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Efficient infrastructure development: why a holistic 
approach is vital
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World cities are growing quickly, and making an increasingly-significant impact on the global 
economy. Indeed, the Economist Intelligent Unit estimates that the world’s 120 most competitive 
cities generated US$20.2 trillion (approx. £12.5 trillion) in 2008 – about 29 per cent of the global 
total – giving them a larger contribution to the global economy than the European Union (US$15.5 
trillion, or approx. £9.6 trillion), United States (US$14.3 trillion, or approx. £8.9 trillion) or China 
(US$8.3 trillion, or approx. £5.2 trillion).  

Yet this is not always a positive change. Growth can actually be a hindrance for a city if its 
infrastructure is too weak to support the increase in both people and business. 

“If you have big cities where you have huge costs of congestion, problems with mobility and 
problems in the labour market, then you cannot really take advantage of the agglomeration of the 
economy,” explains Lamia Kamal-Chaoui, Head Urban Development Programme, OECD. “They 
should not focus on the size objective, but more on the efficiency objective.” 

The solution often means infrastructure modernization or development to ease the flow of 
commerce and people – enabling deliveries to be sent and goods to be exported to new markets, as 
well as improving commuter mobility.  The core infrastructure that marks urban landscapes – metro 
lines, skyscrapers, stadiums, universities, airports and other physical geology – evolves over decades, 
and is partly what deems any given market as ‘developed’.  

For this development to be efficient, however, a sophisticated, cohesive, approach is required. 
Historically, many infrastructure initiatives have tended to look at projects as isolated events – for 
instance, with the construction of a new train line completed with little regard for the building of a 
new power station in the same city. However, failing to realise the connection between such 
projects means missing out on the benefits that could have been gained from sharing resources, 
expertise and experience across parallel projects. Instead, cities would benefit from combining 
innovations across sectors as they seek new ways to increase their global competitiveness.

Holistic approach

Infrastructure development is complex, especially given the interconnectivity of all the separate 
elements and stakeholders that make up a project – whether they are governmental bodies, 
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corporates, financial institutions or individuals. For instance, infrastructure must not only have 
sufficient access to energy resources, but also training and education facilities for workers and 
engineers. Furthermore, administrative practices need to be efficient to ensure optimal operational 
processes. 

Given this, it is imperative that the needs of all sectors contributing to infrastructure development 
are met. And this is best achieved through adopting a holistic approach that encourages 
collaboration between all stakeholders – often made possible by financial institutions with global 
networks and expertise across a vast array of sectors. 

Access to information across the whole supply chain increases the strength of any initiative. Each 
sector faces different challenges and, as such, has developed various methods of protection against 
a wide range of risks. And this makes initiatives such as Citi for Cities – that encourage collaboration 
across sectors to develop and deliver solutions helping to address complex urban challenges – 
important. 

What’s more, as well as sharing knowledge to mitigate risk, collaboration between bank 
departments can also lead to multiple sectors benefiting from a single initiative. In Singapore, for 
instance, one Citi-led transit project helped link retail opportunities for citizens within the city’s 
stations – adding banking services in each transit location.  

As part of the solution, Citi launched credit and debit cards for commuters to use at the station 
banking centres, which Citi co-branded with public transport operator SMRT Corporation to double-
up as EZ-Link contactless travel cards (similar to London’s Oyster card). As well as the convenience of 
prepaid travel and banking services, they also allow passengers to enjoy up to 400 free rides a year 
by redeeming card rewards. 

The collaboration between the consumer and infrastructure sectors in Singapore has led to 
increased retail opportunities and a more sophisticated and convenient transport system for 
commuters.  Both sectors have shared their interest, innovation and expertise and, consequently, 
they have both benefited from a single initiative. 

Corporate efficiency

From a corporate perspective, such an approach can also reap financial rewards – especially when 
monitoring cash flows. Indeed, working closely with other stakeholders involved in the project, and 
thus having increased visibility across the whole supply chain, enables infrastructure providers 
ensure payments are made and received on time and prevents the hoarding of cash in non-core 
areas. This frees-up cash either to be pumped elsewhere or used to reduce borrowing.  

Indeed, corporates can also gain further efficiencies by focusing on processes that are not obvious, 
although remain essential to the project. Managing payrolls, for instance, is a key business process 
that is often executed inefficiently, and can cause problems for the entire structure if neglected. 
Holistic, comprehensive, solutions are designed to include all aspects of a project. This means the 
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‘forgotten’ costs of large scale infrastructure projects – such as payrolls – are managed, helping to 
add efficiency to the project lifecycle and minimise potential hazards. 

But corporates can only benefit if their banking partner also aligns itself in such a way as to enable a 
holistic approach. Historically, banks have tended to offer individual products or solutions. One 
department may deal with incoming payment solutions, while another focuses on credit lines, and 
another on equipment or project finance. But now some banking partners have developed holistic 
solutions that harness capabilities across all departments of the bank – from export credits, to 
treasury services, to supplier finance – to provide a single, integrated, solution that allows 
infrastructure to be built and operate efficiently.        

The benefits of investing in urban infrastructure are clear. As well as the ability to support future 
growth and raise a city’s global competitiveness, infrastructure development is economically and 
ecologically wise – reducing both costs and pollution, for instance by encouraging citizens to use 
efficient public transport rather than cars. 

Infrastructure corporates should therefore implement comprehensive solutions that have a holistic 
approach compatible with the intricate and complex nature of infrastructure projects. Doing so 
would enable them to pool resources and take advantage of cross-sector expertise when building a 
city. 

***

David Aldred is Head of Global Infrastructure and EMEA Energy, Power Chemicals and Industrials 
Sector, Citi Transaction Services, Citi

Infrastructure Journal tracks global market activity to deliver real-time insight. We help hundreds of clients to make 
more informed decisions and grow their businesses. Our services enable you to manage risk, identify leads, raise your 
market profile, arrange investment and ultimately win more deals.

If you would like to contact IJ and discover more about our services, please visit www.ijonline.com, or call our London 
office on +44 (0)20 7715 6425.

http://www.4c-group.com/
http://www.ijonline.com/

