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M 
oving from South Africa to the UAE in 2002, I 

had mixed feelings about what I was walking 

into. If I am completely open, I expected a less 

mature safety environment than the one I was leaving.

I was wrong.

In South Africa, we had no specific ATCO fatigue 

management regime as I would recognise one today. 

Our working hours were essentially a conversion of 

the normal 40-hour o�ce week into a 24-hour, 365-

day operation. Nor did we have the dedicated safety 

management structures that have since become 

commonplace.

That does not mean we operated unsafely. Safety was 

embedded in our professionalism. We made it work 

because that was what professional controllers did.

Arriving in the UAE, I encountered strict duty-hour 

limitations aimed at controlling fatigue. This mattered 

when some of our busiest tra�c periods 

occurred between 10pm and 2am, 

with another surge before the morning 

shift arrived. The principle of ‘fatigue 

management’ was already there.

Safety management was di�erent. In 

those early years, there was undoubtedly 

a punitive element. “Three strikes and 

you’re out” could mean exactly that: you’re 

fired. You might assume this discouraged 

reporting. I saw the opposite. Controllers 

reported because being involved in an 

occurrence was one thing. Failing to 

report it could be worse. I wouldn’t 

advocate that approach today but it 

reflected where the organisation was 

in its safety journey.

What impressed me over 
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the following 15 years was how quickly that journey 

progressed. In typical UAE fashion, when something 

needed to happen, it happened.

People often say safety cannot be forced and that a 

safety culture must simply develop. I am not entirely 

convinced. In a workforce where many cultural and 

professional backgrounds came together, safety had to 

be visible, structured and deliberately built.

I later worked across operational safety, compliance 

and regional safety assurance throughout the Middle 

East. During one safety culture workshop, I told a 

colleague that if he really wanted to measure safety 

culture, he should stand at the car park exit and count 

how many people were wearing seatbelts. Behaviour 

tells you more than a questionnaire.

Is the Middle East safer than somewhere like the UK? 

That is the wrong question. Both approaches can work; 

there is no singular approach to safety.

The Middle East still has much to learn, particularly 

around consistency and continuity. But anyone 

who believes safety is secondary to commercial 

ambition fundamentally misunderstands the aviation 

environment I experienced.

Its safety culture was built deliberately. That may 

be one of its greatest strengths.
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