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Worth the risk

The Middle East is still able to lure surprisingly large numbers of engineers from the West to work there.
Many expats think the media exaggerates the dangers of terrorism and war, reports Ben Hargreaves

n the wake of the recent conflict
in the Lebanon, many
engineers considering working
in the Middle East could be
forgiven for thinking twice about
venturing out into the region.

With events in Lebanon
seemingly making the area more
unstable, and the media full of
horror stories, such as the
beheading of American engineer
Paul Marshall Johnson by Al-Qaeda
militants in Saudi Arabia two years
ago, it might seem that many
engineers would vote with their feet
and stay at home.

But the truth is that many
engineers are not averse to the
possibility of working in the Middle
East (see box) and that the area
retains its attractions. The prospect
of a good climate, no taxation for
British citizens and very big projects
to work on ensures that the Middle
East continues to have a
considerable draw for engineers.

Friedrich Schmidhuber, a
German engineer, has 10 years’
experience in the region, working in
Saudi Arabia, Qatar, the United
Arab Emirates (UAE), Yemen and
Iran on oil, gas and power projects.
Currently based in Saudi Arabia, he
says: “First of all, the Middle East is
one of the safest places in the world.
The crime is almost non-existent
and we don't recognise the region in
Western propaganda.

“I feel more safe in Jeddah than I
would in a Tube station in London,”
he adds. “The Western media has
overblown the security situation.”
There are cultural differences that
aren't agreeable, however:
Schmidhuber’s wife has remained in
Germany while he works in Saudi
because of the restrictions on the
lifestyles of women there.

“You do need to be able to get
used to the Islamic way of life,
respecting and accepting it,” says
Gary King, operations manager at
BAE Systems, who had a 14-year
stint working in Saudi Arabia for

the aerospace and defence giant.
“But I thoroughly enjoyed my time
in the Middle East - the working
pressures are different out there
and you have more time to spend
with your family”

John Newman of BAE Systems,
like King, worked on the company’s
Al-Yamamah contract, which
supplies and maintains Tornado
and Hawk aircraft in Saudi Arabia,
employing 5,000 people in the
country. He says, echoing King’s
point: “You need to be able to adjust
to the way the Middle East thinks
and works - although the way it
thinks and works is fine.”

Both would agree that their

A study on behalf of recruitment firm
EPC Global - which places many
engineers in the Middle East for
companies such as Bechtel - has found
that, while perception of risk in the
region has risen, most engineers would
still consider working there.

The survey took in the views of more
than 2,000 engineers between late July
and early August in the oil and gas,
construction, civil, electrical, mechanical
and power sectors. More than half of the
respondents have experience in the
region, and one quarter of the total are
currently working there. Respondents
were drawn from the US (34%), UK
(22%), Asia (18%), Europe (9%), rest of
the world (12%) and Middle East (5%).

Most engineers surveyed think they
are well or adequately informed about
the Middle East, with 65% saying that
the region has become more dangerous
for overseas engineers since 2003,
although fewer experienced engineers
(59%) agree with this. Seventy-one per
cent of all engineers think the
Israel/Hezbollah conflict makes it more
difficult for overseas engineers to work
in the region, although fewer of the
experienced engineers (64%) think this
is the case.

The most common single security
concern is the physical threat from

26 © Professional Engineering e 6 September 2006

experiences abroad have stood them
in good stead for their current roles
in the UK, and that they might go
back. King says: “Once youre an
expat, you're always an expat - you
have the region in your blood.”

IMechE member David
Burchmore currently works in Abu
Dhabi in the UAE on the
construction of low-temperature
liquefied gas storage tanks. He has
also had spells in Saudi Arabia,
Thailand, Japan and Indonesia, and
is candid about his reasons for
being out there - “money”. “There
are better places - much better
places,” he says. “It suits me
inasmuch as I am a fairly

aggrieved groups or individuals (39%),
followed by threats from the targeting
of symbolic installations or buildings.

Despite these fears, only 8% of
experienced engineers and 17% of
engineers without experience would not
take a job in the Middle East. Eighty-four
per cent of engineers with experience in
the region state that security wasn't the
main reason why they left there. Just
over half of the engineers surveyed
think the media exaggerates the level of
danger in the Middle East.

EPC chief executive Tobias Read says:
“We can't ignore that experienced
engineers perceive risks associated with
working in the area to have increased
since 2003 and as a result of the
present conflict in Lebanon. However,
engineers aren't more inclined now than
in previous years to cite security as the
main reason to leave the region,
showing that the real effects of this
perception are limited."

Noting the disparity between the
views of experienced and inexperienced
engineers, Read says: “The majority of
those without experience would
consider going if they received the
right offer, which is encouraging for
employers concerned about the
effects of negative reporting on the
supply of talent.”

independent person, quiet, and
keep myself to myself outside work
- I'm not a partygoer.”

Like King and Newman, he
highlights the need to “live with as
well as respect” cultural differences.
“A 4.15am prayer call by
loudspeakers when you have to get
up at 5am is no joke, but you get
used to it.”

He is less enamoured of safety
standards. “The biggest headache is
safety. In the West we value life. In
the East it isn't so. Getting local
acceptance of the strict safety
regulations being applied by a
Western company is hard work.”

‘With the money he is making,
Burchmore is paying off a mortgage
on an apartment in Shanghai,
where he hopes to return to work
on a part-time basis eventually.

“I did not intend to return to the
Middle East and tried hard to avoid
s. “But beggars cannot be

Perhaps the most important
thing for those considering working
in the Middle East is to keep an
open mind, and engage in some
thorough research. “Remember that
each country is different,” advises
Mark Cooper, director of security
firm C2i. “The circumstances in
each one differ, so research them
carefully before you leave. It’s very
easy not to get an accurate picture
from the media, which often takes
the attitude that bad news is news.

“Often the media picture is doom
and gloom, which isn’t necessarily
the case. It might have little to do
with the day-to-day reality of an
engineer’s experiences in Saudi
Arabia, Iran, or even Iraq.

“You need to research beyond the
media to get a true picture of what
the region’s like.”

Development in the desert: Western
engineers moving to the Middle East
have to consider the cultural
differences and local working
practices as well as the climate





[image: image1.png]epcgloba,l




[image: image2.jpg]



Publication: 
Professional Engineering
Subject:  
Middle East Survey 

Circulation: 
80,000
Date:

6 September 2006

Source:

Coverage arranged by Wide PR

[image: image3.jpg]