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Un canadien errant: 
Travels in the Middle East 
by David Kriger, MCIP 

As A CONSULTING TRANSPORTATION 
planner/engineer, I have had the good fortune to 
work on assignments around the world Among my 
past clients are municipal and state departments of 
planning, transportation, and finance, as well as 
local transit authorities. I have also done some work 
on behalf of privatized infrastructure owners (a 
growing sector) and assignments for the World 
Bank. In recent years, my work has taken me across 
Asia, including different parts of the Middle East. 

The Middle East can be a tough place to 
do business. The proverbial oil wealth of 
the Persian Gulf means that the area has a 
highly advanced infrastructure and lots of 
opportunities, but, like governments 
everywhere, the local states still have to 
live within their budgets. Negotiations can 
be complex. One bargains over services 
just as one does in the souk (market). In 
fact, I've often wondered whether this 
way of working, rather than the way we 
do things in Canada, is the norm in the 
world, and whether we should adapt our
selves to it. Unless you are providing 
highly specialized, one-off services, you 
must prepare for the long haul. The Gulf's 
transportation community is fairly small 
and close-knit, so word-of-mouth is an 
effective marketing tool. 

What sells Canada? Clearly, our ideas, 
competence and experience. One big 
challenge involves not so much the impor
tation of Canadian ideas (e.g., our version 
of long-range planning, which has won 
several awards) as the adaptation of these 
ideas to local conditions. Canadian trans-
portation planning practice recognizes the 
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need to plan for people rather than cars. 
But in the booming Gulf cities with their 
cheap fuel , new developments are strongly 
auto-friendly. Many authorities still think in 
terms of new infrastructure as the solution 
to future traffic volumes, rather than trying 
to manage that traffic. A system of flexible 
working hours, which could diffuse peak 
traffic flows, is not commonly used. Transit 
is available but its coverage and frequency 
is often limited, and is generally used only 
by those who don't have cars. Like many 
cities around the world , a vehicle is one of 
the first items acquired by a family as it 
gets wealthier. Transit is considered a social 
service for those who cannot afford an 
auto. But authorities do recognize that 
even in the desert space is limited - or 
rather, that the costs of serving an ever 
larger urban form are prohibitive. They are 
eager to embrace new ideas, for the oil will 
eventually run out. What happens next, 
then, to sustain a city's economy? 

Consensus and consultation have different 
meanings in the Middle East than they do 
in Canada. In most cases, the public has 
no input and does not expect to have a 
say in a new development (that's not to 
say, however, that people won't find some 
means to voice their views) . Nor is there 
generally an elected council to vote on an 
issue. On the other hand, different inter
ests and agencies must be consulted so as 
to develop an informal consensus in antici
pation of the eventual senior-level deci
sion. Much relies on staff or consultant 
recommendations to senior executives. 

The point here is that even if the decision
making process is somewhat different 
from our own, it is how things are done in 
the Gulf, and it must be respected. Trans
parency and rational argument are as 
much a part of the debate in the Middle 
East as they are in a city council meeting 
back home. 

Local counterparts are highly trained 
(often with two or three degrees from 
Western universities), and technology 
transfer is increasingly a two-way street. 
By this I mean that countries with fewer 
resources have had to devise solutions 
with which we, in our (former) abun
dance, are only beginning to address. 
Water conservation is a case in point. 

Computer technology such as GIS makes a 
huge difference in the way things are 
done. For example, Dubai , a major 
regional trading centre, uses GPS to guide 
and monitor its extensive municipal taxi 
fleet. The technology is foreign but the 
application is home-grown, guiding drivers 
to new neighbourhoods not yet on street 
maps, and monitoring fares. This clearly 
has potential elsewhere. The role of the 
internet, too, has some important lessons 
for us: our counterparts in the Gulf have 
been more aggressive than we have in 
using the internet to keep up to date on 
the latest trends, information and soft
ware. To many of us, the internet remains 
somewhat of a luxury. What percentage of 
our internet time is spent reading and writ
ing e-mail, as opposed to fact-finding and 
learning? To our colleagues in the Gulf, 
the internet is the planners' library, as well 
as a critical way to level the playing field in 
terms of knowledge. 

Obviously, our work is profit-motivated. 
But I firmly believe we are doing good by 
being part of the development of this 
booming region. We can match our best 
practices with the best local ones, to 
everyone's gain. We can introduce new 
ideas to help clients think about the next 
step - e.g., climate change, which , 
although recognized as an issue, is not yet 
a priority in the Gulf. 

What characterizes successful Canadian 
contributions to the world? Besides having 
something to sell - specialties, experience, 
ideas - an openness to and respect for 
local knowledge and methods are essen
tial. A willingness to work long, hard hours 
is also critical - this is not a nine-to-five 
job. But the rewards are fantastic: I've 
met many wonderful, dedicated profes
sionals who are struggling to address the 
same problems we are. After all, conges
tion is congestion wherever you are. 
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Summary 
From their Canadian offices, experts at 
Delcan Corporation consult all over the 
world, including various parts of the 
Middle East. There is much that 
Canadians can offer different countries, as 
well as much to be gained at home from 
observing how others address problems 
such as traffic congestion, water conser
vation, etc., in the face of scarce 
resources. 

Sommaire 
Depuis /eurs bureaux canadiens, les experts 
de De/can travai/lent partout dans le 
monde y compris dans certaines regions du 
Mayen-Orient. Les canadiens ant 
beaucoup a offrir a divers pays et 
beaucoup a en apprendre en observant les 
solutions mises de /'avant notamment en 
matiere de congestion du trafic routier, de 
la conservation des eaux, ainsi que de la 
rarefaction des ressources. 
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