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Oil rich countries in the Middle East have developed so quickly that the basics of institution building have been left behind.  What exists instead is, naturally enough, a set of norms and relationships similar to what has held the culture together for so long, values which are typical of the society are melded onto new contexts.  The landscape may change, with modern high rise blocks dominating the desert skyline, but people do not.

A technical expert from Europe was contracted to work in an advisory capacity with a government department responsible for electricity and water.  It was a complicated arrangement from the beginning.  He was employed by a company which had been subcontracted by a European semi governmental agency to do the job.

On arrival in Kuwait he found himself in an office with no computer and no internet access.  These had been removed.  The carpet was vacuumed only once a month but there was no shortage of “teaboys”, who could be summoned at any time for refreshments.  He found he had no job description, no direct way of finding out who was who in the departmental hierarchy or what they were responsible for specifically.  It took three weeks before he finally met his boss, for five minutes.  There were no regular meetings to discuss the progress of projects.  Access to information of any sort: technical data, equipment specifications or records of maintenance procedures was very difficult if not impossible.

As his contract was for a year he began to wonder what he would do.  Creating work was no problem, he could develop improved maintenance management systems, assess safety and risk factors, generate reports, whatever, but what did the department want him to do?  What was his job?  This question puzzled him and he could find nobody to tell him the answer.  Day by day he turned up at his desk, plugged in his own computer and began to look busy.  He had been used to working for projects which had well structured goals, even if at times these were undeliverable, but basically now he had to content himself with bits and pieces.  

The office was shared by an Egyptian engineer he had been told was his assistant.  This guy would spend hours each day chatting to anyone who would visit him.  He would also disappear for days at a time, presumably visiting and chatting to others.  Occasionally the European and the Egyptian would have a conversation and the weeks rolled by.  

At one point he was instructed to find work for the Egyptian to do.  After a series of training sessions (for which everyone was late) he gave the fellow a routine job which would take two weeks to do thoroughly.  It involved checking the settings of equipment by looking up the maintenance documentation which was stored in what was called the library.  This building had no air conditioning and was dust laden with open windows, nobody was in charge and there was no order to the way anything was shelved.  The Egyptian bounced back two hours later, mission accomplished.  How could he have found all the information so quickly?

As he was beginning to feel rather stale, the technical expert decided to get his teeth into one long term project.  He initiated a proposal for a new computer system, which would calculate relay protection for the system of substations he was responsible for in a more reliable and accurate way.  It was going to cost U.S.$30,000, which was very small potatoes compared with the level of expenditure he could witness all around him in the department.  Problem: who would approve this purchase?  In the end nobody did.  Being from a different background, unwilling and unable to pad the bill and find someone with influence to whom a “commission” could be given, the idea lapsed.  Included in the purchase agreement would be a training component involving two people from the department visiting the United States for orientation.  He was told that although he would be the one using the program he would not be the one to get the overseas trip.  Reluctantly, after several efforts, he abandoned the plan. 

I told him he should not expect anything different and if he wanted the project to go ahead he should make the training component sound very attractive to the upper levels of management.  But it was in Pittsburgh and what was attractive about that?  Well, Niagara Falls is not too far away.  How would the sight of so much water appeal to an Arab living on the coastal fringe of a desert?  As it was his first posting outside his own country and he had particular scruples about how to do business he considered it best not to go down this road of spin and glory.  Fair enough.

Time moved on and he found himself approached by a number of suppliers of relay protection equipment who were involved in building new substations.  Some were from Japan and Korea, others from Sweden and the Netherlands.  In every case he was asked questions that at first he could find no answers for.  Why were they asking him?  Because there was nobody else.  He busied himself finding his way through the maze of  the department locating the information required.  Finally he had something challenging to do, though if the place were run efficiently he could have channelled his efforts into something more worthwhile.

Weeks and months passed.  At two each day he left the office and worked out in a local gym.  He looked forward to these daily training sessions as an integral part of his routine.  There was some real satisfaction in monitoring his progress as he got himself back into shape physically.  Although this was not what he had been sent here to do, and not what he was being paid for, at least this was work.

One day something momentous happened.  A substation blew up.  Blew up?  Yes, exploded.  Well the inside did anyway, the building was still standing.  There was no power in the central business district for two hours.  Though it was patently obvious to most observers that this was yet another example of poor maintenance, nobody wanted to accept the blame.  Despite not having been invited to inspect the site, our technical expert was asked to write a report about what had happened and why.   Piecing together the evidence, and with the experience of 20 years, he developed a theory of how the accident had happened.  The gas which created an inert atmosphere inside the chambers where high voltage equipment was housed had not been refilled regularly.  An enormous spark had vaporized some of the metal and a huge explosion occurred.  Confusing his clients with a profusion of diagrams, statistics and calculations, the specialist developed a series of reports explaining how this could be avoided with the purchase of an improved relay protection system, which would shut down and reroute power in case of such an emergency. Hadn’t he been telling them that all along?

Some time between the explosion and the final report it became clear that the U.S. was about to invade Iraq.  There was an announcement from the expert’s embassy.  It was not safe to stay in Kuwait.  The semi governmental agency responsible for the contract instructed him to leave, and return on embassy advice.  He packed up his computer and off he went, to continue working on his report.   It was not a holiday.  Every day he drove to the office.  Every night he drove home.  With the benefit of  a professional exchange of ideas, his calculations progressed well.  He was able to generate real evidence, admittedly based on guesstimates due to insufficient data and poor record maintenance practices back in Kuwait.  Or so he said.  Why would he want to admit to receiving an unpaid holiday, just as I had had to do?

Five weeks later he returned to the country, carrying on pretty much where he had left.  Not much had been done in the meantime.  Kuwait had been practically paralysed for part of that time, with people staying indoors or heading for public shelters during missile attacks from Iraq.  He was told his absence would be regarded as a holiday.  Although he had been paid by his company, the Kuwaiti government would not pay for that period of the contract.  He would not be allowed to go home for a break during the summer.  They said he had used up all his annual leave.  This attitude was typical of the time.  This case study is only a variation on a theme.  At least as a teacher we have two months annual leave during the summer, despite the fact that his salary was about twice mine I did not envy him his situation.

The thermometer rose steadily, often to as much as 50 degrees Celsius.  The country was plagued by hot winds and dust storms, worse this year than ever as the desert’s surface had been churned up by tanks and trucks for months while the U.S. and British military undertook their “training exercises” prior to the war.  

As he gazed out the window from his 9th storey apartment across the Arabian Gulf, the heat haze shimmered on the water.  He thought longingly of his country, of his friends and family, of the music festivals on the beaches, of the familiar smells of the countryside, of the taste of real beer.

Our European gent exchanged email after email with his office back home and they in turn liaised with the semi governmental agency.  With the Kuwaitis not paying for five weeks of the contract, and the 30% reduction of the Kuwaiti dinar against major European currencies, there was no profit left.  There was talk of abandoning the contract altogether.

His written application for leave to escape the gruelling summer heat was rejected by his main boss in Kuwait, one of the many directors.  So he contacted his company in Europe to see whether they could arrange something via liaison at a higher level in the ministry.  Flight booked, he was hopeful, as the local sponsor had indicated an under secretary in the ministry would look on the application favourably.  But he was reluctant to go over the head of the boss.  A classic game of delaying to the last possible minute was being played out.  

He approached the director, waiting in his outer office along with several others.  Some were seen, some were not.  He was not.  With the convenient excuse of prayer time, the boss slipped out the back door.  Intercession by the sponsor on the mobile phone produced an arrangement to meet again the next day.  The room was full of people but the boss never arrived.  The plane left that evening.  Our friend was not on it.  

With characteristic equanimity, he resolved to try again the following week.  Perhaps the director would change his mind?  You guessed it.  There were a number of complicating factors due to the conditions of the contract but the basic point was that as he had left at a time of need there was no way he could leave again until the contract had expired.  It goes all the way down the line, from engineer at a salary of 1400 Kuwaiti dinar a month to maid or groundsman at a salary of 40KD a month.  If you leave who will take care of us?

