question about funding highlighted it as the biggest 
barrier to delivering more innovation in the sector – when 
listing in order of importance, from 1-5 where 1 is the most 
important. 

Procurement issues also remain a barrier for Welsh councils. 
Eighty percent of the Welsh councils who responded gave 
a score of 1, where 1 is the most important on a scale of 
1-5, when asked how big a barrier it was to delivering more 
innovation. Only two London councils responded with a  
mark of 1. 

Work is being done to overcome these type of barriers – 
with Project Amber just one example. This LCRIG Initiative-
led by Blackpool Council is a collaborative approach to 
delivering works using new materials and processes upon 
their network, by trusting suppliers with identifying repairs 
and delivering solutions with a view to reducing costs and 
increasing innovation. 

Funding is the biggest barrier  
for English and London councils
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What are councils doing to  
help accelerate innovation?   
Respondents to the survey from English 
councils said that the political leaders within 
their authorities are aware of and support 
the benefits of innovation. The average score 
on a scale of 1-10, where 1 is low, was 7 – 
showing that there is a will to push forward 
innovation within councils.

This is backed up by the fact that the majority of senior 
leadership teams are aware of and support the benefits of 
innovation in the same way – this statement achieving an 
average score of 8. 

The average scores were the same from the Welsh councils 
who responded, but scores of 6 and 7 respectively, shows 
that there is slightly less will at a political and senior 
leadership level to accelerate innovation amongst London 
councils. 

There is concern at the other end of the scale though. When 
asked if their authority recognises and rewards innovations 
through things such as staff incentives, the average score 
was just 3 amongst English authorities. The average 
amongst Welsh councils was 3 and in London 4.

And when asked if their authority runs competitions, 
challenges or other initiatives on a regular basis to help 

foster innovation throughout the value chain, the majority  
of respondents scored this low with the average score 
coming in at just 4. For London councils it was 4 and for 
Welsh authorities 3. 

Despite the fact that there is clearly a will to innovate at a 
political and senior leadership level, the gap between this 
and what is actually happening at a practitioner level may 
raise some concerns and identifies where there is room for 
improvement. 

That being said there was a positive response when councils 
were asked if they actively seek out and benefit from 
innovation in the supply chain, as an average score of 7 was 
marked against this statement. In Wales the average was  
6 and it was the same in London.

It appears as though SMEs and other innovators are 
generally being given the opportunity to approach councils 
and put forward their innovative ideas/solutions. When 
asked about this, the average score was 6. It was the same 
average from the Welsh and London councils who took part 
in the survey. 

Although three English councils scored this at the lowest end 
of the scale – 1. Two London councils also did, yet the lowest 
score amongst the Welsh councils was 2. 

Innovation is often facilitated by SMEs and the supply chain 
so it is refreshing to see this recognised in the findings.   

Supporting the benefits of 
innovation throughout the  
value chain  

English Councils

AVERAGE 
7

En

glish Councils

AVERAGE 
3

The political leaders within their 
authorities are aware of and support 
the benefits of innovation.

An authority recognises and rewards 
innovations through things such as 
staff incentives.

>
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Using innovation to  
attract new talent
Attracting new people into the highways 
sector has always been seen as a key 
challenge and innovation has often been 
talked about as a way of helping  
overcome this. 

As a result of this, respondents were asked ‘On a scale 
of 1-10, where 1 is low, How much do you promote 
digitisation/innovation when attracting new graduates  
and apprentices’. 

Two English councils responded with a score of 10 and eleven 
others responded with a mark of 8 on the scale. However, 
nineteen local authorities provided a response of between 
1-3, therefore dragging the average down to just 5. 

There was a slightly more positive picture amongst the 
London councils who responded as the average score was 6, 
with just five authorities out of the 14 who answered giving 
a mark of 5 or lower. In Wales the average score was 5, with 
a highest score of 7 being given by three of the eight Welsh 
councils who responded. 

It could be argued that this represents a missed opportunity 
for councils when it comes to attracting new graduates 
and apprentices and helping to overcome the often-cited 
perception that the roads sector is only about fixing potholes.

Lo
ndon Councils

AVERAGE 
6

English Councils
AVERAGE 

5

Welsh Councils

AVERAGE 
5
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Martin Duffy, Chief Executive of the 
Local Council Roads Innovation Group 
(LCRIG), gives his view
Innovation must sit at the heart of local 
authority highway teams. Our report into 
the state of innovation within local council 
highway departments makes for interesting 
reading. 

Whilst there are many positives to take from the findings 
there are also areas of concern which must be addressed to 
achieve greater parity amongst councils. 

At LCRIG we have a role to play in this, but it must also be 
said that only a collaborative effort will ensure this happens. 
So how can this be achieved? 

First and foremost, councils must work in partnership 
with the private sector. Ultimately, this is about innovation 
delivering value across the whole market. These types of 
collaborative partnerships will be key going forward as the 
sector aims to Build Back Better from the pandemic. For me 
it is important that innovation is scaled up and becomes part 
of businesses’ DNA.

In this report there are references to the LCRIG/Steve Berry 
Think Exceptional Innovation Fund.

Sponsored by WJ, this £150,000 fund will be available to 
local highway authorities, universities, and private sector 
companies and innovative individuals who can apply for 
funding via a simple two-stage application process on the 
LCRIG website.

Our initiative with WJ is an example of a supplier working 
alongside a client to deliver change.

This fund won’t provide all the answers, but one thing it will 
do is speed up and encourage innovation in the roads surface 
treatment space.

But there’s a role for others as well and we welcome 
ideas and contributions from anyone inside or outside of 
the sector. Anything that can be done to help speed up 
innovation should be welcomed.

One of the interesting findings from this report is that 
political and senior leadership teams within councils are 
generally aware of and support the benefits of innovation. 
This is a positive finding, but more worrying is the fact that 
innovation is barely being recognised through things such as 
staff incentives and there isn’t much happening at a council 
level in terms of competitions, challenges or other initiatives 
to help foster innovation throughout the value chain. I must 
ask the question ‘Why not?’ 

This highlights and backs up frustrations around the pace 
of change in the sector. But we must remain positive and 
keep moving forward to deliver the change that is needed. I’d 
encourage anyone who reads this report and resonates with 
some of its key findings to use it as part of their argument 
when putting forward an innovative idea or having an 
internal discussion about innovation. Do reach out to the 
team at LCRIG as well because we’re here to help and/or  
will always know someone who can. 

Ultimately, innovation needs to be part of everyone’s role 
– because if we unlock the full potential innovation has to 
offer, the possibilities are endless.

 

Martin Duffy, Chief Executive 
of the Local Council Roads 
Innovation Group (LCRIG)
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Next steps

LCRIG will continue to facilitate collaboration 
and innovation in the sector.

Infrastructure Innovation Board will seek out new 
products/materials that can be trialled on the highway 
network and strengthen the link between suppliers 
and contractors.

Review submissions for Innovation  
Fund and allocate funding.

Continue to lobby central government on behalf of our members.

LCRIG 2021

IN
N

OVATION IN H
IGH

W
AYS

 10



Membership benefits
LCRIG’s mission is to facilitate fresh thinking in innovation and 
collaboration and to act as a conduit across the ‘highways community’.  

LCRIG is in a unique position to be able to provide services free of charge to councils, council groups, 
associations, academia and key organisations due to the support and commitment that we receive 
from the supply chain, our Associate Members and Utility Members. 

Associate Members and Utility Members are invited to consider membership opportunities, 
advertising, recruitment services and even sponsorship opportunities to enable the ‘highways 
community’ to continue to thrive and grow. 

Members of LCRIG benefit from a range of services and support. We deliver webinars designed 
to facilitate fresh thinking in the industry; offer a recruitment service; provide frameworks to 
encourage greater levels of innovation; produce a weekly newsletter to highlight good work taking 
place across the industry; plus much more. 

To enquire about membership, please get in touch via email at info@lcrig.org.uk

Subscribe to our newsletter by scanning 
the QR code below and receive regular 
updates about LCRIG and the highways 
community. 

Keep up-to-date with LCRIG
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