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Abstract: 

The construction projects in Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) member countries are at peak as the 

region is in the stage of improving its infrastructures. This paper presents the current status of the 

occupational safety and health in the region by providing a brief comparison with some of the 

advanced countries wherein improved safety performance is guaranteed and maintained. The 

comparison of the available data shows, that in general, GCC countries display a poor occupational 

safety and health performance. The paper suggests the key areas for research which could help the 

GCC construction industry to improve its performance. These areas include the awareness and 

importance of safety, cost of accidents, environmental and climatic factors which affect the 

workers, occupational safety and health regulations and its implementation, workers’ wellbeing, 

safety culture and safety climate.     

Keywords: Safety & hazards, Management, Health & safety, Project management, 

Knowledge management. 

1. Construction Safety and Health in GCC Countries:

Although, it is a universal fact that the construction industry is not accident-free anywhere around 

world, however the situation in the GCC countries (Saudi Arabia, Oman, United Arab Emirates, 

Qatar, Kuwait and Bahrain) is more alarming. There is a lack of accurate reliable data related to 

the number of accidents and fatalities in these countries (Al-Bayati et al. 2017). The reports 

published by the media or international independent organizations are the only source for such 

data to rely upon. The deaths of construction workers in the construction of stadiums for the 

football world cup 2022 have attracted the attention of media and international organizations. 

Some of these reports show the number of construction workers that died in the project has already 

reached 1,200. Several estimates predicting the number of deaths will reach to 4,000 by the end of 

2022 when the project will be completed (ITUC, 2014; Ganji, 2016; SM, 2018). The Human Rights 

Watch Report indicates that the total workforce in Qatar is approximately two million. 95% of this 

workforce are being expatriates and approximately, 800,000 (=40%) are employed by the 

construction sector (HRW, 2018). The report further shows that in 2012 only, a total of 520 

workers from India, Bangladesh and Nepal died due to different work-related accidents and 

conditions in Qatar.     



Similarly, Umar and Wamuziri (2016-a) noted that, officially, there are no statistics in Oman (OM) 

as to how many construction workers were injured at work. However, data from ten reputable 

construction organizations show that in 2014, more than 3,500 construction workers received 

medical treatment due to work-related injuries. For various reasons including reputation, company 

owners hesitate to publicize such information.  

In the United Arab Emirates, almost 70% of construction organizations have a serious lack in 

understanding the importance of health and safety policies. Construction organizations classified 

as medium in size, have no designated Health and Safety officers. Most of the small construction 

organizations and some of the medium sized construction organizations do not have a written 

health and safety policy.  Only 18% of construction organizations conduct continuous health and 

safety training for their workers (MEAC, 2014). The statistics related to occupational health and 

safety performance of construction organizations working in Dubai, shows that in 2013, 71% of 

the construction companies (out of 130) have no occupational health and safety training for their 

workers. Similarly, more than 70% of the construction workers believe that the training they 

received was outdated (SM, 2018).        

The statistics published by the General Organization for Social Insurance (GOSI) of Saudi Arabia 

(SA) indicated that in the third quarter of 2018, occupational injuries in construction were 47% of 

the total occupational injuries in SA as shown in figure 1 (GOSI, 2018). This graph clearly shows 

that the construction industry in SA is the most hazardous sector which accumulates almost half 

of the injuries that took place in the third quarter of 2018. If the number of injuries is estimated at 

the same rate as of third quarter in 2018, then total number of injuries in a year will reach around 

14500. The statistics further reveal that in the same period, falling from a height was the most 

frequent cause of injuries followed by struck and collision, then rubbed and abrasion (figure 2). 

The GOSI statistics further indicates that the number of deaths in the third quarter of 2018 from 

the total injuries was 16. This can be translated into the number of deaths per year which would 

roughly be equal to 64. This number, however, appears not to be reliable simply because of the 

overall health and safety situation in the whole region. For instance, the project of constructing 

football world cup stadium in Qatar resulted in 1200 death from 2010 to 2017, roughly 171 deaths 

per year.  

                 



 

Figure 1: Number and Percentage of Injuries in Different Sectors in SA – 3rd Quarter 2018 

(GOSI, 2018). 
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Figure 2: Different Causes of Injuries in SA – 3rd Quarter 2018 (GOSI, 2018). 

Many researchers have concluded that construction in Kuwait is found as the most hazardous 

industry (Kartam and Bouz, 1998; Al-Tabtabai, 2002; Al-Kandary and Al-Waheeb, 2015). 

Construction accidents in Kuwait were accounted for 34% - 48% for all injuries involving 

disabilities during 1994 to 1996. Similarly, during the same period, the accidents in construction 

industry in Kuwait were accounted for deaths of 42% - 62% resulting from all injuries (Al-Kandary 

and Al-Waheeb, 2015).    

2. Improving Safety Performance: 

As discussed in the above sections, workers’ deaths and injuries in construction are alarming in 

the GCC countries. Apparently, it could be alarming in other parts of the world as well due to the 

nature of the industry. If so, this appears to be a global issue in which a number of factors are 

involved. For instance, what causes an accident or an injury in construction? If the top management 

of the construction organizations knows this, they will be able to develop strategies to avoid such 

causes or factors in their future projects (Umar et al., 2017; Umar and Egbu, 2018-a). Accidents 
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in a construction project may not happen on a daily basis, and apparently, management of 

construction organizations remains reluctant to spend on such issues that do not appear that 

frequently. The main component which management may be ignoring is that although the 

accidents may not be occurring on regular basis in their projects, however whenever an accident 

happens, the cost of the accident may be overwhelming and could be greater than the cost of 

prevention of accidents (Umar, 2017-a; Umar, 2017-b). Thus, it is important to know what is the 

cost of accidents and cost of prevention of accidents in construction. Similarly, the existence of 

the occupational health and safety regulations and its implementation in a country play a 

signification role in the reduction of occupational accidents (Umar et al. 2018; Umar, 2018). For 

instance, in the United States, worker-deaths before the establishment of the Occupational Safety 

and health Administration authority in 1970 were 38 per day, which then fell to 14 per day in 2016 

(OSHA, 2018). Similarly, the Construction, Design and Management (CDM) regulations which 

were first enforced in the United Kingdom in 1995, were reviewed and amended periodically. The 

current CDM regulations are the third version of the actual regulations that became effective in 

2015 (CDM, 2015). It is clear that the review of the current occupational health and safety 

regulations on a periodic basis helps organizations to monitor the effectiveness of their regulations 

and make necessary changes when required. The benchmarking of a country regulations with 

another country which display an improved safety performance can help the decision maker the 

proposed the necessary amendments to the existing regulations. 

One of the most important factors which contribute to the performance of workers both in terms 

of safety and productivity is the workers’ wellbeing. Specially, when it comes to GCC countries, 

the hot and humid environment could significantly affect the workers’ performance. There have 

been many studies in different parts of the world in which it is concluded that the workers’ 

performance is directly linked with the environmental condition such as humidity and temperature 

(Xiang et al., 2014; Yi and Chan, 2017; Umar and Egbu, 2018-b). The researchers have also 

established that the human response process is highly affected by their physical health (Beevers 

and MacGregor, 1999; Yi and Chan, 2016; Umar et al., 2019). There is, however, no 

comprehensive study in this area in any GCC country which considers these factors, despite the 

fact that all GCC countries are well known for their hot and humid climatic conditions. For 

instance, the Qatar Meteorology Department data shows that the mean air temperature in Doha in 

the month of July remains as 35.4o C, while the mean relative humidity in the same month stands 



at 49%.  Similarly, the highest temperature recorded in 2010, in Doha was 50.4o C (MDQ, 2018). 

The official data in OM shows that the average maximum temperature in OM reaches to 40o C in 

the month of June as shown in figure 3 (DGM, 2018). The maximum temperature in OM reported 

to be 50oC as by different newspapers (TOM, 2015; MD, 2016). Therefore, the effect of heat-stress 

on construction workers’ performance in the GCC region appears to be more due to extreme 

environmental conditions as compared to any other part of the world. Similarly, workers’ body 

pain supplemented by the extensive temperature may have an impact on their response-process 

and can affect their safety and productivity. During the construction process, workers are required 

to work in an awkward position for a long time. This may significantly contribute towards the 

body pain in specific areas.  

 

Figure 3: Average Minimum and Maximum Temperature in Oman (DGM, 2018) 

While there have been several concepts and methods to improve safety performance and avoid 

accidents at construction site, safety culture and safety climate have attracted many researchers 

and practitioners worldwide due to its significant impact on the safety improvement (Kines et al., 

2011, Umar and Egbu, 2018-c, Umar and Wamuziri, 2016-b). The safety culture represents the 

overall culture of an organization reflecting how safety is considered or treated. Overall, safety 

culture is contributed by the workers; however, it is highly influenced by the organization’s top 

management.  
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Safety climate is a subset of organization climate which is based on the workers’ or employees’ 

perceptions. The assessment of safety climate is considered as a barometer of safety culture. 

Therefore, a mature safety climate will reflect a rich safety culture (Zohar, 2002). The results of 

safety climate can be regarded more effective as it informs the management very clearly that in 

which areas; the organization needs improvement to achieve the required level of maturity (Kines 

et al, 2011). Worldwide, different tools have been developed for the assessment of safety climate 

which address industries including construction. The GCC construction, however, has its own 

parameters. A tool developed and used in the United Kingdom or United States may not be 

effective to use in the GCC countries due to a variety of factors pertaining to industry itself.   

The above discussion shows that there is potential for research in the areas of occupational health 

and safety in construction in the GCC countries. The themes of such research may include the 

causes of accidents, cost of accidents, heat-stress, occupational health and safety regulations, 

workers’ wellbeing and health, and the safety climate. 

3. Conclusion: 

Construction industry is expected to be growing rapidly in future due to increasing population and 

urbanization. As the construction industry grows, the risk factors associated with the industry will 

also grow. One of the identified risks associated with construction is the occupational fatalities and 

injuries. In this paper, an attempt is made to highlight this risk by exploring the occupational health 

and safety status in GCC construction. The statistics presented in this paper show that although 

construction is a leading industry in all GCC countries, the occupational health and safety 

performance in all these countries is not only low but quite alarming. The key elements which 

could be responsible for the poor safety performance are the lack of awareness of safety issues, 

financial implications, occupational health and safety regulations, environmental conditions and 

workers’ wellbeing. The discussion suggests the key areas which need to be considered to improve 

the occupational health and safety performance in the area of construction in GCC construction 

industry are: the causes of accidents, cost of accidents, heat-stress, occupational safety and health 

regulations, workers’ wellbeing and the safety climate.     
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