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At the end of October, the CIOB hosted the 5th annual conference of the
International Construction Project Management Union (ICPMU). 

Many remarkable personalities shared valuable insights into delivering successful 
projects abroad. Here, Caroline Collier presents a selection of the findings

CONSTRUCTION
SANS FRONTIERES
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Remember The Quiet American? The British
journalist Thomas Fowler may have gone to seed
in Graham Greene’s novel but in the end he gets
the better of the thrusting young American Alden
Pyle because, more than just knowing about the
country they were both foreigners in (Vietnam),
Fowler had absorbed it into his soul. And this is
the lesson you’ve got to learn to succeed in
projects overseas, says Mark Lawson, managing
director of MDCI, a project management
consultancy specializing in developments in Spain.

“Too often a developer will assume that their
practices are the practices of the country or area
in which they are developing,” he says. “But you
can’t come to Spain and blindly impose the
Northern European work ethic on the local

workforce. If you haven’t got an awareness of the
Spanish modus operandi, you’ll have problems.”

Mañana (tomorrow), possibly the most widely
understood (and overused) word in the Spanish
language, has become a shorthand for a more
relaxed approach to work. However, as Mark says,
the Spanish still know how to get things done. It’s
just a different process and the project manager
needs to adjust accordingly.

“You have to make your demands in the right
way at the right time to move things forward,” he
says. “Otherwise, if you don’t understand the
culture, you can act in a way that’s completely
counterproductive. 

“What’s more, the construction process and
legal responsibilities in Spain are totally different

If you’ve got a question about international dispute resolution, then
Gwyn Owen is a good person to ask. His CV reads like the index to an
atlas. Having worked on the ground on civil engineering and building
projects almost everywhere (Peru, Bulgaria, Angola… and the list goes on),
he understands how hard it can be to resolve a dispute in foreign country.

We all understand that cultural differences can cause added
complexities on international projects, but when a contractual dispute
starts things can get really complicated.

“Participant expectations of contracts, disputes and resolution methods
can be different,” says Gwyn. “Some cultures assume a contract will be
transparent, whereas others assume there will be contingencies included
through a hidden agenda which negate the necessity for a dispute. There
are some places where an early resolution isn’t welcomed, because people
prefer to take a global view when the project’s finished. And you can’t
assume that everyone shares the free market view of profit and loss,
because that just isn’t a universal concept.”

When Gwyn talks about culture, then we’re talking about more than just
differences of etiquette or custom. We’re talking about fundamentally
different approaches and expectations.

The physical location of the project also makes an impact that’s not
always appreciated, says Gwyn. “Many major infrastructure projects take

place in remote areas, and you can’t approach them with the same
philosophy of contracting that might work in an urban environment. You
might have long procurement lead times and a 10 day road journey to get
most of the construction materials to the site. That costs money.
Therefore, alternative designs which might be money-savers in a city may
have a huge cost implication in a remote location. You have to work with
available resources and assets. You can’t always transpose expectations
from urban projects onto remote projects, and people need to understand
that when a dispute arises.”

And if that wasn’t complicated enough, international disputes also have
to deal with complex questions of jurisdiction. The project can be built in
one country by a contractor from another country for a client of a third
nationality, but the contract could be governed by the laws of a fourth

26

01 QUARTER 2007www.iconreview.org

Choose fights carefully

THERE ARE SOME PLACES 
WHERE AN EARLY RESOLUTION
ISN’T WELCOMED
GWYN OWEN, PRESIDENT ELECT OF
THE DISPUTE REVIEW BOARD FOUNDATION

A project can be built in one country by a contractor from a second
country for a client of a third under the laws of a fourth. Are you sure
you want to call in the arbitrators? Think twice, warns Gwyn Owen

Learn the langua
Globalization may have made the world a smaller place,
but developers branching into other countries still ignore
the local culture at their peril, says Mark Lawson 
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country, and it’s not hard to see that this could be complex. Gwyn warns
that unless you have a positive approach to dispute resolution, disputes in
these environments can drag on, quite literally, for years.

And he’s keen to emphasise that the confrontational nature of
conventional legal proceedings can be destructive to business relationships,
which may never recover from the “win-lose” nature of the process to
resume on an equal footing. Arbitration, which he describes as “half win-win,
half win-lose” can also be a strain, being expensive, time-consuming and
retrospective.

Gwyn stresses the need for “real-time” interventions, so that all the
parties can start working towards a solution as soon as a problem occurs.
And whilst adjudicators are appointed at that early stage, Gwyn argues that
Dispute Boards, which are put in place from the start of the contract,
rather than the start of the conflict, can be even better.

“A Dispute Board is likely to consist of either one or three people, who’ll be
involved through the life of the project. They’re chosen because they’re
independent, acceptable and trustworthy to both parties, so they’re often
better placed to achieve harmony. They come to understand the different
personalities of the parties, and that can help them broker agreements,” he
says.

The approach is gaining ground. The World Bank, as well as many other
international development banks, now insist on Dispute Boards on their
projects. Governments and development agencies like it because it’s quick,
and consortia and joint ventures use it to provide auditable, transparent
decisions.  

Of course, there are still may funding agencies and governments who
require other forms of dispute resolution on their projects, and no one
system is likely to provide a universal panacea to the challenges of
international projects. Nevertheless, as the international construction
community becomes increasingly aware of the benefits of co-operation
over conflict, the Dispute Board is likely to be an important part of the
future, he believes. �

to that of the UK or Ireland, for example, and
these peculiarities need to be taken into
consideration when designing a development and
business plan for an overseas investor.”

MDCI have built their business by providing that
bridge for clients, often from outside of Spain,
who need someone to represent their interests on
a project. They’ve an impressive portfolio,
including major involvement in developments for
Marriott. But whilst they present a convincing,
results-orientated business case for using
professional project management services, some
of their most memorable and challenging projects
have involved work for clients who weren’t quite
convinced in the first instance.  

One investor called them when he was six
months late on his project, 70% over budget and
his bank loan had run out.

“It was rather a distressing phone call,” says
Mark.

Mark’s analysis of the situation found that
there had been no market study, no competitive
tendering, no penalty clauses in the contractors’

contracts, no quality control and incomplete
documentation. Worse still, incomplete costing
and poor pricing had led to commitments to sell
the units way under the market rate.

What to do?
MDCI has developed a ‘project rescue’

package for this kind of situation. A team was
assembled which took control of the interface
between architect and builder, obtained the rest
of the design work without charge, and
renegotiating the construction contract,
incorporating penalties. Thanks to their
knowledge of local rates they were able to reject
half of the additional costs being claimed. They
also negotiated an extension of the loan with the
client’s bank, and phased the project to generate
cash flow from sale completions. 

By a stroke of luck some purchasers decided
to withdraw, which enabled the client to market
some of the units at more realistic prices.

In the end the project was still late and over
budget, but the client survived, and is now using
MDCI for their current development.

Mark Lawson’s message is that for successful
international contracting you need a dual
approach – international management standards
on one hand, so you bring a competitive edge to
local markets, but good local knowledge and
sensitivity on the other, so that the incumbents
(like Thomas Fowler) can’t neutralize that edge
with a few simple strokes. �
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YOU CAN’T COME 
TO SPAIN AND 
BLINDLY IMPOSE 
THE NORTHERN
EUROPEAN WORK
ETHIC ON THE LOCAL
WORKFORCE
MARK LAWSON, 
MANAGING DIRECTOR, MDCI
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The language of project management can get a bit predictable 
sometimes. Talk of targets, deliverables and benchmarks is all very well,
but repetition dulls the capacity to inspire. Not only that, but language can
be limiting. A tired, repetitious vocabulary can engender tired thinking, and
certainly leaves us in danger of using familiar terms without stopping to
think what we mean by them.

Adesh Jain gets round this problem very simply. He either brings new
meaning to a standard term, or leaves project-speak behind completely.
But then, that’s hardly surprising when you consider that his approach to
project management is all about challenging our current mindsets and
creating a more inspired approach to work.  

First, let us understand what Adesh means when he talks about a
project. Forget any notions you currently hold about ‘project’ – getting the
new supermarket finished by the middle of April, rolling out the new IT
system on time and on budget – and think a little bigger.

Adesh conceptualises project management as the realisation of dreams.
The project is the mechanism by which we challenge our limitations and
self-imposed boundaries to create progress, and for this we need a
“project mindset”.  

The project mindset, defined in opposition to the operational mindset, is
the impetus that makes us explore, discover, innovate and improve. It took
Columbus to America, and America to the moon. But the project mindset
is not confined to voyages of discovery.

Central to his thinking is the recognition of the dignity of all work, the

potential for any occupation to be enriched through the application of the
project mindset. “It is our birthright to do something meaningful,” he says.
Accordingly, a road sweeper who brings creative thinking and passion to
their work is, within his philosophy, of more value than a CEO who thinks
mechanically, or solely about money.

This is not to say that there isn’t a place for operational thinking as well.
Balance is the key. Operational thinking takes care of routine and
repetitious tasks, but quickly becomes sterile without an infusion of
thinking from the project mindset.

Now, let us turn to benchmarking. Again, drop your preconceptions and
prepare for a new take on an old term. According to Adesh, most current
key performance indicators (KPIs) are “very conventional, very twentieth
century.” He argues that we need to broaden our concerns from time and
cost to a much broader notion of success. How did the team feel? How
much did people laugh? Adesh proposes a separate KPI that measures
the quality of life for people on the project – after all, a happy team is a
high performing team. Therefore, rather than standing in opposition to
conventional project goals, it’s all about a broader take on what’s needed
to create project success.  

It may sound a bit of a departure from the norm if your own best
practice framework has yet to engage with such notions, but Adesh wants
to challenge your outlook. Crossing boundaries is key to his message.

“We don’t use more than five or six percent of our mental abilities,” he
says. “And our boundaries are often our own, but we don’t look at
ourselves. We blame our bosses for external limitations, when we need to

be thinking about how to present the case to convince them to change
their mind. That’s not to say external boundaries don’t exist, but we can
do immense amounts by changing our own thinking.”

He’s speaking from experience. His current philosophy is a distillation of
the impetus that led him to return to his native India in 1973, following a
spell in the US, to become a key architect of India’s IT industry.
International recognition followed, evidenced by his current presidency of
the IPMA. Most inspiringly, perhaps, his achievements demonstrate that it
is more than possible to achieve outstanding commercial success without
compromising a reverence for the human spirit.

“India was poor,” he says, “and computing was primitive. I knew I
needed to make a contribution.”

Now based in India but working all over the world, Adesh relishes his
busy life.  

“Life is a constant journey,” he says. “Exploring different cultures you find
that some things change – sense of humour perhaps – but people are
fundamentally the same, and people are beautiful.” �

IT IS OUR BIRTHRIGHT TO DO 
SOMETHING MEANINGFUL
ADESH JAIN, PRESIDENT OF THE INTERNATIONAL
PROJECT MANAGEMENT ASSOCIATION

Don’t be afraid
to dream
A road sweeper who brings creative thinking and passion to their work is of
more value than a CEO who thinks just about money, according to Adesh Jain
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