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INTRODUCTION 

Direct labour system of project execution has been in 

existence for quite a long time ago, perhaps since the in­

ception of the construction industry. MOst of· the building.:s 

in our villages and even in most of the cities were built 

through communal effort. In this situation, the owner, other­

wise referred to as the client, usually makes provision for 

the refreshments throughout the construction period. 

It must be stressed that the present ailing economic 

situation in Nigeria further calls for the full adoption of 

direct labour approach to project earecution, be it an indivi­

dual or government ~ A country that is well known for its 

availability of abundant wealth has now turned to a situation 

where no forms of social security exists. 
l An average salary 

earner in the country today finds it extremely difficult to 

feed himself and his family members needless to talk of 

building a house of his own. In fact, I am very optimistic 

that except for "looting" or other shoddy means, I do not see 

how an average salary earner can. build a house of his own 

through contract system of project execution if not by direct 

labour approach! 

In most cases, government pro j ects are usually executed 

through the contract sy stem. The reasons being as a resul t 

of the advancement in construction processes and the need to 

~nvolve various experts with different areas of s~ecializa­

tion in order to meet up with the present social needs of 
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the :, P9pulace.. However, owimg to the abuse to which the 

contract system is beir~ subje cted to and the general feeling 

of its dissatisfaction coupled with the lingering economic 

situation of the country, the use of direct labour approach 

is now becoming popular in the government contracts. some ~f 

the ~buses of the contract system include the charging of 

exorbitant prices in quotations, collection of money for 

labour~ plants ~d material s which they may not use and the 

use of sub.:.standard products as well as the abandonment of 

projects owing to unnecessary problems emanating from wrong 

interpretation of contract condi-tions. 

1.1. Methods o:f Project Execution in Nigeria 
.. ~ .. ,: 

' · ··- There are basically two major types-- of project execu­

-tion in Nigeria and the deciaion to choose any one of the 

two types may be based on a number of criteria which include 

nature of work, volume of work, response~ time~ llocation, 

quality, secu::i ty, availability of space~ ma.rlcet conditions 
;;!' 

m1:d cash flow. 

The two types are 

{~) co~tract sys~em 

(ii) Direct Labour sy~tem. 

'rhe choice between di r ect labour and contracting systems 

will probably depend upon drawing a balance between cost and 

convenience to the users, taking into consideration the 
7 . 

availability of directly employed labour :and the work pro-
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gramming . 

1.2. ~he Direct Labour S~Etem 

., 
· --, 

I 

I ' 

Di rect ' labour system can be defined as an arrangem ent '1 

whereby a client, otherwise referred .:~to as the building 

owner, organises the various operations involved in the 

construction and uses both the mat erials and manpowe r at 

his di sposal towards the realization of a s ucce ssful pro-
ject ·~ 

Basically, there are t wo tYPe s of direct labour app­

roach depending on the type of client~ These are the 

direct labour approach by a client who i~ an i ndividual 

person ~d the direc t labour by a cl ient who is a part-

mership, corporate body or gove rnment~ 

In t he case of a single pe rson , he engage s the serYices 

of design group at an agreed fee to produce deta ile d de s i gn 

team consists of experts in their respective areas who offer 

consultancy services to the client. The payment to de sign 

team i s usually taken as a percentage of the t otal cost of 

the pro je ct"~ He then makes use of his men, whi l e t he pur­

chase of materials and the supervi sion of the projec t are 

being undertake~ by his peopl e~ 

In t he case of corporate body or government on the 

other hand, all the three parties identifi able in t he con­

struct ion industry - t he cl ient, the desi gn t eam and t he 
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contractor, are to be merged under the control of the client. 

This is possible in view of the fact that they have the pro­

fessionals and the work force in their employment. 

I 

1•3• Legal Aspects of Buildi~Pr~jects 

usually, a single construction project entails the form­

ation of a series of contractual agreements between diffe11ent 

individuals before the desired product is finally ready for 

occupation~ 

X building contract is not all that different from any 

other contract and for it to be legally binding upon the 

parties, it must conform with the requirements needed by the 

law~ These requirements stipulate that there must have been 

an acceptance of an offer, which is supported by considera­

tion and made by persons professing capacity to contract 

and any legal formalities must have been strictly adhered 

with, while the agreement in itself must be neither illegal 

or voidable on grounds of mistakes, misrepresentation, duress 

or undue influence -~ 

The contract system of project execution basically 

involves entering into contractual agreement and this always 

has legal implication. on the other hand, the direct labour 

system does not need to have any contractual agr eement an d 

even i f it does, it does not involve any l egal implicat ion 

owing to the fact that it is being arrange d internally . 

That is, under the direct labour system, t here Ls no nee d 

\ 
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for any invit~tion to tender by the c~ntractor~~t. 

1.4. S~laritiAs BAtween Contract Svstem and Direct 
.. . . -~ . ---~--- -- ---- ·--

.~· r. 

Lahour System 

Some of the$e indlude the following: 

(1) In b oth methods, the work to be executed and the avail-

able resources are well defined ~ 

(2) The two systems give room for the appoi ntment of nominat-

ed sub~contractors for specialist jobs in the project. In 

addition, the two systems encourage the use of nominated 

supp!iers. 

(3) BOth methods are born out of a need for the exe fu tion 

of a project. 

2.o. ' ' THEORElEICAL AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK •OF DIRECT 
----- - -·- - -·- _ _ .. ___ .... ~11V' ...... - ·- · '" ~ - -

~-; -. . . . . . '~-' 
.. . , LABO UR 

2.1 Direqt ~abouE_ .~_!.'rangemen~ at_q~y~_rnme~!_.b~~el 

The direct labour system of project execution is a1.ways 

undertake n through the works department which by every implica­

tion or set up, has various sections/units that are adequately 

manned b y competent professionals and other s upporting 
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staff. For effectiveness, a minister, a commis s ioner or 

head of such parastat a l (who must be a profes s ional) s lfi:ould 
' 

be appointed as the chairman of the board. In this ins t ance, 

the chairman would act as the link between the board and the 

government. This will no doubt assist in reducing delays 

that may arise if the board were to communicate with the 

governme nt through another ministry or parastatals. The 

other arrangements include the followingr 

(1) The sketch plan and the final working drawing s are 

usually prepared by the architects under the archit ec t ural 

section or unit. The drawings are normally duly certified 

correct by the most senior staff in that unit. 

(2) The bill of quantities and the materials schedule are 

to be pi.- epared by the q_uan"ti t y surveyors int ernally . The 

purchase of rra terials may however be either "thr ough a 

committee set up to supervise the job or t he most s •tpe rior 

staff i n the works department. 

(3) ) The actual construction is done by the staff of the 

works de partment under the stri c t s uperv isi on of the most 

senio r s taff of the department with a committee normally 

code n amed "monitoring group" purposely to overse e t he j ob 

from time to time~ 
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2.2. Direct Labour A'rrangement _ at rnsti tuti.onal __ ~eve l 

The case of academic institutions is a bit di f feren t 

from what is operating at the Federal/state/Loc a l Government 

level. This is owing to their -uniqueness of - having profe f:>s -

iona l members of staff within the academic toget her wit h the 
, .. 
~orks department~ In this si~uation, the two categori e s of 

staff can be fully utilized to the advantage of t he organi sa­

tion. A committee is also set up to facilitate it s smooth 

OJpe r ati on and t his is normally composed of representatives 

from all partic i pating departments and t he work s depar t me nt 

as we ll as some off icers from the admini s trative se c tions 

esp ecially 

tative of 

staff or the bursary( _the aud~ t and t he r ep r e sen­
\)l<.L c_h.o..,al[..cv; ~ "~ ~v-as-t) 

the Chief Executive ~Reet or )-or the Governing 
j\ . . 

Council. The reason for co-opting these off ic ers i s to en-

sure curbing unneccessary diversion of money me ant f or the 

work , and aJ..so en s uring smoot h cash flow. 

2.3. Strategies for Implementi11g Direct Labour FoEce 

For a successful implementation of a pro jEfc t t hro ugh 

dire ct labour, the following salient clues are applie d : 

(1) The definition of the duties and limits of t he var i. ous 

categories of workers involved. 

(2) Engaging workmen including payment , time-keeping pro­

cedures, administration of incentive schemes, provisions for 
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safely welfare and training. 

(3) Procuring materials and shows control proce dures as well 

as provision oi' plal.'llt through purchase or hire. 

{4) provision of adequate transportation of labour, materials, 

equipment to and from site~ 

(5 ) Security, upkeep and maintenance of site oft'ice, store 

- and the project. 

( 6) Proper administration of the condi tiona of cont:f.act. of 

sub-contractort~ work including preparation of valuation and 

variation claims~ 

(7~ Supervision ci' work to ensure compliance with terms of 

contracts. 

This involves setting up of committee similar to the monitor­

ing group made up of relev~ professionals in this re gard. 

3 eO • MERIT'SAND DEMERITS. : OF DIRECT LABOUR SYSTEM 

3.1. Merits of Direct Labour System 

Seeley (1976t and Oyefeko (1988 ) had highlighted some 

of the merits of direct labour system of project exec ution 

over the other system(s). These include the following : 

{1) It allows for full control of activities of operatives, 

permitting reasonable flexibility and direct q tality control. 

(2) It gives the operatives indepth knowledge of t he build-

ings and becomes familiar with the users ~ · requirements and 
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any constraints on the execution of the work. 

«3) It encourag-es the national technological growth in t he 

public and private sectors. 

(4) It discourages economic waste on non-capital proje cts 

to contractors~ 

(5) It creates opportunities for self-commitment of the 

employees to their employer(s). 

(6) It affords the maintenance manager the op nort unity to 

operate in_centi ve schemes to s~imulate increase in produ cti­

vity and efficiency o.l' workers. 

(7) It ensures good standard of w~rkmanship by craftsmen 

who enjoy continuity of employment. 

(8) The delay incurred in inviting tenders or negotiating 

with contractors is eradicated and the proced ures for initi­

ating the execution of work are simplified. 

(9) When the work involves a security risk, it is always 

better to have adequate knowledge of the operatives' back-
. . . 

~owm. 

(10) BY employing operatives directly, it is possible to 

gain a firs t hand knowledge of the fadtors that infl uence 

output and thereby develop more effective cost control pro­

cedures linking planning and execution. 

(11) Continuity of work within an overall plan is a~h ieved • 

--- __ h$ 
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3.2. Demerits of Direc~ Labour System 

(1) Direct labou~ practice denies most of the indi geno us 

contractors from getting job. This will al so have an 

adverse effect on the unskilled labour who depend heavily 

on the contractors for construction works • 

(2) Creation of unnecessary idle time owing to bureaucra­

tic bottle ~ necks. 

(3) The direct. labour ap nroach is atimes more expensive 

than the contract system because most of the personnels and 

the operatives involved in the dire·ct labour practice 

normally see it as an opportunity to share in the "national-

cake". 

(4} It does not recogn~se the use of cost control analysis 

as fund control 1 measure. 

(5) Logistic problems in organizing and controllin~c the 

resources necessary to carry out the items of work. 

(6) Non recognition of incentives as inducement to enable 

the operatives to produce more so as to meet up with the 

target time~ 

(7} At times, there is the shoddy attitude to work on the 

part of the operat ives who normally operates at snail speed 

since the completion of the work at hand i~ a necessary 

but not a compulsory condition for the payment of t heir 

monthly wages. 
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(8) It encourages abandonment of pro:)ects since there is no 
-... :·:-

one in nar.ti cul ?.r to be held responsible as the culprit. 

1> u~~~ ~~~ c~~~ ~ c-0<:\V'-C~~ .. 
4.o. MANAGING DIRECT LABOUR PROJECTS 

4.1. Management I Definition 

The term "m:tnagement" has been defined elsewhere as the 
~ • , 

p:r·ocess of achieving set objectives by manipulation of re-

sources within various limiting factors or constraints. It 

can also be expressed as the direction and supervision of memo. 

money, machine, etc towards the achivement of a choosen goal 

within a time scale~ 

The above definitions have no doubt shown that management 

deals with the optimum use of available resources to achieve 

a · desii·ed end. In managing any project therefore, two main 

aspects are involved and these are human and techni cal fac-

tors. The human factors include personal r elationship, per-

sonnel management, welfare and safety, conditions of work, 

training, etc~ Include d in the technical factors are prin­

ciples and methods or procedures such as forecasting , budget-

ing, material planning, labour and plant control. 

The factors affecting management of direct labo ur pro­

jects listed above can also be divided into five major areas. 

They include the following1 

(i) Financial planning 
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(ii) cost planning and control 

(iii) Cont,ract administration 

(iv) Time planning and control 

(v) Construction control 

It must be emphasized here that these areas involve 

both office and site management. While office managem ent 

focuses on policy formulation, planning and review, site 

management on the other hand is primarily concerned with 

execution or plans, supervision and control. The proper 

handling of each of these areas will definitely . lead to 

effective management of the direct labour project. 

4.2. construction Resources 

Planning can be described as the thinking which deter­

mined what course of action shall be taken to achieve a 

specific purpose. That is, to complete a particular build­

ing project at the lowest possible cost and within t he given 

time available. Planning is therefore concerned with making 

the best use of resources. The resources are often referred 

to as the five Ms of management and they include m?ney, 

materials, machines, manpower or labour and lastly, manage-

roont expertise or methods. 

/ 
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4.2~1. MOney 

This is one of the most crucial resources that must be 

readily available before and during the execution of any pro ­

ject.. Fund must be made available for the purchase of materials, 

payment of labour and hire or purchase of plants and equipment, 

This is the major area that needs to be looked into for a 

successful implementation of direct labour system. 

4~2~2. Materials 

In ensuring the succes s of the work on site, it is very 

essential that the materials of right quality in the right 

quantity at the right place and time are properly secured, 

The material schedule and the scheduling should be given serious 

cognisance in order to minimise idle time on site. 

In addition, there should be strict control and for 

effective management, the following should be religiously 

adhered tol-

(i) Receipt of proper approved requisitions. 

(ii) Request for quotation and proposals (where s uppliers are 

used). 

(iii) Receipt and evaluation of quotation. 

(iv) Determination of rates and means of transport. 

(v) Negotiations of discounts which depend on suppliers 

and quality ordered. 

l 
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(vi) Maintenance oi records, 

(vii) Proper storage and protection. 

4 '~2~3~ Machines - plants an£__~5J.2!iP~~nt 

This aspect plays a major role in any const ruction 

activity. AS a result, the supervisors or head of a team 

--~·--

must be able to select the combination of plants and equipment 

that will yield maximum productivity at the best and most 

reasona~le price. The equipment must also be on site when 

mostly needed, 

4~2~4. Manpower or Labour 

This is far the element that entails the highest commit-

ment of time and effort. from the management~ The manpower is 

made up of three levels of management namely, top level manage­

ment, 'middle level and low level. While the top lq;vel is busy 

with policy mai:ting, the middle level acts as the link be-tween 

the top and low levels and they will be responsible for mapp­

ing out strategies such as the master plan in order to ensure 

timely completion of job~ The low level can as well _be 

regarded as the operating level. They are to see to the 

realization or the project physically. They m:lst t he refo r e be 

readily av_a.i·lable in the work place (site vicinity) and at 

the cheapest rate possible~ 

/ 
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4.2.5. Managemen~-~~"2erti~§l- or Method 

It is the effective co-ordination of all the other 

resources for the successful execution of the project . 

This is where all the various keys to successful management 

are put into practice~ The various processes or keys are 

forecasting/predicting, planning , or·ganising or preparing, 

motivating, controlling, co-ordinating and communicating . 

The first three processes can be referred to as t h e "think­

ing" process while the last four can be described as the 

"doing" p:r:ocesses. 

5~0~ STAFFING AND RENUMERATIONS 

For the direct labour system to be very effective in 

its operation, the workers must be adequately compensated 

either in terms of monthly wages or incentives and this 

must compete favourably well with what is operating at the 

private sectors. Moreover, the bureaucratic bottle-necks 

must be abolishe d and every co-opted member must have 

ad.equate trust in one another. In addition to this, the 

works and services department or the direct labour unit 

should be adequately staffed to be able to cope with t he 

work demand and that they s hould not be found red tmdant 

at ~y point in time. Also, the works departmentldi.rec t 
, 

labour units should be headed by competent professionals 

./ 
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such as chartered builders and civil engineers, 

. 
6eO SHORTCOMINGS OF DIRECT LABOUR SYSTEM AND AREAS 

FOR IMPROVEMENT 

In addition to demerits of direct labour approach 

earlier highlig hted, one major problem of this system of 
. ;,_ 

project execution is that it normally ex:tends far beyond .. .. . ~. 

the handing.:.over date owing to catalogue of stoppages at 

almost every stage of work, Sec ondly, there is this lack 

of trust ~1ong the members serving in t he committee as 

members are always suspicious of one another when it comes 

to money handling or procurement of materials . My personal 

experience reveals that the bursary staff atimes feel rel uc­

tant in disbursing money to the right channel when the need 

arises and this is one of the reasons for the lont de lay in 

project execution. 

In the light of these and other shortcoming s, the 

following can be consiuered as areas of improvement for 

direct labour~ 

(1) There must be a high standard of supervision an d con-

trol to ensure economic programminr·~ . a good prorl •J.c ti!vi ty an o 

quality o.l: work and experienc e d and eff i cient management to 

provide effective labour relations and communications. 

,/ 
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(2) The provision and administration of supporting facilit­

ies like stores, workshops, transport, services, etc will be 

needed by the direct labour force~ 

(3) There must be a perfect maintenance of yard s-hock s of all 

regularly used materials~ 

(4) There must be a form of incentives for all categories of 

workers that: are engaged as a way of motivating them for 

great.er production~ 

(5) There should be periodic training for the staff of di r ect 

labour unit as well as the staff of the academic departments 

in case of an academic institution~ 

7~0. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATION 

In view oi the aforemntioned advantaFe s to be derivPd 

using direct labour svstem of nro;iect executi on anrl having 

consioered the current dislor.ated economv in t he co ,mtrv, one 

will no doubt see the need for embracing this annroach but .one 

needs to be extra curteous in its exec ution as this might 

snell doom for the cljent. 

However, and in addition to what had been earlier discuss­

ed, for the system to take off effectively and be nrofit -

oriented therefore, the foll~in~ actinns shnuld be rAli c iously 

· observed. 
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( 1) The direct labour unit s ho'J. ld be ins ti t IJ. te d in a l J t he 

thre e arms of government and their parasta tals. rn case 

where this had already been introduced, lt should be 

equiped with up-to-date infrast ruc tures and additional 

responsibilitieso 

(2) Qualified professional builders should be allowed to 

use their wealth of experience to "man"the organisation of 

the direct labour force. 

(3) The present staff in each organisation ne ed to be stren­

gthened with more hands, retrained and re-oriente d into the 

practical aspects of con~truction. 

(4) In the case of academic institutions, the professional s 

in the academ ic departments should be fully utiliz ed and 

later compensated in the form of remunerations outside t heir 

monthly salary 1"or a job we l l done . 

(5) All costs must be fully recognised f or all proj ects. 
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