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The kinds of labour relations that exist in Kuwait are not always pleasant.  My personal experience, and that of teachers in general is certainly not that of the least privileged.  The Bangladeshi and south Indian camel riders, some sold as young as six or eight into a kind of modern bondage and trained as jockeys for the entertainment of  camel owners suffer the worst case scenario of the immigrant labourer’s lot.  The Sri Lankan embassy is bursting to the seams with over 160 maids who have fled from Kuwaiti households and have no money to buy their ticket back home.  Brief mentions of suicides and attempted suicides by other maids appear almost on a weekly basis in the local press.  Safety practices at the oilfields are typical of a third world standard, with explosions due to poor maintenance killing and injuring workers every year.  Slavery was only officially abolished in the country by the early 1960’s.  

The story which follows pales into insignificance when compared to the plight of many workers in the country.  Yet it is the one that I know best, being my story, so it can be read as a kind of example of attitudes and values which are endemic.

Teachers are low on the pecking order of professional of European descent. For a start, there are so many females among them, and many of them middle aged.  It is highly disharmonious to come across a single woman, over 40, without a husband, who has come to your country to teach your children.  Commerce being what it is though, you will find many teachers of this demographic category. There are no fixed salary rates, each private school operates independently and even within a school the staff room can buzz with stories of inconsistencies in pay.  During the leadup to the U.S./ Iraq war in 2003 every employer was dealing with the fear of their employees.  In every industry, questions were being asked, extended leave was being sought, contracts were being reviewed and comparisons were inevitably made.  

There were some highly creative excuses that middle managers in oil companies found for being elsewhere in early 2003 for several months.  If they were part of an international company obviously secondments were available.  For those employed directly by Kuwaiti firms or their government it was a different story.

The prevailing attitude among Kuwaiti employers was “If you go away, who will look after us?”  Many household employers took the view that if a worker left the country they would never have the right to return. 

In our group of schools new teachers got a taste of the management’s view of employees very early in the school year.

Each teacher’s contract was dated to start on September 1st.  There was also a standard clause stating that they would be paid from the first working day.  Most new staff had been issued air tickets by the school.  These were cancelled at very short notice and teachers were emailed to wait until new travel arrangements were made.  This meant that people had moved out of their homes, had needed to stay for longer than expected in hotels and had foregone other contractual offers.  Some arrived up to three weeks after the school year had started.  All were then paid from the first day they started teaching.   It took two months and a petition signed by thirty names to finally get payment from September 1st.

It didn’t take long for everyone to share an attitude of mistrust of management.  In my case I simply stated that there was no availability for flights between the time I had booked and the time I had been asked by the principal to come to the school for orientation so I had to arrive when I did.  In other schools of the same group they were not so lucky as the principal of their school had been forcibly removed from the school grounds 3 days before the official end of the previous school year, after he had already done all the recruitment in London and Australia for the following year.

By November our weekly staff meetings began to contain mentions of security advice and warnings from the British embassy.  We were told that the school would remain open until a stage 3 warning, which meant evacuation.  We were also told that the assembly point for evacuation was the open carpark next to the school and a telephone tree was set up for efficient communication of urgent news.  This meant that one person would ring five and those five would ring five more each etc.  We would need to be at the assembly point no later than two hours after the phone call.  At this stage, the British embassy maintained that it had evacuation procedure plans in hand.  Everyone I spoke to was very sceptical about the evacuation scenario, which had been an unmitigated disaster before the Gulf War in 1990.  

At the same time there was a lot of controversy about gas masks.  The Italian embassy had issued gas masks to its citizens.  A Bulgarian colleague had managed to get one too from hers, a different model, second world war technology so she jokingly said.  We read articles in the paper about which country’s model was the best.  We read that thousands had been bought by the Kuwaiti government and would be distributed.  I didn’t know anyone who had received one free of charge.  We were told to buy them at the local cooperative stores.  We learned they would be useless without a full protective suit which covered the entire body including the hair.  (I saw one of these suits on display at a fashionable department store in early April.  As it was disposable it had been made of paper fibre and the sleeve had already been torn at the cuff.)   

By February the British embassy’s tune had changed and it advised that it would not  allow its citizens to be endangered to the point where gas masks were needed.  There were still plans in place for evacuation but to avoid confusion we would not be made aware of the details until there was a need to know, as they were being continuously reviewed and subject to change.  While I could see merit in this argument I still was not convinced that the school had arranged a safe place for us to meet in the event of an impending chemical or biological attack.  An open area of ground would hardly do!   But I did have faith that we would get sufficient warning from our consul and a thoroughly reliable travel agent was only a phone call or email away.

Schools started to temporarily close, particularly the American ones, in response to pressure from their staff following security advice from the U.S. embassy.  International companies and organizations started sending personnel and families home.  Everybody was comparing conditions.  Were staff being paid while they were away?  Were they given tickets?  We even heard later of one company employing aviation mechanics who provided a 1000 British pound bonus to anyone who returned.  What would be the upshot for our lot?

Promises, Promises

We had been told at a staff meeting in November (which none of the owners attended) that we would be paid till the end of the month and the school would provide tickets if an evacuation was announced.  This made no sense as nobody would be hanging around waiting for cash and tickets at a time like that.  And neither would we expect the admin staff to hang around to deliver it!  Week after week whole school staff meetings were avoided by dividing us into subgroups to develop electronically deliverable report cards.  If you challenged this you were identified as a troublemaker.  In a sister school of the same group there were endless meetings to clarify these issues but in my school, with an all female staff, mum was the word.

Eventually by mid February after a tyranny of silence at our school and threats of strike action at the other one, we got a memo stating that those who wanted to leave could do so, their contracts would be frozen, they would receive pay up until the day they left the school and they would be reimbursed for airfares by the end of the contractual year.  Those who chose to stay would be paid a 25% bonus for a maximum of five weeks.  They would be free to leave at any point from now on under a similar arrangement up until the British embassy called for evacuation.  

Nearly 100% of the staff on expatriate contracts from the feisty sister school left Kuwait for an “unpaid holiday” and 50% of ours did.

The Bottom Line

The timing was very clever from a financial point of view.  This had been staged to take account of a public holiday period for National Day and Liberation Day (25th and 26th February).  Those who left would not be paid for the holiday and those who stayed would not be paid a bonus until after the holiday and subsequent weekend had finished.  It is by such scrimping and saving that fortunes are made or reputations ruined.

The school provided rented shared accommodation  for singles and individual accommodation for families.  All who left were told to pack up their flats.  Not all did.  Those singles who stayed were issued a memo, with two days’ notice, that they would be regrouped in terms of accommodation, either they were required to move or they would expect an extra household member.  After protests from many of the affected this edict was ignored.  I got the impression the owners thought we were robots rather than human beings, that we had no feelings and that the relationships we had developed with flatmates and the support we were giving each other at this time of stress meant far less than the bottom line, money.  Yet I stayed for precisely this reason.  You understand your adversaries well when you share similar goals.

The management in fact was three months in arrears with the rent.  This prompted them to send staff to pack up the vacant flats, all belongings being placed in garbage bags and stored in two of them.  From 24 apartments, they now had to pay for only 12.  (This caused endless problems when teachers finally returned as everybody lost stuff: clothes, shoes, perfume, ornaments, photos, even a family bible and rosary beads.)

Each staff member was asked to sign a piece of paper stating that they understood the conditions under which they were leaving, that their contracts were frozen and when they were called back they would return as soon as possible or otherwise by arrangement with the principal.  I was warned by one of the secretaries not to leave as I would not be allowed back.  Although people did not openly admit it, many were suspecting the same thing.  I chose to stay as I did not want to let some stupid war in the country next door interfere with my financial plans.  Stubborn?  Maybe…   I was also pretty convinced that we would get sufficient warning, via emails from our own embassy wardens, to be able to leave in good time by commercial flights.  The third week of February was just too soon.

Push came to shove in the third week of March.  

By that stage we had had the evacuation drills, we had had the armed guards stationed outside the school gates, the emergency care packages were stored in the classrooms, plastic was covering all the windows, a bucket of water with bicarb soda was in every classroom waiting for the towels that would be soaked in it and serve as makeshift facemasks.  We had been teaching all kinds of subjects to all kinds of classes, often with very little notice as the timetable had to be made up on a day to day basis.  We were just about ready for anything.  

Our chairman’s counsellor (married into the business) had gone public and was reported in a newspaper as saying that there were doctors and nurses at every school in the group, with beds for teachers and students for emergency use and that our schools would remain open no matter what.  (None of that was actually true but it sounded suitably heroic and anyway the management didn’t want to refund any fees which is why they didn’t want to close.)

Our deputy principal, also the school’s warden for the British embassy, placed a memo from the embassy on the staff noticeboard on the morning of Monday 17th March.  It stated we should leave immediately while commercial flights were still available.  This was pretty much a repeat of what the U.S. embassy had stated about three weeks previously.  The notice was closely followed by another reiterating it and underlining that the embassy would take no responsibility for the safety of anyone who chose to ignore this advice.  While this was a 180 on its previous messages regarding evacuation this was good news for all of us.  We had (quoting the memo) the “unequivocal” green light to leave.  Or did we…?

On the same noticeboard appeared an announcement in the principal’s handwriting.  The school would close one hour early on Wednesday and the civil defence would have a meeting with staff to discuss security arrangements.  I am sure she knew this would set the cat among the pigeons and have no doubt she wanted out of Kuwait asap too, but she had made it her business to be the conduit for information from the owners to her staff, so she was sucking the lemon.

Many of us had been making rolling bookings for flights over the preceding weeks.  It only took a phonecall to finalise details.  The deputy principal popped into the staffroom to tell us that we had better be quick as flights were filling up fast.  With a lot of negotiation behind the scenes we were finally told at around noon on Tuesday that the owners had agreed to allow the school to close… until Saturday.

At 12.30 that day I asked the deputy principal whether we were to stay away until the British embassy advice had changed.  She replied we were not to come back until we had been invited.  It was true, even at a time like this the school was intending to save money on teachers’ salaries any way they could.  As emails to and from the school had sometimes gone astray I silently resolved to come back when I felt it was safe, I had signed nothing stating that I would wait for them to contact me.  (As I found out later I was not the only one to do this.) 

I flew out on Tuesday night.  Our principal emailed everyone to check that we were safe.  I found out later that the Ministry of Education had announced on Thursday that all schools would close for a week.   It was touch and go deciding when to return.  I delayed it a bit when a stray missile hit the pier near a shopping center close to the Emir’s palace.  In the end I made it for April Fool’s Day, the last day of the first week the school reopened.  That looked like good timing to me.  I was hoping an extra body to help out in a pretty empty school would be appreciated.  And it worked.  There were 39 passengers on the 737 that took me back.

Some of the staff in the sister school returned to find that they had no flat, no job and nobody was going to pay their flight.  Court cases followed.  We heard of all sorts of variations on the theme in other schools.  The (London) Times Educational Supplement website’s staffroom had multiple strings of comments from teachers about their experiences in Kuwait, one string alone was more than 70 pages long.  This concerned a school that advertised itself as offering the best of British education.     Friends had been told by the owner of their school that they would face punitive action if they left without permission.  This meant that they were stuck at the airport on the Thursday the war started and when they finally managed to get on a plane the air raid sirens sounded twice while they were still on the tarmac.

50% of their staff did not renew their contracts for 2004.

It’s all about attitude.  If you work for a Kuwaiti company you had better be prepared for lots of it!  

