
Crisis Brings GCC Recruitment Challenges into Focus

BY SIMON WEST

REGIONAL REVIEW

T
he energy-based, project-
driven economies of the 
Middle East have been hit 
hard by the twin shocks of 

Covid-19 and record-low oil prices.
The rocky road to recovery starts 

now, and although too early to fully 
understand the long-term impact on 
jobs, the crisis has brought changing 
employment patterns in the Gulf Coop-
eration Council countries into sharp 
focus.

Well before Covid-19 struck, the 
reputation of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council, or GCC, states – Saudi Arabia, 
Qatar, Oman, Kuwait, Bahrain and the 
United Arab Emirates – as high-paying, 
tax-free hotspots was on the wane.

Since the last economic downturn 
five years ago, professionals in the 
region have seen their salaries frozen 
and generous benefit packages cut as 
cost-conscious companies tightened 
their belts to stay competitive. Work-
forces have been trimmed, executive 
jobs have been localized and value-
added tax has been introduced.

The party, it seemed, was already 
coming to an end.

“Salaries and day rates have not 
returned to the previous highs, and 
given the current instability, this will 
probably remain the case,” said James 
O’Neill, Oman country manager for 
UK-based oil, gas and energy recruit-
ment firm Petroplan.

Fears though that declining com-
pensation packages would trigger a 

mass expat exodus may have been 
premature, particularly in states such 
as the UAE, Qatar and Bahrain, where 
non-nationals make up the bulk of the 
labor force.

In much of the region, lower rents 
and living costs have oVset stagnant 
earnings, while foreign workers are 
still exempt from paying income tax.

According to O’Neill, the Middle 
East remains a desirable destination 
for expat professionals. But given 
the cutback in perks such as hous-
ing, healthcare cover and education 
allowances for children, the type of 
candidate choosing to move to the 
GCC is changing.

“It is partly true to say that the 
expat workforce is getting younger, 
and our experience shows that more 
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people are coming to work in the Mid-
dle East on a single status basis with 
the family remaining in their home 
country,” O’Neill said.

LOCAL CONTENT 
CHALLENGES 

Candidate profiles are also evolv-
ing due to a region-wide localization 
drive that may intensify as part of 
post-pandemic economic stimulus 
plans.

Throughout the GCC, states have 
put into place initiatives designed 
to boost local content in the private 
sector, forcing industries such as 
breakbulk and project cargo to pay 
closer attention to the staV they hire 
and the contractors they do business 
with.

Some countries have been more 
demanding than others.

Saudi Arabia’s sweeping Saudiza-
tion program, for example, grades 
firms according to the number of 
Saudi nationals in their ranks, while 
in the UAE, an in-country value 
program launched two years ago by 
the Abu Dhabi National Oil Co., or 
ADNOC, aims to spur opportunities 
for local suppliers and expand the 
private sector’s role in developing the 
local economy.

“You get incentives if you hire a 
local Emirati in Abu Dhabi, but it 
is not that you need to actually hire 
Emiratis,” said SteVen Behrens, UAE 
country manager at specialized logis-
tics firm deugro. “In Saudi Arabia, 
and in Oman it is the same, you are 
being forced in certain positions to 
hire locals otherwise you will not 
actually get the license, or you will 
not be able to bid for certain con-
tracts and projects.”

Companies looking to recruit 
locally – either to cover a departing 
expat or to comply with local content 
rules – face a number of challenges.

Despite government eVorts to 
boost the desirability of private sec-
tor employment, many nationals in 
the GCC still opt for a career in the 
public sector, where jobs can be more 

secure, wages more competitive and 
working weeks shorter.

Salary expectations for nation-
als are often unrealistic, while skills 
shortages in many industries mean 
some companies struggle to replace 
expat talent.

“We were lately looking for a 
senior position in our UAE organiza-
tion and we really looked into the 
market as to what was available, to 
actually find somebody suitable and 
maybe even consider an Emirati,” 
Behrens said.

“But the result of that was no. 
First of all we were not able to find 
somebody that met the kind of criteria 
we were looking for. And secondly 
the issue was that even if we had 
somebody that was able to present 
the kind of CV we were looking for, 
the salary expectation was just not as 
per our budget and not as per what 
we would traditionally be paying for 
such a position. So after a couple of 
weeks we basically ruled out hiring a 
national.

“In Oman and Saudi Arabia you 
will find locals with a decent salary 
expectation but usually not trained 
very well. Hence you need to invest 
a lot of time to get them up to speed 
in a specific job field such as project 
logistics.”

deugro has found that salary expectations from nationals can be 
unrealistic in the region.  

CREDIT: deugro

In the UAE, an in-country value 
program was launched two years 

ago by ADNOC to encourage more 
local engagement in the sector. 

CREDIT: SHUTTERSTOCK
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TRAINING NEEDS 
TO THE FORE

To address this, and ready the 
local workforce for private sector 
careers, GCC countries are investing 
heavily in education and training, 
often as part of broader structural 
reforms focused on long-term eco-
nomic sustainability.

The Abu Dhabi Economic Vision 
2030 for example, an ambitious 
plan designed to wean the city oV oil 
and gas, calls for an overhaul of its 
education system to ensure gradu-
ates are better prepared for careers 
in construction, manufacturing and 
other productive sectors. As it stands, 
nationals in Abu Dhabi make up just 
11 percent of the workforce, accord-
ing to city government figures.

In Qatar and Kuwait, similar 
programs to improve education 

standards have been launched, while 
governments throughout the Gulf are 
facilitating study periods abroad or at 
international universities with satel-
lite campuses in the region.

Companies in the sector are 
also doing their part to ensure local 
employees are equipped with the right 
skills and training to thrive in careers 
in breakbulk and project cargo logis-
tics.

Belgium-based heavy-lift special-
ist Sarens – with its Middle East 
headquarters in Bahrain, the GCC’s 
smallest state with a population of 
1.6 million, of which more than half 
are non-nationals – has invested 
heavily in engineering, HR and 
finance.

According to Philippe Verdeure, 
Sarens’ managing director for proj-
ects in the Asia-Pacific and Middle 

East region, this has allowed the 
company to maintain a high localiza-
tion content that gives it pole position 
on many projects.

“Particularly in Bahrain, we’re 
extremely pleased with the quality of 
education and the skills of the local 
talents we hire,” Verdeure said. “A 
certain amount of foreign supervi-
sion and guidance, however, is always 
required. But we do expect that 
amount to be thinning with time.”

Verdeure also put to flight fears 
that as recruitment dynamics in the 
region evolve, the industry may not 
appeal to local jobseekers.

“Breakbulk and heavy-lifting will 
always be attractive to a certain por-
tion of the engineering and technical 
crowd, for sure. Merely for the fact 
that what we do is unique and often a 
once-in-a-lifetime operation.”

Still, some organizations are 
responding to these shifting sands 
by increasing their level of outsourc-
ing to so-called high-value centers in 
Asia and Latin America, where skilled 
manpower for certain positions can be 
found at a much lower cost.

And as labor markets come under 
severe pressure from Covid-19, the 
strategy is likely to rise in the short to 
mid-term.

“Basically 
all the design 
work and the 
drawings, the 
material takeoVs, 
the quantities, 
the follow-ups – 
all these things 
happen through 
the outsourced 
entity,” said 
Mandar Apte, 
project manager 
at oil and gas 
services company 
TechnipFMC.

“But essential work such as the 
specifications, the progress report-
ing, the project management – these 
kind of things mainly happen from 
the GCC. Of course it depends on 
company to company. What is out-
sourced and what is not is eventually 
a balance between what the client 
wants and what the contractor can 
do. But the trend is that more and 
more work is being outsourced,” 
Apte said.

REGIONAL REVIEW

FOCUS ON SURVIVAL

Plans to address changing employ-
ment dynamics in the Middle East will 
likely get moved to the back burner 
while breakbulk and project cargo 
companies chart a course out of the 
current economic crisis.

The prognosis remains grim: 
GCC states are expected to see a 7.1 
percent drop in GDP this year, the 
International Monetary Fund said in a 
July report, with the global slump in oil 
demand slashing export receipts and 
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On the ground, supply chains 
have been disrupted and mobility 
restricted.

GDP is forecast to swing back 
into the black next year, the IMF said, 
but lengthy lockdowns to contain the 
virus have taken their toll on industrial 
activity. According to Steffen Behrens, 
UAE country manager at specialized 
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ing, procurement and construction 
projects in the region have either been 
put on ice or canceled.

“If I look back at the budget dis-
cussions we had last year, the outlook 
for this year was actually quite positive, 
with a number of projects in the pipe-
line. Unfortunately, that has just not 
materialized.”

“The problem we are having right 
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project logistics industry – is that we 

are running into a gap. And even if 
now they start awarding, let us say at 
the end of the year … there is nothing 
that is going to move until June. That 
is the biggest risk for the region.”

Another major risk for countries 
such as the UAE and Qatar with their 
high non-national populations is staff 
redundancies: as contracts have dried 
up, companies have been forced to 
slash jobs to save costs.

Tens of thousands of blue-collar 
migrant workers, many of them from 
the Indian Subcontinent, have either 
returned to their own countries or have 
been left in limbo – no job and no way 
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Expat executives who have been 
laid off also face an uncertain future. 
Those made redundant in the UAE for 
example, where residency is linked to 
employment, have little choice but to 
+%#'4%0*7$1'50('01'/$48$'*7$',0)%*19.

And as non-nationals across the 
board pack their bags and pull up 
stakes, populations shrink, and econo-
mies suffer.

“Nobody knows as yet how many 
expats had to leave or will leave in the 
near future. The industry has been hit 
and many good people have been let 
go,” a Dubai-based legal source told 
Breakbulk. “Once trade picks up again 
it will take some time to replace expe-
rienced people.”

Mandar Apte

Technip FMC
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STILL SHOWING RESILIENCE 
Project cargo professionals speak-

ing to Breakbulk all underlined the 
GCC’s resilience, as well as its exciting 
potential for industrial development 
over the next decade.

Although hydrocarbon contracts 
are still likely to dominate, economic 
transformation plans aimed at attract-
ing foreign investment and diversifying 
economies away from oil and gas, such 
as Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030, are 
expected to spark billions of dollars 
of spending in energy, transport infra-
structure, mining and other sectors.

In renewables, regional activity is 
heating up: installed solar and wind 
capacity could rise 18-fold over the 
next five years to more than 57 giga-
watts, or GW, according to a recent 
report by U.S.-based market research 
firm Frost and Sullivan. The expansion 
will call for US$182 billion of invest-
ments, the report said.

Some exciting developments are 
already underway. The 2-GW Al 
Dhafra solar energy plant in Abu 
Dhabi will be the largest single-site 
photovoltaic project in the world, with 
operations slated to begin in early 
2022, while Saudi Arabia’s first ever 
utility-scale wind farm, the 400-mega-
watt Dumat Al Jandal project, located 
900 kilometers north of Riyadh in 
northern Al-Jawf, is also expected to 
come online in 2022. The facility is 
being developed by a consortium led 
by France-based EDF Renewables and 
UAE green energy firm Masdar.

Events such as Expo 2020 in 
Dubai, slated to open in October, but 
put back until October 2021 due to the 
pandemic, and the 2022 World Cup in 
Qatar, which is seeing seven new stadi-
ums built from scratch, are also major 
sources of special project contracts.

“I see things picking up, albeit at 
a slow pace. But at least it is not a full 
stop, it is not completely stagnant, 
things are starting,” TechnipFMC’s 
Apte said. And when the economy 
finally recovers, breakbulk and project 
cargo companies will want to be sure 
to have the best and brightest talent at 
their disposal.   BB

Colombia-based Simon West is a 
freelance journalist specializing in 
energy and biofuels news and mar-
ket movements in the Americas.

Sarens project cargo work in the Middle East has include work on Expo 
2020 in Dubai, slated to open in October, but put back until October 2021 
due to the pandemic, and stadiums for the 2022 World Cup in Qatar. 
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