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Overseas construction projects looking
to source skilled staff from the UK
have always been faced with a

problem. They obviously want experienced
professionals, but are often more likely faced
with young wannabes chomping at the bit to
get some travelling under their belts before
marriage, kids and mortgages kick in. But
since the downturn hit the UK construction
industry, these jobs are becoming a lot more
attractive to more mature staff, regardless of
the ‘baggage’ they bring with them.

The good news is the work is certainly out
there for the taking, as Graham Hart,
managing director of Emirates Exteriors,
explains: “What is going to be required in
terms of competent and experienced staff
over here in the Middle East states alone over
the next five to ten years is absolutely
colossal. Consequently, finding and retaining
the right kind of people here is quite hard,
which is why we tend to go back to the UK to

get the skill level we need.”
Based in Dubai, Hart is pleased to have

witnessed a surge of interest in these
overseas placements, thanks in part to the
downturn in the UK. “We had a campaign
back in May with adverts in local trade
magazines in the UK and had a reasonable
response,” he says. “But we went back about
two months ago with a simple one or two-line
advert and received something in the region
of 250 applications in the first week and a
half. It was absolutely tremendous.”

This trend is backed up by Paul Foster,
regional managing partner with EC Harris,
also based in Dubai. “The level of interest
from our people in the UK for international
assignments has risen remarkably in the last
six to nine months. This is something we’re
welcoming with open arms, but is actually
being driven by people in our company
looking to further their careers elsewhere in
the business. People’s horizons are becoming

Kids, mortgages and all the other joys of middle age used to rule 
out the possibility of working abroad. But, as Dean Gurden reports,

relocation to foreign climes is becoming an increasingly tempting 
option for more experienced professionals  
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‘I LANDED ON THE SATURDAY AND WAS
AT WORK ON THE SUNDAY’
As a partner and commercial director with 
EC Harris, Tim Risbridger has worked out of its 
Abu Dhabi office since August 2007. He’s no
stranger to working abroad, having spent 11 
years on projects throughout Asia. However, 
having settled back in the UK, he started to get
itchy feet again. “There came a point where it
suited me and my wife, both in our personal
circumstances and my career aspirations, to make
it known that I was available for the right role if
something came up internationally,” he says. “I
didn’t put any parameters on this, knowing that
being an international company, EC Harris values
flexibility from all its staff.”

Married with two boys, Risbridger is proof that
family life and relocating abroad can work together,
although he admits that he’d take things a bit more
slowly next time. “In hindsight, it was pretty heavy
going. I landed on the Saturday with my wife and
two boys and I was at work on the Sunday. A lot of
staff now coming out with families tend for the
employee to come out in advance while things get
sorted out at home. I’ve now helped relocate nearly
fifty other people over the last year and I’m finding
it’s much better to mobilise the principal worker
ahead of their family.”

He also willingly admits there were some
challenges, particularly regarding his sons’
education. “In Abu Dhabi there was, and is, 
a shortage of schools that follow the UK 
curriculum and we did initially find it difficult
getting school places for our children. In fact, there
was a period last year when EC Harris had to stop
transferring across families with school-age
children that had to follow the English curriculum
because there simply weren’t any places for
them.” A schools building programme is set to
alleviate the situation.

A more positive challenge was found in the post
he took up. “The role I came into here was a real
step forward in my career and was certainly
challenging. It was a bigger project with a bigger
team to look after. But it’s great to come and work
in a different culture, using different technologies
and learning different ways of working. An
experience like this gives you a greater breadth of
knowledge, which you can then use anywhere else
in your future career. With the boom in the
construction industry in the Middle East, the type
and size of the projects are unique and there’s a
real window of opportunity here. For me, being at
the forefront of this boom has been terrific and
given me experience that I otherwise wouldn’t 
have got.”

relocating. Part of Lister’s job is to find out
as much information as possible about not
just the projects, but about what it’s like to
live in a particular region, how easy it is to
find accommodation, what the schooling
availability is like, and so on. “We want to
make sure we have this support in place so
that people can mentally prepare themselves
for the non-work-related aspects of overseas
projects,” she says. “This enables them to
concentrate on whether they feel comfortable
wih what’s required of them professionally
on the project and in the office.”

As for Emirates Exteriors, Hart says the
company gives advice on everything from
opening a bank account and sorting through
the tax implications of becoming a 
non-resident to finding accommodation and
schools for the kids. In fact, if you’re at a
particular level within the management
structure, then the company will also
contribute towards the school fees.

“Our support really is quite in-depth,” he
says. “We always tend to make sure those
potentially relocating come out and
experience the place first-hand before
making a definite decision.You often find
they go away having fallen in love with the
place in a couple of days, but we always

broader, and the slowdown in western
Europe is definitely having an impact on the
willingness of staff to travel. We’re finding
the push from our people is greater than the
pull from us to get them here.”

Although Hart admits most of overseas
applicants are younger staff at the beginning
of their careers, he stresses his company is
keen for more experienced staff to take up
overseas posts. “Older staff tend to have
greater ties, with elderly parents, schools and
friends which tend to keep them back in the
UK, but we’re more than happy to make
offers to the right people, including those
that are married and have children.

“It’s really not a problem for us, or for
them, to bring their families over here. In
fact, from an employer’s perspective, staff
with kids are a perfect marriage for us; and
they don’t have to worry about schools, as
the schools here are excellent, although I
admit they are quite expensive and all 
fee-paying.’

Hart points to himself as a good example of
a more “experienced” person carving out a
working life abroad in the construction
market. “Being in my fifties, I’ve gone
through having a family and the mortgage
and all those associated responsibilities, and
I’m now at an age where I think I could make
a big difference in the industry here, and also
have a challenge.

“And I’m not alone; a number of the people
we employ here have had their kids and now
want to be part of the construction industry
somewhere exciting and challenging, and
Dubai provides all of this.”

So what kind of support and help are
companies in the building arena giving to
those looking to relocate? Jackie Lister,
recruitment manager with international
management and construction consultant
Gleeds, admits the company is relatively new
to this area, but it does its utmost to guide
new applicants through the whole process of

FROM AN EMPLOYER’S
PERSPECTIVE, STAFF WITH
KIDS ARE A PERFECT
MARRIAGE FOR US; AND THEY
DON’T HAVE TO WORRY
ABOUT SCHOOLS
GRAHAM HART, EMIRATES EXTERIOR
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EASTERN EUROPE ISN’T SEEN
AS PERHAPS AS GLAMOROUS
AS, SAY, THE GULF. BUT SPEAK
TO THE PEOPLE WHO ARE
ALREADY OUTTHERE AND IT’S
REALLY BOOMING
JACKIE LISTER, GLEEDS

appointment. Everything you take for
granted at home, you suddenly have to
relearn. This applies equally to the
knowledge of the marketplace into which you
come to work. It can take six months
sometimes to get properly up to speed.”

Having said that, Foster is adamant it’s
worth the effort. He also thinks the
opportunities for overseas work can only
continue. “Some of the projects we’ve got
abroad are just fantastic in terms of career
development, the challenges they offer and
the potential to give professional
satisfaction. There really couldn’t be a better
industry to be in during the next three to five
years,” he concludes. Perhaps it’s time to dig
that passport out; after all, you’re never too

‘WE DON’T LEAD A DESIGNER LIFE, BUT
WE DO HAVE A VERY PLEASANT
LIFESTYLE’
For Robin Pretty, contracts director with Emirates
Exteriors, professional life in the UK had begun to
consist of 70-hour weeks, travelling 60,000 miles
a year. It was time for a change. “My kids have
grown up and left home and I’m at an age [nearly
50] that if I was ever going to do something else,
now was the time to do it. Dubai offered me the
opportunity to try something radically different,” 
he says.

That was two-and-a-half years ago and Pretty
hasn’t looked back since. “I was given advice and
put up in a company villa when I first arrived until
my wife and I  found accommodation. There weren’t
that many of us back then, so it was get whatever
information you could yourself. But it means that
people coming out now can benefit from our
first-hand experience. People often have
preconceptions about the emirates. All they see is
the Middle East and think that all the women have
to cover up. But Dubai in particular is nothing like
that. It’s really relaxed, provided you work within the
law and respect the local culture.”

Like EC Harris’ Risbridger (see previous page), the
main challenge Pretty sees families facing
concerns schooling. “It can be a real problem
finding schools. In fact, some people have to travel
from one side of Dubai to the other to access a
school.” That said, Pretty is resoundingly positive
about life in the sunshine. “I enjoy almost everything
about being out here. Coming abroad has meant
we can travel more for leisure. I’m fortunate in that
when I left the UK I was able to tidy up most of my
affairs, which meant that when I came here I was
financially able to do more things than I could in the
UK. We take better holidays and, although we don’t
lead a designer life here, we do have a very
pleasant lifestyle.”

Pretty’s advice to anybody in the industry that
relocates to the UAE is to forget whatever they’ve
learnt in the UK and go with an open mind and a
great deal of patience. “The broad principles of
managing a construction site are similar,” he says,
“but there’s far more bureaucracy and paperwork,
you’re dealing with a multitude of different
nationalities and they all have a different cultural
view on how things should be done, and it can be
very demanding. Having said that, of all the people I
know that have relocated out here, none of them
have decided they want to go back.”

allow a cooling-off period of a few weeks,
during which time they can seriously get
their heads around what it will really mean
to them to pack up and move over here.”

He adds that nine times out of 10, people
that are in relationships and come out here
bring their partners with them. “Either they
come with them immediately or six to 10
months later,” he says. “And there are many
other industries here in what is a huge
growth economy where spouses can get work
that isn’t necessarily in the construction
arena.”

Some geographical areas are obviously
more popular than others, particularly to the
more experienced professional. “Central and
eastern Europe isn’t seen as perhaps as
glamorous as, say, the Gulf, or isn’t as well
known as Australia,” says Lister. “But speak
to the people who are already out there and
it’s really booming. And it’s got the added
bonus of not being so far to get home to see
family and friends.”

The UAE is clearly a popular destination for
older applicants, with what Foster says is a
very family-friendly lifestyle. “You’ve also got
every pastime and leisure activity that you
could possibly want to engage in, and the
quality of schooling is good as well. This
isn’t a hardship posting. It’s a really good
quality environment in which to live. If you
wanted a hardship posting, I could give a list
of countries where someone could earn more
money but have a less enjoyable and
comfortable existence.”

Despite the quality of life Foster talks of,
any new environment requires a period of
acclimatising, and the UAE is no different.
“What you’ve got here is a strict social
structure, which takes some getting used to,”
he says. “It certainly has for me. Then there’s
the more mundane things like different road
rules or how to go about getting a doctor’s
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