AOC UK Reunion –Introductory Remarks on Behalf of AOC MD

Thank you, Tom, for your Introduction and thanks to all of you; Eileen, Tom and the rest of the team, for your hard work and tireless effort in putting this reunion together.  After having had a great time last year, meeting old-and getting older-friends, it is great to be here again and to see how many of us have made it here for Reunion number two.  
When I was first asked by Mr Alzayyat our MD to represent him on behalf of AOC my first thought of course was that I would have to say something; but where to start?  Apart from knowing not to go on for too long, as you’ll all be happy about I’m sure, it took me a bit of time to figure out where to begin….. But then I thought, actually, I am not only here as a representative of AOC, I’m also here as a genuine, bona fide, UK Aramcon.  Someone who like all of you here spent many years living and working in Saudi Aramco during what many of us regard fondly as the best years of our lives.
So with your patience, that’s what I’m going to talk about for the next few minutes - the UK Aramco Family.  Yes, I know it sounds corny, but that’s what we are, a family!  
And like all families we’ve had our ups and downs and it hasn’t always been plain sailing, and  I can remember some of the downs vividly:
· For instance, there were the dark days in the early 80’s when  a certain dietary supplement  disappeared for ever from the commissary shelves. 
· And a few years later; the Pork stores closed and we were left without bacon for our English Breakfasts.
· And heading over the causeway to Bahrain sitting in those endless queues – am I the only one that always ended up in the longest one?

Day to day life also had its trials:

· How come every time I popped into Khobar it was always at the start of prayer time, resulting in what was reputed to be only ‘only 15 minutes’ sitting in 100+ degree temperatures and 99.9% humidity waiting for the shops to open.
· And the Shamals when, for days on end you couldn’t go out of the house without breathing in dust and sand which got in every imaginable – and some unimaginable – orifices.

Yes, it was tough in the gulf
But then, reminiscing further I realized that perhaps it hadn’t all been bad being a member of the UK Aramcon family.  Despite the hardships and desperate times, we, like all close families, pulled through.  
· With necessity came invention and we soon discovered that Moussy and Barbican aren’t that bad, that turkey bacon is pretty palatable in a butty with HP sauce, and if you timed it properly you could end up locked in the A/C in some cosy restaurant off King Khalid St during prayer time.

· And on that note, who could forget Saudi Fast food? I don’t know about you, but I’d swap a Mc Donalds or Burger King for a schawarma, broasted chicken or warm Arab bread any day – even though the bread has a half life shorter than Plutonium 242 and turns into a Frisbee before you finish eating it.  And what about Za’atar, cheese bread and those dates that were crunchy at one end and brown and sweet at the other – you don’t get those in Tescos!
· And houseboys who would clean your toilet and kitchen for 2 quid an hour.  Although admittedly he may have used the same cloth for both.  I know my wife would now welcome Sunil back in without a thought.
· The list goes on – Sr10 haircuts, filling the petrol tank for less than a fiver and zero in the tax column of your pay slip…………… or it would have been if it wasn’t for the dreaded hypothetical tax that resulted in a far from hypothetical deduction!
And then there’s the language.  I bet if I ask everyone here whether they could count to 5 in Arabic not many hands would be raised.  But you’d be surprised how many Aramco-isms have stuck.

· For example who hasn’t, since they came home, uttered those immortal words Mafi Mushkulla and  Wajid Zein – or even the odd Mafi Muk on more than one occasion?
· And then there is the language of Aramco which is guaranteed to confuse outsiders – ‘L’Days, ‘X’Days, Expat Premium, GOSI, 8000’s, PCs, GCs, the Commy, 4 and 2  …..  again, the list could go on.

· And whoever thought of the convoluted way of calculating vacation days? I’m sure it would have fooled Einstein, but it was second nature to us seasoned Aramcons.
So you see, it wasn’t that bad after all was it?  
And the remarkable thing is, that although some of us are meeting here again after 20 years and others are just meeting for the first time, some were in Dhahran, others in Abqaiq, RT or Udhailiyah, some have come back home to join their families and some of us met partners and built our families there, we are a mixture of secretaries, engineers, electricians and even a chmist or two, the community spirit we built up as Expats in Saudi Aramco has stayed with us.  We all became UK Aramcons at different times, in different ways and for different reasons, but my closing thought is this; Although we have now left and come home, we became members of the UK Aramcon family in our pasts and none of us will never be the same again in our futures.  Yes nostalgia IS what it used to be.

So my appreciation on behalf of AOC and all of us to Tom and his able team for bringing us all together again and let’s hope there will be many more such gatherings in the future. (RAISE GLASSES??)
And talking of the future, I would like before handing over to Tom to read out this note from Salah Al Masoud, Head of Industrial Relations at AOC ....

