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Tax-free but is it safe?

Working in the Middle East has a glamorous ring to it, but don’t expatriates out there
feel threatened? It depends where you are. . . and your gender. Clare Dight reports

DESCRIPTIONS of terrible conflict and
terrorist atrocities in the Middle East
seem seldom to be out of the news and yet
there are legions of engineers and others
from all over the world working there,
building islands out of sand, gleaming tow-
ers, even ski slopes. And, of course, supply-
ing the world with oil and gas. It is said to
be a lucrative region to work in and some
places, such as Dubai, have a glamorous
reputation. But what about the risks?

Whatever the headlines say, engineers
working in the Middle East have a very
different perception of the dangers. “I feel
as safe living and working in Kuwait as I
have done anywhere else in the world,”
says Neal Hebbron, a project director at
Amec, the project management and ser-
vices company, who is on his first assign-
ment to the Middle East after working in
the US and Thailand. He says that his
whole family have settled in very well and
that “the level and quality of schooling is
excellent”. They do not live in a western-
only compound but among the local com-
munity. “Both eastern and western cul-
tures live quite easily side by side,”
Hebbron says.

Adding a unique project management
assignment to his CV proved a far greater
draw to Hebbron than earning a tax-free
fortune. “The projects in the Middle East
are world-scale, with billions of dollars
of investment,” he says. Hebbron is now
responsible for a workforce of about 350
people from 20 countries. “Would I consid-
er moving elsewhere in the Middle East?
It depends on the assignment,” he says,
just as it would with any job opportunity
anywhere.

But there are political hot spots. Neil
Beresford, an instrument lead engineer at
Saipem, an oil services provider, lived
near a western-only compound targeted
by suicide bombers in Riyadh, Saudi
Arabia, in 2003. “I don’t think you ever
feel completely safe working out there,”
he says. “If you have any sense you keep
a low profile and stay away from high-
profile targets.”

The majority of engineering opportuni-
ties are centred on the oil and gas sector,
huge construction projects and infrastruc-
ture, says Joe Rothwell, the UK opera-
tions director at EPCglobal, an engineer-
ing staffing firm. “There is an Arab percep-
tion that engineers from the West have a
higher level of expertise,” he says. Whe-
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ther or not that’s true, it creates
opportunities in engineering at the high-
est level in design, project management
and consultancy.

Some are undoubtedly drawn to the re-
gion by an average tax-free salary of
about £45,000 (for an engineer in the con-
struction sector), often with free accom-
modation and transport. In the gas and oil
sector many work as “guns for hire” and
can earn up to £800 a day thanks to fierce
competition for skills across the Middle
East.

‘Women engineers can and do work in
many countries thanks to the dominance
of international companies. “In the Gulf
states — UAE, Qatar and Oman — there
is no problem at all,” Rothwell says.

“The Arab countries do view women
working slightly differently, but most of
the time you are working in international
companies,” he says. “In Saudi Arabia, the
chances for women in engineering and
management are minimal at best and in
Iran or Iraq there is virtually no chance.”

The Middle East offers a chance to add something out of the ordinary to your CV
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Lesley Nicol is a package manager at the
construction company Laing O’Rourke,-
working on the Palm Island resort in
Dubai. “Being here as a woman is harder
than it would be if I was a man. You are
more aware that you are a woman than
you would be in the UK,” she says. Local
people and the expatriate community do
not mix. “It is very segregated”, which has
been “quite an eye-opener”, she says.

Dubai has a jet-set image but the reality
for those working in construction is very
different. Projects are super-sized and so
are the clients’ expectations. “They expect
something to be built in two years,” Nicol
says. “It’s long hours, so you are not out
all the time. You work 12-hour days and
six-day weeks. Every other week, you get
a two-day weekend.” It was the nature of
the work that attracted Nicol to Dubai.
“The responsibility that you have out here
is far greater and the financial amount I
am responsible for is about five times
greater than it would be in the UK
because of the size of the projects.”
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