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The state-run Qatar Petroleum fired at least 1,500 for-
eign workers in recent restructuring, said Mohammed
bin Saleh Al-Sada, Qatar’s energy and industry minister.
“We did not start with the idea of laying off people for
the sake of laying off people,” he recently told AP.
“Nationals were not affected whatsoever, and that was
part of our solid policy.”

Maersk Oil said in October it would cut as much as 12
percent of its staff in Qatar. Vodafone’s Qatar subsidiary
announced on May 17 it would cut about 10 percent of its
workforce, while mobile phone competitor Ooredoo also
made layoffs this year. Al-Jazeera, the peninsula nation’s
satellite news broadcaster, also shut down its American
channel in April.

Foster, 50, a former senior operation manager for the

state-linked Hamad Medical Corp’s ambulance services,
began work in March 2014 on a three-year contract, hop-
ing to stay for at least six years to make enough to buy a
house in the United States. However, he said he didn’t
receive his first paycheck until three months into his job,
which forced him to get a loan of 300,000 Qatari riyals
($82,000) to cover his living expenses, debts and child sup-
port payments in the US.

“A lot of us had to get loans to catch up,” Foster said.
“And that’s where it started, right there.” In January, Foster
said his boss called him into his office and laid him off,
along with other staffers. Four days later, Qatar National
Bank closed his account, putting all he had toward his
remaining loan, he said. “There was no notification. It was
just a text that said: ‘You’re now overdrawn,’” Foster said.

Under Qatari law, foreign workers must apply for an exit
permit through their employer to leave the country. When

Foster couldn’t leave for a cruise he planned before with
his wife, he realized he was trapped. Foster said he put his
wife, Pepper, on a flight out, then sold all of his belongings,
sleeping at night on the floor of his company-provided vil-
la and hiding his remaining cash in the freezer, fearful he
could be arrested as a debtor. He dodged phone calls and
knocks at the door while trying to pull together the cash
needed to pay off his debt. “I had to give them my retire-
ment and my dad’s retirement to leave,” he said.

Hamad Medical Corp, Qatar ’s main health care
provider, and Qatari officials did not respond to requests
for comment. But Foster said he knew others in far worse
shape, including one colleague who even purchased a
rope at one point to hang himself. Others have taken
their own lives. A British coroner investigating the sus-
pected suicide of an engineer from Gloucestershire
found hanging in his Doha home in Feb 2015 ruled this

March that “financial worries” may have played a part.
The case remains open as Qatari authorities provided
only “limited information,” according to the inquest
report obtained by the AP.

Suicides also affect those coming to Gulf countries for
work as laborers, taxi drivers and other low-paying jobs.
They often pay recruiters back home in Asia or Africa
huge sums that take several years to pay off. India, one
of the main countries supplying low-paid workers to the
Gulf, saw at least 541 of its citizens kill themselves in the
United Arab Emirates in the last three years, according to
government statistics offered to parliament in
December. At least 337 Indians died in suspected sui-
cides in Saudi Arabia during the same period, while oth-
er Gulf countries saw annual suicide numbers in the
double digits. In Qatar, 21 Indians alone killed them-
selves in 2015. The deaths continue into this year. — AP 

Expats trapped by debts amid slowdown in Gulf 

MUMBAI: A massive fire that erupted at one of India’s
largest military ammunition depots yesterday killed at
least 16 soldiers and firefighters, reigniting safety concerns
about military equipment and installations. The blaze
broke out in the early hours at the high-security facility
which stores bombs, grenades and other ordnance out-
side the central city of Pulgaon. Flames lit up the night sky.
Thousands of families were evacuated from nearby towns
and villages in the western state of Maharashtra for fear of
secondary explosions at the huge depot.

India’s director general of military operations, Ranbir
Singh, said two army officers, one soldier and 13 firefight-
ers were killed in the blaze, updating earlier reports quot-
ing officials of 17 soldiers dead. “Two officers and 15 per-
sonnel ... were also injured” and taken to hospital,
Lieutenant General Singh told reporters in New Delhi.  A
probe has been ordered into the cause of the blaze, which
started at 1:00 am and was confined to one of the numer-
ous sheds storing “highly sensitive ammunition”, an army
statement said.

Firefighters using 10 engines worked through the night
to contain the blaze which was finally brought under con-
trol just over five hours later, Ramesh Barde, a fire officer
from the nearby city of Nagpur, told AFP. India’s armed
forces have a history of fires and other accidents which are
sometimes blamed on lax safety standards. Tuesday’s was
the worst incident since a submarine fire killed 18 sailors
three years ago.

Colonel Danveer Singh, an associate editor at Indian
Defence Review magazine, said ammunition was often
stored out in the open at depots, making it susceptible to
fire during hot summer months. “We aren’t short of ammu-

nition or production capabilities but lack space to safely
store them,” he told AFP. The facility, spread over 2,800
hectares, is one of the largest in India and provides ammu-
nition for the army, navy and air force. Trains transport
stockpiles on kilometres of railways lines around its
grounds, according to an expert.

Manoj Joshi, a security expert at the Observer
Research Foundation think-tank, told AFP the govern-
ment should undertake a “fresh audit” of all ammunition
depots following the disaster. Maharashtra Chief
Minister Devendra Fadnavis said yesterday’s fire had
caused a “great loss of lives and property” while Prime
Minister Narendra Modi wrote on Twitter that his
“thoughts are with the bereaved families”.

The Press Trust of India news agency had earlier report-
ed that two officers and 15 members of India’s Defence
Security Corps, whose personnel keep a close watch at
defense sites across the country, had died, citing an army
officer. A fire on the submarine INS Sindhurakshak in
Mumbai in 2013 sank the vessel and left 18 sailors dead. In
Feb 2014 a fire aboard a nuclear submarine killed two offi-
cers off the Mumbai coast.

In 2007, in the northern region of Indian Kashmir, a fire
wrecked an ammunition dump, setting off artillery shells
and mortar rounds which rained down on surrounding vil-
lages. At least 17 people were killed and two dozen injured.
A fire ripped through one of the army’s largest ammunition
depots in 2010 in Kolkata, destroying 150 tonnes of explo-
sives and ammunition. No one was killed in that accident.
Defense Minister Manohar Parrikar and army chief General
Dalbir Singh Suhag were to visit the accident site, around
700 km east of Mumbai, later yesterday. — AFP 

Indian army depot fire kills 16

WARDHA, India: A person injured in a fire at Pulgaon ammunitions depot is brought in for treatment at a
hospital yesterday.— AP

Schoolchildren exercise in a park in Frankfurt yesterday. — AP 


