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UNLOCKING 
THE GRID

BACKGROUND

The company owns and operates New 
Zealand’s high-voltage electricity trans-
mission grid – linking generators to dis-
tribution companies and major industrial 
users. The grid comprises approximately 
12,000 kms of transmission lines and 170 
substations and switchyards.

The National Grid division is responsible 
for planning the environmental, technical 
and economic aspects of the grid’s infra-
structure (such as new transmission capac-
ity, including substations and towers) 
and for managing the construction work 
through a network of subcontractors. The 
division was faced with a growing work-
load, tripling over a three-year period.

The company operates in a regulated envi-
ronment that sets revenue or price thresh-
olds and holds the company accountable 
for performance levels.

OBJECTIVES

Recent changes to the way in which 
Capital Works projects were planned had 
generated new efficiencies in individual 
projects. However, the division lacked the 
ability to manage all Capital Works and 
Maintenance projects through an effective 
master plan. Management wanted to un-
derstand the strengths and weakness in the 
current planning system, and to develop 
a new system that provides an efficient 
mechanism by which to consistently man-
age all projects across the grid.

KEY RESULTS

A new planning framework has been 
developed that enables the efficient, 
consistent and holistic management of 
Capital Works and Maintenance projects. 
This framework provides an effective 
planning mechanism to determine what 
projects are undertaken and in what order, 
as well as accurate review and reporting 
structures, consistent financial data, risk 
management, project drivers and certainty 
of spend. 

Experience. Performance.
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INDIVIDUALLY CLEAR, 
COLLECTIVELY FUZZY 

GPR Dehler had previously partnered 
with the company to develop and imple-
ment a new Capital Works process. This 
had brought about significant improve-
ments to the way individual Capital Works 
are planned, communicated and managed. 
It enabled the division to take on a much 
greater workload – approximately $300 
million of capital works in three years 
– with minimum capital expenditure. 
Furthermore, it provided a good platform 
for continuous improvement. 

The success of this program highlighted 
deficiencies in the Asset Works planning 
process and the way in which it attempted 
to integrate Capital Works and Mainte-
nance planning across the grid. As is often 
the case, strong technical skills were in 
place, however the management disci-
plines were not at the same level.  

WHAT’S GOOD, WHERE ARE 
THE PROBLEMS?

Management was broadly aware of the 
problems but wanted to identify precisely 
where and why the Asset Works planning 
was falling shy of the mark. We uncovered 
a number of problems.

One of the more obvious ones was incon-
sistency. Different departments had differ-
ent views on what information to provide 
and when, and a different understanding 
of what their areas of accountability were. 
This wasn’t helped by the fact that there 
were no clear cut-off points that clarified 
where one department’s role ended and 
another one starts. Critical information 
– such as progress against the plan – was 
handled differently.

Other problems were linked to budgets. 
Frequently, the individual components 
of the budget exceeded the total. Some 
departments were unaware of their share 
of the budget for a project or series of asso-
ciated projects. It was not uncommon for 
budgets to be finalised and approved and 
then for additional work to be authorised 
through different channels. 

The absence of rigorous reviewing points 
at fixed points during the year led to a 
situation where annual ‘challenge rounds’ 
were held. Instead of progress being made 
against agreed targets, fundamental ques-
tions were asked and budgets and activities 
had to be defended or plans changed.

There was a lack of visibility in the infor-
mation required for a comprehensive plan. 
With remnants of the old bureaucratic 
culture still in place, specialist engineers, 
or groups of engineers, would typically 
work in isolation, emerging when they 
were ready to do so. They were perceived 
as people who operate in their own sphere 
and were left alone to do so. Coupled with 
this was the lack of common terminol-
ogy between the groups responsible for 
different elements of the plan. This created 
confusion and significant barriers.

BACK AGAIN SO SOON?

The shortcomings in the system meant 
that managers could neither coordinate 
nor integrate the work or the teams across 
the systems. One of the consequences, and 
a constant source of public complaint, was 
the typical scenario where one team would 
install new equipment – for example at a 
substation – then after a week or so a main-
tenance team would turn up for routine 
work, with possibly another team follow-
ing on their heels a short while later.

When each project was examined 

independently, the planning was 

efficient and effective. Viewed 

together, the picture was far less 

attractive.
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Coupled with all of the above was the fact 
that there was very little flexibility in the 
planning process. Inevitably this led to 
people finding their own ways to bypass or 
work around the restrictions.

SENSITIVE OWNERSHIP

One of the more challenging issues that 
held back changes to the existing planning 
system, was a small group that managed 
the Asset Works Plans. The new man-
ager of this group was sensitive about 
the ownership of this task and had to be 
persuaded to release his hold and broaden 
the number of stakeholders. Gradually, and 
persistently, people built a compelling case 
for having their input listened to, and paid 
attention to, in order for the plan to reflect 
the needs of the organisation, not just the 
views of one group.

A FLEXIBLE FRAMEWORK

A new Asset Works Planning framework 
was developed based on a range of inputs 
from a mixture of technical staff and 
management plus a good understanding 
of the problems that were holding back 
performance. 

Underpinning this framework is a major 
shift in thinking from a plan that had 
virtually no flexibility, to one that was 
suited to the reality that Capital Works and 
Maintenance projects can span up to 20 
years and do not stick to a rigid timetable. 
Balancing this is far more rigour in the 
way in which plans are monitored and 
reviewed. The reviews for each plan are 
locked in place at fixed points during the 
year. This provides the ability to view 
every plan in the same way, even if the 
project schedule changes.

Each review point covers key issues such 
as budget, progress against plan and 
resources required. The information is 
shared across the groups and all the key 
items need to be approved before moving 
on to the next phase of the plan.

UNLIKELY WITHOUT  
EXTERNAL SUPPORT

At the time of this project, there were a 
number of major initiatives underway 
within the division, including a reor-
ganisation and a substantial upgrade of the 
grid from 240 kV to 400 kV towers. This 
drew considerable resources from within 
the division to handle the management, 
technical and the community perspec-
tives. Without the focus of an independent 
and external third-party, creating a new 
Asset Works Plan, along with the ensu-
ing benefits, would most likely have been 
delayed.

The principles of the Asset Works Plan-
ning framework have been adopted and 
the first steps to implementation are 
underway.

EASY ON PAPER

This project, like many of our engage-
ments, looks straight-forward on paper. 
The reality is far from it. Our skill is not 
just in identifying problems and designing 
solutions, but in making those solutions 
work – often in a tough business and cul-
tural environment.

GPR Dehler has an excellent record of 
implementing change programs in Aus-
tralia, New Zealand, Asia, Europe, North 
America and Southern Africa. Every-
thing we do is geared towards achieving 
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results – not writing reports. We have the 
management and planning skills as well 
as hands on consultants with experience 
to overcome obstacles and transform 
good ideas into effective and successful 
programs. Significantly, we do this with 
minimum disruption to our clients’ busi-
ness operations.


