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This book was written to convey my experience of construction, engi-
neering and management, and of working at Enka, which is an important 
contracting company not only in Turkey but on the global scale as well. 
The book also provides a general overview of the history of Enka Con-
struction and Industry Corp. (Enka İnşaat) over the past 40 years, or per-
haps a little more. As my personal life is intertwined with my construction 
work, I have included interludes from my autobiography. These are given 
in boxes, so that those interested can also find out about my lifestyle, my 
way of thinking and my inclinations.

I spent the first 18 years of my working life on construction sites. After-
wards, with the exception of the Romania Motorway Project, I travelled 
frequently back and forth between construction sites and home. At Enka, 
my colleague İbrahim Karaağaç is the person who has worked on con-
struction yards the most, and he continues to do so successfully.

Contracting work consists of the following three stages:
1. Project development and prequalification,
2. Bidding and contracting,
3. Construction - i.e., the completion and delivery of the work.

The site staff come in at stage three. Carrying out the works is also a 
stage of the contract, and it is important to comply with the contract in 
practice. On the construction site, you learn a lot about the contract side 
of the business. You take part in those aspects of bid preparation that 
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have to do with the construction. In fact, you also take part in project 
development by taking initiatives to get new or additional work from the 
customer. But your main job – your priority – is to carry out the construc-
tion work to the highest standard, in the safest manner, and as rapidly and 
cost-effectively as possible. At upper management levels, our priorities 
switch to finding work, bidding for the job, and taking the decisions ex-
pected of upper management during the performance of the works. At 
all these stages, there are some managers we all look up to. Among my 
personal role models, I can name Özcan Özden, Öcal Özpınar, Cahit İleri 
and Sera İnce. A number of key names mentioned later in the book are 
also good managers who do their jobs well and can serve as good men-
tors to the younger people working with them. I am happy and proud to 
have worked alongside them.

When I first started dating Candan, who later became my spouse, my 
late father-in-law Rauf Alasya asked around about me as a potential son-
in-law. His good friend Çetin Berkmen, a former manager at Enka and 
the Chairman of the Board of Directors of Darüşşafaka Society, was one 
of the people he asked. “Yes, I know him well”, Berkmen said, “He’s a 
site man but a good lad.” In this way, he tried to make amends for the 
fact that I was always working on building sites by adding that I was “a 
good lad”. As with any job, there are good and bad sides to working on 
construction sites. Families hesitate to see their daughters marry builders, 
fearing they will have to live in faraway places for long periods. However, 
the time spent with your spouse at the construction site distances you 
from all sorts of interference by your families and others around you; you 
spend years alone with one other and your marriage comes to rest on 
firmer foundations. Mothers and fathers naturally miss their children and 
want to spend more time together. By granting your spouse opportunities 
to visit her family more often than you do your own, you can allay these 
complaints and thus pass your first examination in the management of 
forming a strong marriage.



xv

I hope that this book will make for worthwhile reading by builders and 
those who wish to become builders, as well as by those who may not be 
in the business but are curious about it.

I would like to express my gratitude to my spouse Candan and my 
children Gökcan and Deniz for supporting me in writing this book, to 
Sinan and Mehmet Tara for their contributions, and to Çiğdem Tüzün for 
her sterling efforts in preparing the book for publication. Many thanks to 
Kennedy Ajans for such a good translation.

M. Gökhan Sağnaklar     
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The Builder

When I learned that my Uncle Nedim (Sağnaklar) had lung cancer, I 
was 33, had been married for four years and was already a father of one. 
I had a slightly receding hairline and a small bald patch. In the words of 
the Turkish poet Cahit Sıtkı Tarancı, and by the standards of the time, I 
was at the halfway point.

I have always questioned the strong impact the news made on me, 
but have found it difficult - in fact impossible - to explain it convincingly, 
even to myself. My uncle smoked a lot. I had started smoking at 16 and 
continued to do so. My uncle was unable to eat due to the damage 
done by the tumour to his oesophagus and was fed through a line to 
his stomach. During his coughing attacks, as he gasped for breath, and 
looked at us in desperation, I would look around for doctors and nurses 
to ask for help only to hear them say, “There is nothing to be done”. As 
the kind of person who seeks to push back the boundaries of possibility 
in everything I do, this was my first experience of desperation. My uncle 
must have sensed this, since he commented for the first time on the 
evils of smoking. “Don’t smoke,” he said, “The pleasure is not worth 
the pain.” At that moment I said to myself, “It must be fear then”: I was 
afraid that what was happening before my eyes would happen to me 
too, and I thought that must be why it affected me so much.

When they sent my uncle home from hospital, I had been appointed 
as project manager of one of our construction sites which was just be-
ginning operations in Libya, and I had travelled there for what would be 
my second experience of Libya. The project consisted of farm houses 
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spread over a very wide area, and the construction of infrastructure such 
as roads and power lines. We had set up camp in a landscape reminis-
cent of the savannahs of central Africa, among hills covered with clay, 
with bushes and some sparse trees. The land looked the same from the 
veranda of our house to the horizon, and the view at sunset pleased us 
greatly. My spouse Candan and I very much enjoyed sitting on the ve-
randa at this time, drinking tea and chatting. Of course, the conversation 
always turned to my uncle. My spouse, who was in her mid-20s, thought 
that there couldn’t possibly be anything I could not solve with my will 
and determination She had left her family behind to come all the way 
out there out of her endless confidence and love for me. I had looked for 
ways of getting my uncle treatment within the limited means of the time, 
and each time the doctors would tell me that his illness was at a very late 
stage. When Candan consoled me by saying things like “Don’t worry. 
He’ll be fine”, I took this to mean, “Work harder, you’ll find a way”. And 
as the sun disappeared over the horizon, desperation took hold of me. 
At that moment, I thought it must be “desperation” that affected me so 
much.

When Tansu Çiller entered politics in Süleyman Demirel’s True Path 
Party (DYP) in 1991, and promised everyone two sets of keys (i.e., own-
ership of a home and a car), Süleyman Demirel responded to those who 
criticised the promise as impossible by saying, “What’ll you have us do 
then? Should we promise desperation instead?” One night I dreamt of 
Süleyman Demirel promising a cure for my uncle with a caftan on his 
shoulder and a stick in his hand. The next morning, I got the news that 
my uncle had died.

I couldn’t make it to my uncle’s funeral. By the time I reached the 
house, the interment was over and Aunt Nejla was accepting condo-
lences. She said that after my uncle’s passing she felt as if she was float-
ing in a sea of uncertainty: she did not know what to do or which way to 
turn. The prospect of life without my uncle left her in a kind of “desper-
ation”, but she described it as “uncertainty”. She saw a future for which 
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she could not plan as a form of uncertainty, bordering on desperation. 
The possibility of my uncle recovering had been very slim, but there 
was always the possibility of a miracle. The doctors, for their part, had 
not said, “There is no hope”, but had said, “Keep your faith in God”. 
This was an effort at portraying my uncle’s condition not as desperate, 
but as uncertain. Although they stand for completely different things, it 
appeared to me that “desperation” and “uncertainty” meant the same 
thing. I too had begun to consider uncertainty and desperation as syn-
onymous. At the onset of my mature life, these two concepts, which I 
had not encountered as obstacles before, were imprinted on the depths 
of my personality as the two concepts that I hate most, and there they 
remain to this day.

My Working Life Begins

I completed high school in Balıkesir. In my last year, despite thinking 
I had turned in a good assignment for the essay-writing course, I had to 
take a make-up exam. Had it not been for this, I might have graduated 
as one of the top students in my year, as my average grade was high. 
Taking the university entrance exam for the first time, I won a place at 
the Şişli School of Political Science, a part of what was then the Academy 
of Economic and Commercial Sciences in Istanbul, which was relatively 
easy to get into. The next year I took the exam again and earned a place 
to study civil engineering at the Vatan School of Engineering of the Is-
tanbul State Academy of Engineering and Architecture. As the school 
was frequently shut down due to the on-going political troubles, I gradu-
ated as a civil engineer a semester late in November 1978. There was no 
prize, but the student affairs office told me I had graduated as top of my 
class. I mentioned this on Enka’s job application form. I’m not entirely 
sure, but I think it had something to do with me being hired.      

My father (Reşit Sağnaklar) was a graduate of the Darüşşafaka High 
School. The project manager for the first project I ever worked on at 
Enka, Özcan Özden, was also a Darüşşafaka alumnus. When I applied for 
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a job at Enka, my Uncle Kemal, father of Sami Kahraman, my classmate 
at the school of engineering, put in a good word for me with his close 
friend Çetin Berkmen, and did not omit to mention that my father had 
studied at the Darüşşafaka. Özcan Özden called me in for an interview. 
At the end of the meeting he gave me a phone number and told me to 
get ready to travel to Kırıkkale, near Ankara, and to call him on the date 
he mentioned. “We’ll go to the construction yard together and you can 
begin work,” he said. When I called the number he had given me on 
the pre-arranged date, it turned out to be a hotel in the Aksaray district. 
I insisted on speaking to Özcan Özden, but they told me they had no 
guest with that name. I thought they must have dumped me, but a few 
days later I suddenly had a flash of inspiration and rang the same num-
ber using the Ankara area code instead of Istanbul’s. I was very happy 
when Enka Ankara answered. They gave me the phone number for the 
construction site and told me to call Özcan Özden there. I finally got 
through to him. “You’re late, son” he told me, but he added, “I’ll be 
coming back again next month; call then and be ready in Ankara.” That’s 
just what I did, and on a cold February day in 1979 I began work on the 
construction of the Kırıkkale Refinery of the Turkish Petroleum Corpora-
tion (TPAO). That’s how my working life began – a life which started at 
Enka and continues at Enka today, and a life during which I have always 
tried mentally to transform desperation to uncertainty, uncertainty to a 
challenge, and finally each challenge to a surmountable challenge.

Construction of the Kırıkkale Central Anatolia Refinery 
Recreational Facilities, Administration Building and Water Tanks 

It was another cold winter’s day. I was on the Gazanfer Bilge compa-
ny midnight coach from Istanbul to Ankara. On a dark and sleety night, 
the coach travelled onwards, the monotony occasionally disrupted by 
traffic coming in the other direction, which caused swift shadows to pass 
me by and transformed the light and sounds. I was thinking about the 
past year. The construction work on the TPAO’s Central Anatolia Refin-
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ery Recreational Facilities, Infrastructure and Roads project was my first 
job. I start out as assistant to an aging topographical surveyor. The man 
has grown old and no longer enjoys the work he does. He carries beer 
in his bag and drinks it whenever things get quiet. The management 
is aware of this, but does not confront him. After a while, once they 
realise I can do the work he’s been doing, they let the man go. I work 
in topographical surveying, and direct teams carrying out tasks such as 
drain excavation, grading1 for roads, pipe laying and curbs. Everyone is 
satisfied. Once things start going well, they say, “Come and be a quality 
control engineer on the new water reservoirs job.” I try different com-
binations of gravel, sand and cement to get the right concrete mixture 
and instruct the concrete plant to produce it. While the concrete for the 
foundations is being poured – between 400 and 600 cubic meters in all – 
I keep track of the quality of the concrete being produced, the work and 
organisation of the concrete plant, the viscosity of the fresh concrete, 
and the laboratory work, which includes resistance tests on samples tak-
en from the fresh concrete. Then, once the reinforced concrete walls 
are up, they give me the task of producing the more fragile reinforced 
concrete components that will be used to cover over the reservoir. As I 
do my job well, I move on to more difficult tasks. At that particular time, 
I am working on the infrastructure and earthworks for the construction 
of the administrative buildings. When I get off the coach at the Ankara 
coach station, it is around minus 20oC. It has been a very cold winter. 
The heating on the bus I took onwards to Kırıkkale is not working. By the 
time we get to Kırıkkale, my feet are virtually frozen. I run to the house of 
Ali Kozan, worksite manager for the administrative buildings. He greets 
me at the crack of dawn with his spouse Nur and their baby son Umut. 
I put my feet up against the radiator and somehow bring myself round. 
The work has been suspended. The pipes to the dormitories housing us 
and the workers are frozen. The sanitation is not working. The stoves are 

1 Grading: Making the road base the same elevation as identified in the drawings.
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inadequate. We are to stay at a hotel until the weather improves. We 
spend a week being paid to do nothing at a hotel in the town with cen-
tral heating. This occasion gives me the opportunity to develop closer 
relationships with a whole load of colleagues working in different units 
and on different sites. Later on, I would draw on these relationships for a 
great deal of assistance, and would provide just as much support myself.

From my first day at work onwards, I always had with me my old text-
books on structural steel calculations, structural timber calculations and 
reinforcing concrete calculations. The older engineers would get me to 
do the wooden and pipe scaffolding calculations and check the amount 
of reinforcement2on beams and slabs. “You’re a fresh engineer,” they 

2 Reinforcement: The amount of steel enclosed in the concrete. 

Kırıkkale 1979, from left to right: Ali Kozan, İbrahim Görgün, Ünal Şahinoğlu,  
Fikret Haliloğlu, Yavuz Kural, Ali Aşkar and myself
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said, “You should remember it all from school.” I was happy to do the 
work for the experience, while they were glad to have found someone 
who could relieve them of some of their tasks.

Life on a construction site, as in any other line of business, is not just 
about work. The tensions of the day would soon disperse as we drank 
raki, at least once or twice a week, on mild spring evenings on the banks 
of the River Kızılırmak, where the willow branches reached right down to 
the tables set out on the grass, and birdsong mingled relaxingly with the 
sound of the flowing water. Here we chatted away, having a laugh over 
the funny things that had happened at work, and talking about politics, 
girls, football and memories of our student days. Once a month, on the 
weekend, we went to Ankara. I usually undertook these trips to meet 
up with girls I had flirted with at university. These meetings consisted of 
having a glass or two to drink in Kızılay or Kavaklıdere on Sunday after-
noons and then going to see a play or a movie.

Özcan Özden got wind of this somehow. He called me and a few oth-
er single engineers over and said, “Men who are always thinking about 
Ankara and girls while they are working here can’t give it their all, and 
such men are no good to us, son.” After that little talk, trips to Ankara 
had to be postponed for a few months.

With the cold and the snow over, and less precipitation, there was a 
burst of activity around the administrative buildings I was working on. 
Ditches were being dug, pipes laid, storm drains installed, roads im-
proved and curbs constructed. That was when I had my first workplace 
accident. A pipeline carrying water to the upper floors of the adminis-
trative building came loose of its fittings in the wind and fell on the back 
of my head as everyone ran away in panic. I was unconscious for a short 
while and was immediately taken to hospital, where they kept me under 
observation until the morning. The next day, we were all wearing hard 
hats, all the time.

Back then it was very difficult to find diesel for the machinery which 
we used for earthworks and for the trucks we rented. For this reason 
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alone, a procurement officer with good relations with the refinery in 
İzmit would be present constantly to make sure our tankers got filled up. 
Despite this, there were times when we had to stop work because there 
was no diesel. The years 1979-80 were a tough time for Turkey eco-
nomically, and even Prime Minister Demirel confessed that the “country 
was in need of seventy cents”. Many goods, including sugar, oil, coffee 
and fuel, were unavailable in the market. The black market had grown 
out of all proportion. It was common to see people standing in lines, 
and newspapers seldom came out without headlines on the activities 
of the student and worker movements. The country was experiencing 
complete turmoil.

My closest friend was workshop manager Hakkı Yavuz. He was the 
older by a couple of years. We shared the same room in the dormitory. 
We were both inclined towards social democracy. It was a time when 
people would get killed in the street every day for being a rightist or 
a leftist. After discussing the business of the day, we would go on to 
debate all this, and to dream of how hard-working people would make 
the country great, and of how an order could be established in which 
the weak would not be exploited. We exchanged books and discussed 
what we had read. The discussions started as an accompaniment to the 
last cigarette of the day and inevitably wound up going on for hours. 
After one such chat, we turned off the lights to go to sleep. I woke up 
in the middle of the night with a feeling that something was sucking on 
my ear. There was a rat on the pillow. My ear was bleeding softly. I was 
immediately sent to hospital and then to Istanbul. I got several rabies 
shots at the Istanbul Rabies Hospital. Nothing serious came of it, but I 
remember being very scared. 

In May and June, people started to talk about the two contracts 
which Enka had won in Saudi Arabia. In the autumn, they were expect-
ed to ask personnel from our site to work on these jobs. Seçil Uzuner, 
who was the site manager of the subsidiary Titaş, which was doing our 
earthworks, became site manager at one of these projects. When he left, 
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he transferred responsibility for the machinery to me, and said that he 
would really like to take me to the worksite in Saudi Arabia. I can’t say I 
took it very seriously at the time.

In May, Öcal Özpınar, the former site manager for the water reser-
voir I had worked on, who had gone to work on Tekfen Construction’s 
storage tank assembly site, agreed with my new site manager İbrahim 
Görgün that I should take charge of filling and asphalt work on some ur-
gent foundations, because work on the foundations was running late. By 
working late into the night, we managed to finish the urgent sand filling, 
fine grading and asphalt works in a month-and-a-half, allowing the rest 
of the work to continue. That was when I was paid my first bonus.

Öcal Özpınar and İbrahim Görgün had worked on Enka’s Libya 
worksites in their previous assignment. They both had the latest model 
Ford Taunus, Özpınar’s sky blue and Görgün’s dark red. If we happened 
to be travelling to Ankara at the same time, I would get a lift with them. 
I liked the cars very much and would wonder when I would have such a 
nice car myself.

During my last two months in Kırıkkale, I worked on planning, pro-
gramming, cost calculations and unit man-hour calculations. In these 
matters, my site manager İbrahim Görgün was a great help. At the end 
of August, I was assigned to the Jubail Seawater Cooling Canal Project. 
I was asked to work with the bid preparation group in Istanbul until such 
time as my visa was issued. A day before the coup d’état of September 
12th, I arrived in Istanbul.

The newspapers and the public alike had generally welcomed the 
coup, thinking that it would put an end to the infighting in the country. 
As in previous periods of martial law, Turkey was to be governed by the 
iron fist of the military alone. General Kenan Evren talked every day in 
the newspapers and on TV about the factors that had made the coup 
inevitable. In this way, he tried to convince the public that the coup had 
been staged out of necessity.
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Jubail Seawater Cooling Canal Construction, Saudi Arabia

We spent two months preparing bids at the headquarters in Balmum-
cu in Istanbul. We prepared an offer for the Badoosh cement plant in 
Iraq and were awarded the contract. I occupied a corner room on the 
ground floor with fellow engineer Ramih Muştu and we worked in the 
same group as Cahit İleri and Temiz Üstün. They were both interesting 
characters. They spoke several languages during the telephone calls I 
overheard, and they were always in a bad mood. One of Temiz Üstün’s 
two secretaries would come to our room crying at least once a week. 
Erhard Radau, whom we later started to call “Erhan Ağabey3”, and who 
had been working at Enka since the days when it had its headquarters in 
a flat in Şişli, held a preliminary interview with me before I went to Jubail. 
From what I learned later, he reported negatively, saying I did not speak 
English well enough to work overseas. However, Seçil Uzuner said, “I 
need men to do the job, not to speak English. Send him on”, so my 
visa application continued. On November 16th I flew to Dammam, with 
a stopover in Beirut, on a Middle East Airlines McDonald Douglas DC-9 
that could seat 200. This was my first flight since the one we had taken 
from Erzurum to Istanbul when I was very little – and which I only knew 
about because my father had told me. I knew alcohol was forbidden in 
Saudi Arabia and despite being told, “Don’t land there drunk, whatever 
you do”, I had a few whiskies to calm me down. It had a positive, sooth-
ing effect.

As it was a Friday and therefore a holiday on the worksite, I was met 
at Dammam Airport by Seçil Uzuner, Mehmet İmre, with whom I be-
came great friends later on, and deputy site managers Öner Çelikkol 
and Deniz Oymak. It was late in the afternoon, but it was still very hot 
and humid. As we set out in the car, we couldn’t help noticing the luxury 
cars of different makes, the well-built motorways, the Greyhound buses, 

3	 Ağabey:	Literally	meaning	elder	brother	in	Turkish,	used	as	an	expression	of	respect	
and	sincerity
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and the sand and the sea that stretched for as far as the eye could see. 
Compared to Turkey at the time, it appeared we were in a very devel-
oped country. My first dinner there consisted of Kentucky Fried Chicken 
and Pepsi. After eating, we went to a large supermarket that stocked 
everything – the kind of supermarket that simply didn’t exist in Turkey 
at the time. I must say I was surprised when I saw women with uncov-
ered heads among the shoppers, with black satin veils thrown over their 
clothing. My friends told me that this much was tolerated in places like 
that. The tobacco booth caught my eye as much as everyone else’s, 
with dozens of brands of all different colours. There were more than 100 
brands of cigarettes here, whereas in Turkey at the time there were only 
Marlboro Reds and domestic brands. Among all these brands, I selected 
some non-filter Pall Malls in dark red packaging, which I had previously 
seen Erhan Radau smoke. We were also spoilt for choice when it came 
to toothbrushes, toothpaste, shampoo and shaving cream. The only va-
rieties of these goods I had ever used were the Turkish brands İpana, 
Banat, Blendax and Arko. My first supermarket purchase consisted of a 
tube of Signal toothpaste with a brush, Head & Shoulders anti-dandruff 
shampoo and Gillette shaving cream.

The journey from Dammam to Jubail took a little over an hour on 
the motorway. It was a comfortable drive in air-conditioned Toyota Ca-
rinas with comfortable seats. We went to the camp, which consisted 
of single-storey prefabricated buildings specially allocated to us by the 
Royal Commission established by the customer – i.e., the King. Engi-
neers stayed in single rooms, while workers stayed in rooms for two. In 
our building, there was a section in the middle with toilets, showers and 
washbasins, surrounded by six single rooms in the wings. I stayed in one 
wing and Mehmet in the other. The rest of the rooms were occupied by 
employees of other contractors. These were not generally Arabs but 
people from Western and Far Eastern countries.

I took a long shower and went to bed. When we went to the cafeteria 
in the morning with Mehmet, my eyes were greeted by a buffet which 
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you would not have found in any luxury hotel in Turkey back then. I 
thought it was a feast – and the workers had breakfast there too. As it 
was a very rich buffet, I had trouble deciding what to eat. So did every-
one else. Having met up with Öner Çelikkol at the cafeteria, we took his 
car to the worksite facilities, which were a kilometer away from the con-
struction site. These had been completed very recently and consisted 
solely of offices and workshops. In a large room set aside for field engi-
neers, I picked one of the many desks for myself. For now, only Mehmet 
and I occupied the room. As I settled in, I prepared myself Nescafé with 
a little Coffee Mate for the first time in my life. I met workshop manager 
Ünal Nakipler. He took me to the machinery park next to the workshop. 
The main pieces of equipment to be used for the excavations were ten 
25-tonne orange Hino dumper trucks that had just arrived, three new 
Kawasaki 85S wheel loaders, a Caterpillar G14 grader, a Dynapac 25 
roller, a Caterpillar D8 bulldozer and a Hitachi UH121 backhoe4. The 
equipment stood ready to carry out 1.5 million cubic meters of excava-
tion and filling work. The Wellpoint System consisted of Hudick water 
pumps, pipes which would be held down by water pressure to draw up 
the water from the bottom, with holes so fine that the sand would not 
get in, and hoses to connect these up to the main pipeline. All these 
took up almost all the available space. It must be brilliant to work with 
such fine new equipment, I thought, and I couldn’t wait to start. 

The Jubail Seawater Cooling System Project, with a length of 13 ki-
lometers and a width of 114 meters, was intended to provide cooling 
water drawn from the sea to the industrial facilities around it. The ca-
nal had been divided up into sections, which were awarded to various 
contractors. We were in charge of one of the sections. We were to un-
dertake the construction of 1,700 meters of the canal, as well as nine 
bridges and two water inlet structures within this section. The canal was 
divided into three sections by two concrete walls running parallel along 
its length. 

4	 Backhoe:	The	machinery	for	chanel	excavation.
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The first few weeks were spent drawing up plans for the work with 
all the technical details and getting these plans approved. During the 
approval process, they said that the topsoil was arable and asked us to 
shave off the top 10-20 centimeters. For this purpose, we made use of 
our Cat D8 dozer, controlled by operator Hasan Karakuş. With the new-
ly-arrived Turkish labourers, we set up the Wellpoint system that would 
lower the water level in the first 200-meter section of the canal. We fixed 
the pipes in place and connected them with quick coupling hoses to 
pipes that lay parallel to the canal. We connected the Hudick pumps 
and by extracting water to the large, empty piece of land nearby, we 
lowered the water level to a meter below the excavation level. Then we 
started to excavate the first 100 meters to the full width of the canal.

Meanwhile, the handsome Toyotas of the worksite manager and his 
deputies and the Chevy pick-up of the workshop manager were parked 
outside their doors all day long, but my team and I had to walk a kilo-
meter to the canal and then a kilometer and a half along it every time 
we went to the worksite. Although we raised the matter at meetings, 
they would not give us a car. I had lost a lot of weight and was badly 
sunburnt. Finally, they got us a Toyota Hilux pickup, with a picture of a 
palm tree painted on the sides. I immediately readied my field office by 
having them weld a chair and a desk with iron legs to the deck of the ve-
hicle in the workshop. I could not find a solution for the sun, but at least 
I had a hat. By parking the pickup wherever the work was most intense, I 
could keep an eye on proceedings and at the same time work on things 
like daily reports and permission papers.

The project involved around 750,000 cubic meters of excavation and 
an equal amount of backfilling. After finishing the excavation of the first 
100 meters, we stockpiled the excavated material nearby and filled in 
the segment with the material excavated from the second 100 meters, 
depositing it in layers 50 centimeter thick, ensuring sufficient water con-
tent, and compacting each layer to a final 1-meter depth. Using a spe-
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cially-shaped bucket attached to the backhoe loader5 we then excavated 
a ditch to a depth of 50 centimeters, lined it with Terram (a permeable, 
bag-like, non-decomposing material), placed ten centimeters of gravel 
over the Terram, and laid the 20 centimeter PVC pipes with holes that 
would ensure the water flow. We then backfilled the ditch with the same 
uniform gravel that we had used before and covered it with Terram. 
This ten-kilometer canal network ensured that rising groundwater would 
reach the piping and pumping system established on either bank of the 
canal and be pumped into the sea, and that there would be no pressure 
on the system from below. After completing another 50 centimeter layer 
of filling on top of this system, we continued the backfilling work with 
the banks, rising to a height of ten meters, giving the canal its final form. 
After the final grading, which was done by small dozers and backhoes 
working to a one-centimeter margin of error, we turned the section over 
to the concrete crews for the concrete pouring and the intermediary 
walls. In the meantime, we continued with the various excavation and 
piling works that were needed for the bridges that were to cross the 
canal for different purposes and for the water inlets. We finished most 
of the excavation and filling work in the first six months. Seçil Uzuner 
and the management were very pleased. To improve access for trucks, 
equipment and workers, we had also built roads on either bank of the 
canal, topping the sand with 20 centimeters of marl6 that was brought 
from a nearby quarry. This material supported heavy vehicles and equip-
ment as long as it didn’t rain a lot and wasn’t very wet.

While I was engaged in this type of work, the materials and equip-
ment for the concrete works began to arrive. Şarık (Tara) Ağabey’s former 
master builder Akif came to the worksite to take on the entire concrete 
work. A Toyota Carina, the same model as driven by the worksite man-

5	 Backhoe	loader:	An	excavator-loader;	a	construction	vehicle	equipped	with	a	bucket	
on	the	front	of	the	tractor	body	and	a	small	excavator	at	the	rear.

6 Marl: limestone soil.
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ager, was bought for him even before he arrived, whereas I had had to 
plead for two months to get a pickup. I was surprised at this. I knew from 
the Kırıkkkale worksite that there were experienced master builders, and 
that some of them were held in the same regard as field engineers and 
group leaders. However, no engineer or master builder had been as-
signed a car like that before. There were some who lived in town with 
their families, but they commuted on service buses. When work began 
on the lean concrete7 and wall moulds, master builder Akif left. We later 
heard some rumours about why he had left. The teams and other mas-
ter builders who had arrived with him continued to work. It was at this 
point that Zafer Gür, who later became – and still is – my best friend, ar-
rived and took over this job. They gave him Akif’s car. Zafer became the 
first engineer to drive a sedan, apart from those in management posi-
tions. We got along very well. We helped each other on and off the job, 
worked together and spent our free time together. Later Şarık Ağabey’s 
son Sinan Tara graduated from university and came to Jubail on his first 
assignment. He started working on bridge construction, just like Zafer. 
The first thing they did was to walk off with the hoses I had been using 
to water filling materials, without so much as a ‘by your leave’, and use 
them to water their concrete. That created a bit of tension between us 
at first, but soon we started to get along better and before long we had 
all become friends. 

7	 Lean	concrete:	Low-cement	content	levelling	concrete.

Master Builders (Kalfa)
In Ottoman times railways, telegraph lines and roads were built entire-
ly by human labour, as there was no mechanical equipment. During 
the first ten years of the Republic of Turkey, nothing changed. Roads 
were dug with pickaxes, the excavated soil and the soil to be used 
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for filling was carried in wheelbarrows and compressed using heavy 
rocks shaped like wheels or cylinders. The high demand for labour was 
supplied by people living in nearby villages and towns who were in 
need of work. To ensure that these workers followed orders, an older 
and respected man was selected as a foreman. In time, the foremen 
gained experience and came to be called master builders. The master 
builders migrated to the regions and cities where construction works 
were most intensive, and began bringing in labourers from their home 
towns to work on the building sites. In the 1950s and the 1970s, when 
the number of contractors rose rapidly, more master and apprentice 
builders were raised as the amount of construction work increased. 
They learned how to read project documents, and how to do wall, 
plaster and woodwork jobs - especially the formwork, reinforcing steel 
and concrete - very well. All construction firms established in the 1950s 
and 1960s did a good trade with these master builders. Instead of em-
ploying the few engineers they had back then on site, firms preferred 
to use them in office jobs such as making calculation and progress 
payments and maintaining relations with customers. As the number of 
engineers began to increase from the 1970s onwards, the number of 
master builders declined. There are still some master builders by trade 
who do good work for companies with workers they bring in from 
their hometowns. In the 1980s and 1990s, we worked with lots of mas-
ter builders. However, these days, they are mostly graduates of trade 
schools equivalent to high schools, technical colleges and what are 
now called vocational colleges. The younger generations are no lon-
ger content to work on construction sites as workers or master build-
ers and to travel from town to town and country to country. Instead 
of working in tiring jobs like construction, they prefer to find work in 
factories near their home towns, and increasingly in the services sec-
tor. On the other hand, it has become easier and more economical 
to employ skilled and unskilled workers from poor, heavily-populated 
countries, who come along in groups under their own technicians.    
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By the time Zafer arrived at the worksite, we had moved from the Roy-
al Commission camp, which was expensive, to a camp we had construct-
ed for ourselves by the sea. One weekend – i.e., on one Friday holiday 
in Saudi Arabia - we decided to go to Jubail. First we checked whether 
the concrete under his charge was being watered and the water pumps 
under mine were working. Then we took his Toyota. I was at the wheel. 
As we chatted along the way, I didn’t notice we were coming up to the 
main road. Suddenly realising that we were on the main road and a truck 
was bearing down on us, I drove straight ahead, right off the road. We 
managed to avoid the truck but ended up stuck in the sand. Our efforts 
to get the car back on the road were all in vain. Luckily, our buyer’s vehi-
cle was driving along the road and they saw us. If they hadn’t, we would 
either have hitch-hiked back to the camp, or we would have had to take 
a long walk. After being rescued we went to drink Saudi champagne8 at 
the Jubail Sheraton. Zafer made a lot of fun of me there, and from then 
on never missed an opportunity to recount the incident, making it sound 
more and more far-fetched with each telling.

By April 1981, all the work was well under way, and we were running 
up high progress payments (dues) each month. During a visit to the site, 
Şarık Ağabey was prevailed on by a project manager by the name of 
Finley, who worked for Bechtel, the American company acting as project 
managers for the Royal Commission, to employ Uygur Kuran, a man in 
his fifties, as project manager above Seçil Uzuner. Uygur Ağabey was 
an interesting character for us all, with his cowboy hat, black clogs and 
meticulously trimmed beard. From his first day onwards, he took to a 
desk with pencil, eraser and template in hand to produce a new work 
schedule using the CPM9 method. What he was doing, more properly 
speaking, was detailing the existing schedule using CPM, trying to iden-
tify critical tasks and the times they should be completed in. To this end, 

8	 	Saudi	champagne:	A	drink	prepared	by	mixing	mineral	water	and	grape	juice.
9	 	CPM:	Critical	Path	Method	used	to	identify	work	tasks.
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he would hold talks lasting a couple of hours with all the relevant site 
staff, asking us how much of our tasks we had finished and how much 
more we could undertake in a given time. He would then revise his pro-
gramme accordingly. Once he complained to me, “You’re always saying 
you’ve done more work than average, and because of that, I keep having 
to revise the programme and there’s no end to it.” We joked about it, 
saying things like “Working too much is not good for the programme”. 
Sometime later, Uygur Ağabey left, without ever having completed the 
programme and Seçil Ağabey became project manager once again. He 
and Finley were soon back on good terms. This was the beginning of a 
long and successful partnership with Bechtel.

As I was on excavation and filling, I had to drive over loose sand in 
my pick-up and kept sinking into it very frequently. At about that time I 
heard a new car was going to be bought for Sinan, who had just arrived. 
But our field manager surprised me by buying me a new four-wheel 
drive Toyota with a picture of a camel on the sides. My old car was given 
to Sinan. The two of us never talked about it, but the mature manner 
with which Sinan accepted the decision left a positive impression on 
everybody. 

A few months before I left for military service, we learned that the 
mainly sandy material we excavated and used for filling was over the 
limit for salinity. This did not cause problems with any of the work we 
had carried out so far, but we began to bring in filling material for new 
work from a sandpit ten kilometers away. As we didn’t have enough 
trucks, we began to employ hired trucks with Arab drivers. Apart from 
slowing down the work somewhat, this did not have a major impact on 
the programme.



19

1981

Military Service
Things were now in order at the worksite. It was at this point that the 
Evren Decision permitting a shorter period of compulsory military servi-
ce was issued. The draft of 1978 could serve for four months as regular 
conscripts if they wished, beginning in July, instead of 18 months as re-
serve officers. Of course, I applied to avoid serving for 18 months. While 
Seçil Ağabey made some half-hearted objections, he did not insist on 
me staying, as he too knew it was the opportunity of a lifetime. I left 
the worksite in late June 1981 and went to Istanbul to enrol for military 
service. I was to serve as a short-term conscript in Burdur between July 
and November.

On July 2nd I took an overnight coach to Burdur. There, I queued in 
front of a barber’s shop with the other conscripts enlisting at the same 
time and got myself a crew cut. Around ten o’clock in the morning, I 
entered the brigade gate and handed myself over. I was assigned to 
the Third Armoured Battalion, under the command of First Lieutenant 
Bilal. The most important thing when doing military service is to have 
lots of patience. The time passed during the training, but it was hard 
going at other times. After our period as novices was over, there was 
less training. I tried finding myself a place to read or to study English. 
However, I couldn’t make any headway: either my friends interfered or 
the sergeants. During downtime, nothing else was done but drink tea 
and chat. After dinner in the evening, by the time the toilet break, the 
shaving, the tea drinking and the smoking was done, the lights of the 
dormitory would be turned off. I don’t think I made a good conscript. 
But I did make good friends.

Harun was my best friend during military service. He was from Istanbul 
too. It was only after we had become good friends that he told me his 
name was actually Arto and he was Armenian. Our friendship went on 
just the same. We continued to be friends after military service. Whe-
never I was in Turkey, we would meet up to eat and drink. Sometimes 
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Return to Enka

In early November, I called Seçil Ağabey and told him I’d complet-
ed my military service. “OK,” he said. “Get your visa and come down 
here.” When I went to Enka, I was directed to Eşref Denizhan, a member 
of the Executive Board. He said, “We’ve decided in principle not to re-
hire those who leave for military service. But since they tell me you’re a 
good, hardworking engineer, we’ve decided to take you back.” At that 
moment, I felt rather proud of myself, but I knew that everyone who 
had left for military service with me or after me had been re-hired. Enka 
was growing, it was getting a lot of business, and it needed plenty of 
manpower.

he invited me to their place and offered me some of the home-made 
sausages he loved. His spouse Koharik was a very sweet girl and cooked 
well. Arto and his family owned a workshop that produced stainless steel 
spoons, teapots and pots. They were well off. After my marriage, Arto 
disappeared. When I called Koharik she said they’d split up. I never saw 
Arto again.

After being discharged from the military, Arto and I had gone to Alanya, 
instead of Istanbul, and stayed for three days at the Banana Hotel. The 
weather wasn’t very nice. We slept until noon, got up for a bite to eat 
and then went to sleep again. In the afternoon we went to one of the 
restaurants in the town centre, drank and laughed, and reminisced about 
the funny things that had happened during our military service. While 
I told him I had plans for my life ahead, I remember him saying, “I’m 
married with a child on the way. I’ve done my military service now. I’ll 
just keep on doing the same job. There’s nothing interesting to come.” I 
can’t help but wonder whether he broke it off with Koharik to try and do 
something new to make his life more interesting. 
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I returned to Jubail on November 16th. There was less excavation and 
filling work to be done, and field engineer Tuna and the master builder 
Elbey Çelik, who had taken over from me, were dealing with it very well. 
I was made the night shift manager. I was responsible for all the work un-
dertaken at night. All routine work, with the exception of those jobs that 
needed to be done in daylight for safety or quality reasons, continued 
during the night. My time was mainly spent checking the pouring of the 
concrete, the formwork and the steel, issuing permits for these opera-
tions, ensuring the concrete arrived from the production facility without 
delay, taking samples of the concrete for viscosity and resistance tests 
and fixing machinery breakdowns.

Once the excavation and backfilling works were complete, first the 
lean concrete was poured for the walls running the length of the ca-
nal in the centre, and then their concrete foundations were poured in 
stages. The rebar was installed in sections and the concrete walls were 
formed using PERI formwork. Some 40-45 centimeters of the banks that 
we had filled up to 50 centimeters were taken off with backhoes and 
were precisely corrected to the project line using a floating rule before 
being compacted with hand rollers. As with all our bottom surfaces, a 
vinyl10 impermeable membrane was spread underneath and the edges 
were sealed. The rebar was installed and the concrete was poured from 
the bottom up using a finisher machine. Finally, the concrete that would 
form the canal bed was poured. 

In mid-December I was told I was being asked for by General Direc-
tor Niyazi Galipoğulları and travelled to Riyadh. He had worked at Enka 
for a long time. In Turkey he had worked mainly on the construction of 
coal power plants. When Enka Arabia was established, he had been 
assigned to Riyadh as its general director. He asked me to work on the 
newly-awarded Hufuf 500 Villas Project as deputy worksite manager. 
The worksite manager was to be Şan Gürdamar, who had graduated 

10	 	Vinyl:	A	kind	of	organic	compound,	synthetic	cloth.
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after me but spoke better English. I was a bit upset. It distressed me to 
think that my inability to speak English was a deficiency that was keep-
ing me from advancing in my career, and I promised myself that I would 
go to the USA or Britain to study English for six months after the current 
project ended. I would have saved enough money by then. In Decem-
ber, I moved to the Hufuf project.

Construction of 500 Villas in Hufuf, Saudi Arabia

General Coordinator Mustafa İmir and I travelled to the city of Tabuk 
to acquire some camp and construction materials from a German com-
pany which was winding up its work. We selected as many items as we 
needed: prefabricated barracks for the workers, management and fore-
men, office buildings, scaffolding, concrete forms and so on. I stayed 

A view of the construction work on the canal
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behind to load them all up. I made absolutely sure that nothing was 
left behind. The Germans’ warehousing system was very good: I can 
remember everything being packed in bags with the numbers on them, 
right down to the rivets. After staying there for ten days I went to Jubail 
for a day to get my things and went on to Hufuf. 

Şan had arrived about a month before and had rented a fair-sized 
two-storey villa in the part of the city centre closest to the worksite. The 
villa could serve both as an office and as a place for the management 
guys to stay in. We used the ground floor for the office. The upper floor 
had a large room in the middle that we used as a living space, with four 
rooms opening on to it. These were furnished as bedrooms where two 
or even three of us could sleep. The one toilet and one bathroom on 
this floor were just about sufficient for us, although they were heavily 
occupied in the mornings. We could reach the building site in 15 min-
utes by road. We celebrated New Year’s Eve in 1982 at a nearby hotel 
with newly-arrived survey engineer Osman Çilingiroğlu, architects Mete 
Büge and Aydın Ilgaz, mechanical engineer Mehmet Bayraktar and the 
interpreters, eating spit-roast chicken and drinking Saudi champagne.

How I Missed My Sister’s Wedding 

In the last week of December 1981, my elder sister Nazan got married 
to her friend Mert Tayşir, a forest engineer like my father. I couldn’t go 
to the wedding because I had taken a long break for my military servi-
ce and there was a lot of work going on at the site. I sent some flowers 
and telephoned to wish them a happy marriage. It upsets me whene-
ver I think about it, but it didn’t seem right to go to the management at 
a time when I had just had five months’ obligatory leave, and when the 
site was really busy, and say, “I want to go to my sister’s wedding for 
a few days”. Later on I would make up for this by spending extra time 
with them when I was on leave and spoiling my nephew Onat. 
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It took a few months to establish the camp and the other facilities. We 
poured the first foundation concrete in February, but we didn’t start to 
move into our camp until April.

The project involved the construction of 500 single-storey, low-cost 
200 square-meter villas. They had unfinished walls of white decorative 
bricks manufactured by a factory in Riyadh, with straight seams11. Above 
the doors and windows were smooth precast concrete lintels12 that were 
produced at our own pre-fabrication site, and the floors were also of 
smooth concrete, which we poured on-site. 

The roofs were in the form of a terrace and were insulated against wa-
ter and heat, and were evenly covered over with a light concrete finish. 
The floors inside the villas were covered entirely with 30 x 30 centimeter 
mosaic tiles. Cheap ceramic ware was used in the toilet and bathrooms. 
The doors and windows were made of wood and were produced in Sau-
di Arabia. Our main preoccupations were making sure the brick wall 
joints were straight and recessed one centimeter, keeping a very close 
eye on the plumb-line for the door and window openings; cutting out 
the apertures for the electrical and mechanical pipework neatly with the 
power cutter and then filling them in with the powder mixture we got 
from the brick factory after the pipework had been installed, without 
spoiling the appearance of the wall. Later on we realised that we could 
do this last job more evenly with a mixture we produced ourselves, so 
we started to use that instead. 

We experienced a serious problem while pouring the foundation 
concrete. We were buying ready-mix concrete from a local producer, 
but by the time it reached the worksite it would have completely lost its 
viscosity. Just getting it to flow from the concrete mixer13 into the pump 
was difficult. The pump also had problems shifting the concrete, and it 

11	 Seam:	the	straight	gap	between	two	building	elements.
12	 Lintel:	A	beam	supporting	the	construction	above	a	door	or	window.
13	 Concrete	mixer:	A	truck	with	a	large,	closed,	revolving	bucket	at	the	rear,	used	to	

transport	cement.
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was always getting blocked. The concrete plant was 20 minutes away. 
While it was being loaded into the concrete mixer, the concrete was per-
fectly fluid and normal-looking, but by the time it reached the site it just 
wouldn’t flow any more. From the tests we performed, we discovered 
that the gravel used for the concrete contained a large quantity of lumps 
of clay that looked just like gravel. On the way to the construction site, 
these clay lumps would gradually soak up all the water in the mix and 
ruin the viscosity. When you started up the pump, the lumps would dis-
integrate under the pressure and form clods that stuck to the inside of 
the pump mechanism and clog the pipes. The management of the plant 
we were buying the concrete from was unwilling to change their gravel 
and obtain it from a reliable limestone quarry 200 kilometers away, so 
for three months we worked with great difficulty. That’s how long it took 
us to set up and operate our own concrete plant and to arrange for the 
transport of the gravel. 

We also decided to manufacture our own tiles on site, for which 
we bought an appropriate machine. We set up the machine in an area 
covered with a wooden canopy and corrugated sheet, next to the area 
where we would make the precast14 lintels. The normal dry cement mix 
that formed the thick base of the tiles came from the concrete produc-
tion plant, while the white finish was made from fine white cement and 
limestone that we prepared in a mixer set up under the wooden can-
opy. The tiles produced by the machine were cured for 24 hours and 
then machine-polished under the same wooden canopy. Then they were 
cured in a pool for another three days, watered down and stored for a 
week. At this point, they would be run through the polishing and shining 
machine and emerged as very attractive mosaic tiles. 

On the same site, we used steel moulds manufactured in our work-
shop to precast the staircases that led from the ground floor to the roof, 
split into two parts with a landing. A smooth lintel manufactured in an ‘L’ 

14	 Precast:	Concrete	elements	manufactured	in	advance	on	a	separate	site	
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shape was set into the outside walls at the point at the mid-storey point 
of the stairwell. The lower wing of the staircase was set on the foundation 
beam at the bottom, supported mid-storey by this lintel, from where the 
upper flight ran to the upper floor beam at the top. The brick masonry 
walls of the stair well rose 2.5 meters above the upper floor, and after 
we had installed the staircases we closed this part off with a precast con-
crete slab. It was a very practical and simple solution. If we had poured 
the staircases on the spot, we could have damaged the bricks during the 
concrete and shuttering works, and if the riser height and step width had 
not been quite right, we could have faced even bigger problems. 

By now, everything was starting to fall into place. The enforced com-
panionship that came from working together was also developing well, 
and the team had all become good friends. In the evenings, we would 
play backgammon and cards, watch television and have conversations 
in the living room of the barrack where we slept. Sometimes we would 
watch erotic films or the latest movies on video cassettes which our 
cleaner and helper Satılmış Özcan used to get hold of by some means 
unknown to us. We organised a football team called Enka Hufuf, and 
made a decent pitch using the means available to us at the site. In time, 
we started to organise games home and away with Enka Jubail, Enka 
Wasia, Enka Riyadh and Enka Pumping Stations. 

Although there were no major problems, Şan suffered the same mis-
fortune that had previously come the way of Seçil Ağabey: under pres-
sure from Dar al-Handasah, the project management firm, the Enka up-
per management appointed construction engineer Ali Pelin, who was 
living in the US at the time, as project manager. Pelin was older and 
more experienced than Şan. I’m not really sure he needed to come, but 
we made the most of his practical knowledge, his chasing-up, and the 
good relations he was able to forge with everyone. 

In August, Mehmet was appointed to the newly-won “desalination 
plant” project in Al Khafji while Zafer was made site manager at the new-
ly-won bridges project in Jubail. Zafer and I went to visit Mehmet in Al 
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Khafji, on the border with Kuwait, where neither of us had been before. 
It made a nice change to sit and chat, to go fishing and to make a tour 
of the site. Meanwhile, Mehmet said that he wanted to visit Thailand and 
the Philippines for the massage, the women, the nature, the seas and all 
their mystical attractions. He said we could go with him if we wished. We 
decided to make the trip in the second week of October. Mehmet would 
sort out the tickets, and we would send him the money straight away. 

On our way back, driving at 120 kilometers an hour between Dam-
mam and Hufuf, the wheel of my Mazda 929 detached itself from the 
axle and flew away from the car. I was extremely lucky not to overturn. 
This was because the wheel had got stuck in the mudguard while slow-
ing down. A charitable Saudi gave me a lift as far as the site. The repair 
team that went to recover the vehicle found that the radio, the other 
tyres and numerous other accessories had been stolen. The car they 
brought into the workshop was virtually a skeleton. They did everything 
they could to put it to rights, but my car was never quite the same again.

Trip to Thailand and the Philippines (October 1982)

The flight from Dammam to Bangkok was the longest I had ever been 
on. During the month leading up to our trip, the three of us had met 
up at weekends and made plans based on Mehmet’s experiences from 
his previous visit. We all bought traveller’s cheques with the money we 
had set aside for the trip. We made reservations for a hotel in Bangkok, 
where we were going to stay for two nights. For Pattaya, we decided to 
pick a hotel when we got there. Of course, we made hotel reservations 
in Manilla as well. We went over our plans on the plane, sitting right 
behind business class, in seats with plenty of leg room, sipping our 
drinks. We spent some of our time on the plane chatting and some of 
it sleeping. In the morning, we landed in Bangkok. The passport and 
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customs officers were all smiling and friendly. Then we emerged into 
the hot and humid Bangkok air.

The traffic was very heavy and the roads were clogged up here and 
there. It took us two hours to get to the hotel. The two hours we spent 
in the taxi, without any air conditioning, in that chaotic traffic lowered 
our spirits a little, but by the time we’d taken showers and slept for a 
few hours we were ready to go again.

We had a pleasant lunch of grilled jumbo prawns, green salad and a 
Sauvignon Blanc at a touristy Thai restaurant on the riverbank near the 
hotel. On the opposite bank was a busy neighbourhood made up of 
boats with tin roofs, and we watched all the comings-and-goings. We 
had trouble getting accustomed to the strange odour that emanated 
from the muddy waters; what caused it was a mystery to us. The rest 
of the day we spent following the same routine as every bachelor who 
visits Bangkok: we had a Thai massage in the afternoon, dined at a 
good restaurant, and went on to a nightclub.

On the second day, we pretty much repeated the same programme. 
On the third, we travelled to Pattaya, a resort 80 kilometers to the 
south of Bangkok, in a taxi we had hired. There we took rooms in a nice 
holiday village, having taken care to inspect it beforehand. The three 
rooms were adjacent to one another and were connected by doors. 
We had dinner in the hotel restaurant and spent some time in the bar. 
Zafer and Mehmet said they were tired and went to their rooms. I went 
to mine too but I couldn’t sleep. When I checked on Zafer and Meh-
met in their rooms, they wouldn’t stir, so I went down to the lobby to 
look for some way of passing the time. The bar and the restaurant had 
closed for the night. When I asked where I could get a drink, I was told 
there were bars and entertainment venues I could get a minibus to. 
After getting off the minibus, I entered a music hall with a huge circular 
bar that could seat 50 people. I picked a quiet spot at the bar and or-
dered a drink. Almost everyone around me was from the Far East, and 
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most of them were women. No one looked at me or paid me any at-
tention. A tall, masculine-looking woman later approached and asked 
me if I would buy her a drink. When I said “No”, she went away without 
insisting. Then, a rather beautiful local woman approached me. When 
I said “Yes” to her, there was roar of applause around the bar. It seems 
they had all been observing me and were curious what I would do. Late 
at night, the show began and singers took to the stage. I had great 
fun that night. When I told the guys about it, they asked, “Weren’t you 
afraid to be out all alone at that hour?” I told them I hadn’t been afraid 
at all. “Tonight you take us with you,” they said.

We spent four days doing just as we liked in Pattaya – at the pool, by 
the sea, in bars and nightclubs, and with girls. I rode a jet ski for the 
first time in my life. By way of another first, I smoked a joint one of the 
girls had with her. I wanted to understand the difference between a 
joint and a cigarette, so I smoked a few of them. Early the following 
morning I had nightmares and Mehmet had to take me to hospital. I re-

Zafer Gür, Mehmet İmre and myself



30

1982

covered after a couple of hours on an intravenous drip. Spending entire 
days together brought the three of us even closer. When the day of our 
journey to Manila came, we couldn’t decide whether to leave or not. In 
the end, we decided to stick to the programme. After an hour’s journey 
to Bangkok Airport and a three-and-a-half-hour flight on Thai Airlines, 
we found ourselves in Manila.  

I don’t remember much about Manila, except for the hotel in the town 
centre, a shopping centre where we bought a set of dishes made from 
seashells, and a noisy, crowded street of bars. After spending two days 
there, we decided that Pattaya was more attractive and changed the 
dates of our return tickets to Bangkok and Pattaya.

We drew up a schedule for the five days we had left. In order to finish off 
our remaining traveller’s cheques, we split them into five, for each of the 
five days. We found that we still had plenty of money for Thailand. We 
ate good food at nice restaurants and drank fine wine. We went to Thai 
boxing matches, gay shows and music clubs. Most of the historical and 
touristic sites were Buddhist temples. We hired motorbikes and travel-
led to the best-known among them. We chatted with Buddhist monks. 
Outside every house there were statues of the Buddha and food in a 
bowl. We were told that this was a traditional offering for fertility.

On one of those days, Mehmet had a serious accident. Unused to left-
hand traffic, he was driving on the right. Fortunately, he wasn’t badly 
hurt, and came out of it with just a few scratches. From then on, we went 
around in tuktuks for two, drawn by people on foot or on bicycles.

This holiday solidified my friendship with Zafer and Mehmet into somet-
hing much closer and permanent – something that would last for years. 
Upon my return, I suffered from a prolonged eye infection because of all 
those sleepless nights. My eyes turned the same colour as the dark red 
Lacoste polo shirt I’d bought in Bangkok, and for a few weeks people 
called me “rabbit eyes” to make fun of me.   
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When I got back, I found myself dealing mainly with a series of prob-
lems caused by the Korean infrastructure contractor digging up all the 
streets. It took us two months to agree on a programme detailing when 
they would begin and end work on which streets. Meanwhile some of 
the work on the bricks, ceramics, doors, windows and roofs was delayed. 
As the months went by, we managed to put things in order, and guar-
anteed that the work would be completed without delay. I have always 
remembered the owner of the brick subcontractor, who was called Ad-
nan, and the worksite manager, whose name was Müjdat, as well as the 
owners of the ceramics subcontractor Nevzat Tekin and Ayhan Kılıçöte, 
as people who made sure that their firms worked with great discipline 
and were always on schedule. 

At Kırıkkale, Jubail and Hufuf, the concrete plants and pumps, and 
even the cranes, were all operated by operators and foremen from the 
same family. These families usually did their specialised jobs well, but 
they could be very capricious and would argue, or even fight, with the 
managers over the smallest of problems. They would stop work and 
cause chaos over trifles such as “The food was late”, “The food wasn’t 
very nice” or “The water delivery round forgot about us”, and they 
would only begin working again when it was emphasised how important 
they were.

There was one such person working as a pump and crane operator at 
the Hufuf site. He would jump at any pretext not to come to work – or to 
stop working and go back to the camp. On one occasion, I could take 
it no longer and fired the man. I assigned someone who had worked as 
a driver with me in Jubail to the task – someone who had never done 
anything of the sort before. Work was slow going for a week, but later 
the replacement became really good at the job. As a result, we and the 
family in question both realised that other people could do the work 
they did too. The tendency for certain families to capture certain jobs 
gradually died away.
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A Trip to Romania

In early May 1983, I went on holiday to Istanbul, as I hadn’t been there 
for a year. I was 26 at the time. Most of my classmates from university 
had got married and some of them had children. Thanks to them, I 
was introduced to new girlfriends. But since we didn’t have enough 
time to get to know each other, they remain just fond memories. At 
the time, my uncle had just started up his second-hand car business. 
With some of my savings, I bought my first car, a 1977 Peugeot 504. 
My father and brother Urçun had started a store selling wood for fur-
niture. At the store, I talked about politics and Arabia with them and 
their neighbours. I took my mother Lamia Sağnaklar on outings to the 
Bosporus, Şile and Abant. I remember how pleased she was and how 
happily she smiled.

Zafer and Mehmet were also in Istanbul. We decided to drop by Enka 
and say hello to Şarık Ağabey. He gave us a very warm welcome and 
invited us to his place for drinks that evening. It was then that we first 
met Şarık Ağabey’s spouse Lale. During our visit, Şarık Ağabey told us 
that Enka was to hold its General Assembly the next day and that he 
would like us to be there. We duly went along to the meeting and Şarık 
Ağabey presented us to the participants as some of Enka’s young and 
promising administrators. We were all very happy.

The same evening, dining at a restaurant by the Bosporus, we decid-
ed to make our next trip as the Thai Trio to Romania. The following 
day we obtained the necessary exit and entry permits for my car and 
international driver’s licences for us all. We informed the head of Enka 
Marketing’s Bucharest branch, Burhan Ağabey, about our plans. We set 
out early one Saturday in May 1983. Following the Black Sea coast, we 
made it to Bucharest by evening. Bulgaria and Romania had commu-
nist regimes in those days. Officials kept stopping us at border cross-
ings and along the way. We got through eventually with the aid of small 
gifts and friendly smiles, but it took a long time. We drove along roads 
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covered by trees like umbrellas and gazed at the deep blue Black Sea 
from the beautiful springtime green of the hillsides. When we came 
to the docks in Varna, we stopped and watched the great ships being 
loaded and unloaded, and drank the whisky we had bought at customs 
out of the cap of the bottle. Just outside Varna, we dined at a nightclub 
housed in a wooden building on top of a hill, and chatted with the mu-
sicians preparing for the night. They played the most popular tunes of 
the day very well. They played a few of them especially for us. It was an 
unusual journey and very entertaining.

In Bucharest, we met Burhan Ağabey at a nice hotel, the name of which 
I no longer remember. Watching a sort of cabaret show at the hotel 
restaurant, we had Campari and orange juice, followed by vodka. Tired 
from the journey, and having had a bit too much to drink, we all be-
came drunk. Burhan Ağabey took each one of us to our rooms and we 
all slept soundly that night.

The next morning we settled into our lakeside villa. Burhan Ağabey 
had rented it for a month but we were going to spend just a week 
there. It had a very nice garden, enough rooms with bathrooms for us 
all, a boathouse, and a rowing club next door. We swam in the lake, 
despite it not being very warm, joked with the rowers and sunbathed 
on the pier. In the afternoon, we had a large number of guests, both 
men and women. We had a type of yellow cheese called kashkaval, 
whole wheat bread and salami to eat, and plenty of vodka to drink. By 
eight o’clock the whole company was drunk. We danced, sang and got 
to know each other better. The party went on late into the night, and in 
the end, we had difficulty finding our rooms and getting into bed. The 
same revelry continued every night for a week, with the same food and 
drink. Sometimes the people were the same and sometimes they were 
different. It was all great fun.

We met new people. We discussed communism and capitalism with 
them. They did not have much freedom to travel. They could only 
travel to holiday resorts if they applied for permission beforehand and 
stayed in the predetermined hotels. For this reason, they were sur-
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prised – and a bit jealous – that we had been able to come all this way. 
They shopped at stores called magasins where they bought whatever 
the state sold. The stores sold butter, milk, low-quality fruit and vegeta-
bles, meat, poultry and similar foodstuffs and low-quality textile goods. 
The cigarettes, whisky and nylon stockings we had brought with us on 
good advice were very well received. As there were many checkpoints 
and lots of soldiers and police officers around, we didn’t travel too far. 
We didn’t get to see many places other than the road to Bucharest, the 
hotel and the lakeside villa. But the rhythm of daily life did not appear 
much different from in Turkey.

On our way back, at the border between Romania and Bulgaria, we 
were asked to show receipts proving that we had spent 100 dollars for 
each day we stayed. As we could not provide proof of any expenses 
other than the 200 dollars we had paid for the hotel, they demanded 
that we exchange 500 dollars each and deposit it in a bank. I was very 
angry and objected, so they made us pull up the car and wait for three 
hours. Zafer and Mehmet came to an agreement with the customs offi-
cers, keeping me to one side. By paying the customs officers 50 dollars 
and depositing 200 dollars each in the bank, we managed to clear 
customs in four hours. 

Arriving at Turkish customs late at night, we were greeted with “Don’t 
tell us you’ve been to Europe and come back with three little holdalls! 
You must be hiding something.” They searched the car right down to 
the door lining. Having learned our lesson at Romanian customs, we 
kept quiet and waited for hours. By the time we cleared customs it was 
almost dawn, so we booked into a hotel and returned to Istanbul the 
next day.

When I got home, I found my older sister lying on a bed in the living 
room, nursing her first child Onat. She had given birth while I was in 
Romania, but they hadn’t been able to let me know as they had no way 
of reaching me by phone. It was good to get to know Onat during the 
two days I spent in Istanbul. Then I was back to Hufuf.       
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Towards the end of the summer, we began to hand over the villas in 
Hufuf to the employer, one lot at a time. Everyone was pleased with the 
quality of the work. The few mishaps that had occurred we made good 
immediately.

The Hufuf project was a very important experience for me. A lot of 
engineers and architects were employed and we had managed to come 
together as a team. Everyone was able to find a team-mate who could 
help them if there was something they couldn’t solve on their own. The 
PERI brand panel form system, which we used for flooring (and which 
consisted of 60X120 centimeter aluminium-framed panes with alumini-
um crossbars attached to faller-headed uprights), left 60x120 centimeter 
marks on the concrete surface which did not look nice. We adjusted the 
height of the uprights, put layers of nylon-covered plywood over them 
and filled in the millimeter-wide gaps with a filler. We worked out that 
we needed to use the vibrator for half a minute for every half square 
meter. We ended up with really beautiful surfaces this way. The perfect 
outcome also owed a lot to the 330 kilograms percubic meter concrete 
that we produced by mixing the limestone we brought in from 200 kilo-
meters away and the coarse sand produced by the rock crusher15 with 
the sand from the desert. We also put nylon-covered plywood on the 
lintels that we had manufactured in steel moulds on our precast site, 
resulting in better surfaces with fewer holes. 

Once the workers got used to making them, the white bricks, with 
their perfect one-centimeter joints, reminded me of the stone surfaces 
of gothic architecture. The brick dust that we used to cover over utility 
connections was produced by our architect, Hüsamettin Işıklar, through 
a process of trial and error. It was made by adding carpenters’s glue to 
the white and black cement that we had mixed to get the right colour. 
When carefully applied to the seams, the filler was indiscernible on the 

15	 Rock	crusher:	A	machine	used	to	break	large	rocks	into	smaller	pieces	so	as	to	
produce	gravel	and	shingle	for	use	in	the	construction	of	roads,	buildings	etc.
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A photograph of the construction of the 500 villas in Hufuf

bricks. We resolved the issue of the small cracks that appeared in the 
precast staircases through additional reinforcement and careful assem-
bly. As the openings were made to strict tolerances, the doors and win-
dows fitted very easily. Grey putty was used to fill the gaps between the 
frames and the lintel joints and white putty for joints between the frames 
and the bricks which made them look nice. The tiles we produced our-
selves were of high quality in terms of pattern, colour and size. Thanks 
to careful workmanship and using everything in just the right measure, 
we ended up with a clean and beautiful product.

The lightweight concrete alum16 for the terraces was problematic at 
first, but in time, the cracks and rough surface were corrected through 
care and good workmanship. Wooden skirting boards were made in 

16	 Alum:	Levelling	concrete	poured	over	concrete	flooring.
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the timber workshop to a height of ten centimeters and a width of 1.5 
centimeters and looked very attractive when they were fitted. In Saudi 
Arabia, all sorts of materials and spare parts are easy to come by, so we 
had hardly any logistical difficulties. The food, the camp and the social 
activities were so good that nothing could go wrong. As young manag-
ers, I would say we did a good job.

Studying English in the USA

In July, I let Ali Pelin and Şan Gürdamar know that I would be leaving to 
study English, as I had planned. They were very understanding. I don’t 
know whether he was given instructions or not, but Ali Ağabey said he 
would continue to pay my salary while I was attending the language 
course. This, of course, was a bonus for me.

Ali Ağabey advised me that if I wanted to study English in the USA, the 
best city for it was Boston and the best school for it was the ELS Lan-
guage Centre. He had family in Boston. “They could help you out to 
begin with,” he said. Because we had become used to the heat, I had 
been considering places like Miami and New Orleans, but I heeded his 
advice. I applied to Boston ELS and they sent me an invitation which I 
used to get a one-year visa from the American Consulate. In early Oc-
tober, after a farewell dinner, I left the worksite and returned to Turkey.

I didn’t have much time in Istanbul. I visited my family, cuddled my 
nephew Onat and bought my ticket. In October 1983, I flew over an 
ocean for the second time in my life, this time by Pan Am.

There were many military officers on the Boston flight, travelling to the 
USA for training. I talked with them about President Evren and the ap-
proaching election. They thought that Turgut Sunalp’s MDP would win 
the election. They thought that Turgut Özal had no chance and Erdal 
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İnönü very little. They underlined that their training in the USA was 
technical and not ideological in nature. They cast belittling looks at the 
Harold Robbins novel I had with me. We made it to Boston, chatting a 
little, reading, sleeping and hurrying along to make our connections.

For the first week I slept in a hotel, apart from one night with Ali 
Ağabey’s family. Then I decided to lodge with a local family along with 
a Syrian friend I had met at the ELS. The house we moved into was 
inhabited by a woman in her late forties and her son of 18. Our rooms 
shared a bathroom and a toilet. They gave us breakfast and dinner. It 
was a bit out of town but we could walk to a station in 15 minutes and 
get off the train right next to the school.

We had five hours of lessons a day. The grading system consisted of 
eight levels. Following a placement test, I started from level three. Most 
of the students were from South America or Spain. Because they talked 
in Spanish among themselves, I got used to the sound of Spanish. I be-
came good friends with Enrique from Peru, and actually found myself 
hearing more Spanish than English. I told the administration about this 
and upon my insistence they formed a class with students with differ-
ent native languages. This way, everyone had to speak English.

We were good friends in that group. We travelled to Montreal, Ottawa, 
New York and nearby ski resorts on weekend outings. Besides attend-
ing classes, I spent two hours a day on grammar and memorising vo-
cabulary. I made a point of using the things I’d learned in daily conver-
sation. In the third month, I moved to a dormitory of Boston University. 
There I had the chance to make some American friends. Staying there 
for three months contributed a great deal to my study of English. I got 
to meet people from different cultures. I learned about their manner of 
thinking and approach to things. For example, when I told an American 
man I had just met that I was from Turkey, he asked which state that was 
in! When a few more people asked the same question, I formed the 
opinion that they had a very different view of the world. I later learned 
that their education system did not provide as much information about 
the geography of the world as ours did. A German student in my class 
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said that when he looked at us Turkish students, he saw people very 
different from the Turks living in Germany. When I asked him to explain 
what he meant, he said “You’ve adapted to the situation here straight 
away. The Turks back home can’t do that.” I tried to explain that this 
was a much-debated issue both in Germany and in Turkey, and that 
the conclusion seemed to be that it did not have much to do with 
nationality but with lifestyle. I explained that it was normal for people 
from larger cities to adapt more quickly, while those from small towns 
and villages had to go through a longer and more difficult process of 
adaptation. He didn’t make much comment, but I don’t think my ex-
planation satisfied him. A Spanish student once asked, “You Turks are 
the descendants of the Umayyads, aren’t you?” I replied: “No, they’re 
of Arabic origin, but we’re Turks.” He said, “I thought Turks and Arabs 
were the same.” The Syrian friend who was my housemate for a while 
once claimed that Atatürk was not Turkish.

I remember drawing the following conclusion: One should judge peo-
ple not by their nationalities but by their knowledge and personalities.

In February, when I was studying in the seventh level, I happened to 
phone home and my father said “Niyazi Galipoğulları called and wants 
you to call back.” When I returned the call, Galipoğulları told me that 
Sinan Tara had left the residential project in Medina and returned to 
Istanbul and that he wanted me to replace him there.

I told the school management that I would have to leave after com-
pleting the seventh level. They told me that there would be an exam 
at the beginning of the coming month and that they would give me 
my certificate as though I had completed the course if I scored over 
75 points. Although I could not revise as much as I would have liked 
over the last two weeks, I got 80 points in the exam and earned my 
certificate. On my certificate it said “May work as an English teacher”. I 
was rather pleased about becoming an English teacher in five months!

I returned to Istanbul in the second week of March. The election had 
been held in Turkey, and Turgut Özal’s Motherland Party was in gov-
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ernment. It was said and written that the party brought together many 
people that nobody in those days would ever have thought could join 
forces. I must say that I had some sympathy with them. After a period 
of polarised politics, when people could kill one another for having 
different political views, the idea of people of different views coming 
together in a single party and bidding for government had won the 
sympathy of the electorate, and it handed them the power to govern.  

I spent a week passing the time with family and friends. To invest my 
savings, I bought the 140 square-meter attic and terrace of an old 
building near the seaside in the Suadiye district. It was dilapidated and 
there was an old woman on the ground floor who gathered up all the 
cats in the neighbourhood and fed them. Had I given it more thought, I 
might not have bought the place, but I liked the location and acquired 
it with half of my savings.

Construction of 2,084 villas in Medina, Saudi Arabia

In March 1984, I flew by Saudi Airlines to Jeddah and from there to 
Medina to start my job on our 2,084 villas project in partnership with 
Kutlutaş.

My first impression was this: Nobody had found it strange to see 
Sinan, who was two years younger than me, in this position, since they 
assumed that as the future boss he must be getting a rapid education. 
But they made me aware in one way or another that they considered me 
too young for the post.

Enka and Kutlutaş had set up a joint venture company to act as the 
single party accountable to the project owner. The joint venture was 
responsible for the upper management of the project. Under this com-
pany, Enka and Kutlutaş, which had shared out the villas equally among 
themselves, had their own organisations. Kutlutaş had brought in Neşet 
Akmandor, a former minister, as the project manager of the joint ven-
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ture. The deputy project manager, appointed by Enka, was Deniz Oy-
mak, who had been my field manager in Jubail. Kutlutaş’s construction 
team was headed by site manager Şükrü Karamollaoğlu while Enka’s 
was Selçuk Bosnalı. I was Enka’s assistant site manager for field works 
and Öner Çelikkol, whom I also knew from Jubail, was responsible for 
internal affairs. 

Although it was almost two years since the project had begun, only 
the concrete works and some of the infrastructure works were actually 
under way. The drawings had still not been approved, and everything 
was being done at the risk of the joint venture. The mechanical and elec-
trical plans had not been approved either, so fittings that had to pass 
through walls and floors could not be installed, and gaps were being 
left instead. Even these gaps were based on the unapproved drawings. 
The construction work was being supervised by a Saudi firm which had 
set up a control team consisting of dozens of Indians and Pakistanis. Our 
camp was right next to the construction site. It consisted of two separate 
camps built by Enka and Kutlutaş respectively alongside one another. 

The project comprised 2,084 villas covering an area of 482,000 square 
meters. Some 600,000 cubic meters of concrete and 40,000 tons of rein-
forcing steel would be used. The interior and exterior walls were made 
entirely of reinforced concrete, the floors were tiled, and the walls and 
ceilings would be smoothed with plaster and painted. The villas were 
located on an old rubbish dump. All of the rubbish clearance, ground 
fill, infrastructure and roads were done by us.

Aside from a few problem areas, the general site excavation and fill-
ing work was almost complete and consistent with the base elevations. 
The basic layout had been set out by the surveyors and the lean con-
crete was being poured, the steel bars installed, the foundation form-
work erected in place and the foundation concrete, laid as a continuous 
footing, was being poured. Then the gaps were filled with a well-ad-
justed mix, and the reinforced concrete floor was being poured on top. 
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Since the kitchen and bathroom layout drawings were constantly being 
revised, the floors to the wet areas were not being poured yet to allow 
for the later installation of the pipework, so the filler mix was being left 
in the open. After that, the first 15 centimeters of the steps referred to 
as “kickers” was being poured so that the tunnel formwork17 could be 
fixed easily and accurately. The steel fixers would then install the wall 
bars, and once the tunnel formwork had been erected, the steelworks 
for the floor slabs would be installed and the concrete for the walls and 
the floor slabs would be poured together. Only a small part of the out-
side walls was poured at this stage to allow for the formwork to be re-
moved. The external formwork for the remaining part would be erected 
once the tunnel formwork was removed. At this point, the steel would 
be installed from the inside, the internal formwork would be formed 
using portable panels and the concrete would be poured through a gap 
left at the top. Afterwards, the outer wall would be covered with a layer 
of dense polystyrene, the steel for the external concrete walls that we 
term the facade18 would be installed, frames would be positioned for 
the window and door openings, the facade mould would be put in place 
and the concrete would be poured. As the facade mould protruded five 
centimeters beyond the base, wooden strips were placed beneath it, 
supported on stanchions. The facade and the stairwells19 rose two or 
three meters above the level of the ceiling to form the walls of the ter-
race, which would be finished later with an internal mould and one more 
concrete pour. The stairwells would also be poured at this stage, and the 
precast staircases craned in through the opening at the top. Finally, the 
stairwell ceiling slabs, which were also precast, would be lowered into 
position. Later on, the decorative panels to the high terrace walls would 
be precast and mounted in position.

17	 Tunnel	formwork:	A	formwork	system	that	makes	it	possible	to	pour	reinforced	
concrete	walls	and	upper	flooring	together.

18	 Facade:	front,	face.
19	 Stairwell:	the	void	in	the	construction	where	the	stairs	are	placed.
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The tunnel formwork and concrete part of the work had been re-
solved perfectly well due to our previous experience, and presented 
few difficulties, but the formwork and concrete for the outside walls, the 
facade walls, the terrace walls and the stairwells caused problems at ev-
ery stage. It was almost impossible to produce work of high quality. The 
outside walls in particular were very difficult to pour using the existing 
system, right on their axes and plumb-lines, without them swelling and 
bowing.

Inevitably, as a result of the way these walls went up, the facade walls 
around them were also affected by the on-going problems. The terrace 
walls, and hence the decorative recesses, also gave us lots of head-
aches with swelling, bowing and so on. Likewise, the stairwells were 
problematic for the same reason. We spent a long time discussing all 
these issues among ourselves, with Kutlutaş and with the joint venture 
management. A lot of thinking and talking went on but if the system 
was going to change, plans would have to be drawn and approved and 
then explained to the employer. And nobody wanted to make changes 
that would amount to a confession that the work – which we were in any 

Views of the Medina villas project at various stages
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case doing at our own risk, based on unapproved drawings – was not 
being performed well. All our monthly dues were linked to these con-
crete works. We’d always end up deciding to make the moulds better 
and pour the concrete more carefully but the problems this created were 
mortifying. 

If you ask me, once the tunnel concrete was done, we could have 
done a much higher quality job by building the outside walls, the stair-
well and the parapets with bricks and using insulated glass-fibre mesh20 
and plaster for the facade. However, we carried on in the same way be-
cause that was the method selected to begin with and that was what the 
requirements of the employer dictated.

When we were ready to start the trimming works, the employer and 
the control team came along with their measuring instruments and 
templates and demanded that everything that was not within the toler-
ance limits in the specifications – which were around half a centimeter 
for short intervals and a centimeter for long ones – should be pared 
down and corrected. We had to establish very large breaking and repair 
teams, and the manufacturer of the tools we used to pare the concrete 
developed special machines and blades to deal with our faulty works, 
and broke all sales records.

My Brother’s Marriage
One day in October 1984, which happened to be my birthday, my bro-
ther Urçun was due to get married in Istanbul. I’d felt bad about mis-
sing my sister’s wedding; this time I made arrangements and went to 
Istanbul for a few days. The wedding also served as my birthday party. 
It did me a world of good after finding myself in such an awkward wor-
king environment, and I felt a bit better.

20	 Glass-fibre	mesh:	netting	made	of	glass	fibre.
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Alongside the unscheduled repair and breaking work, we started on 
the mechanical and electrical works. The worksite population rose far 
above the level that had been planned for. We were already delayed, 
and this made things even more problematic. I also had a bad experi-
ence with a strike. 

Although our camps were very close to the worksite, we used to trans-
port the workers there on buses. With the rise in numbers, there were no 
longer enough buses. We had two choices: to abolish the five-minute 
bus ride and tell everybody to walk, or to remove some of the seats so 
that more people could travel standing up, like the municipalities do on 
public transport buses. We decided to remove some of the seats - and 
the workers downed tools for three days. Those three days were a really 
difficult time. 

The dispute was soon about much more than transport. The workers 
had all sorts of complaints about their conditions of service, some of 
them justified, others not. But there was no doubt that the removal of 
the bus seats had triggered their action. As this was my decision, I was 
very upset. That was when my hair first started to fall out.

The garden walls of the villas were of reinforced concrete. We started 
on those as well. We did everything to make sure that the concrete here 
would be faultless. I think we succeeded as well; later they told us there 
had been no complaints from the new management.

Before the garden walls were built, the line that would carry the sew-
age from the villas to the main network was dug around each villa, in 
the garden. A reinforced concrete drain was poured at every turn, and 
PVC pipes were laid from one to another. This was done perfectly well 
without getting in the way of the garden walls.

We had set up a sizeable precasting site in the vicinity of our con-
crete plant, almost half of it covered. This was where we made the fancy 
perforated decorations for the terrace walls, the stairs and the stairwell 
ceilings. The decorations required very fine ironwork and very precise 
pouring and caused us a great deal of trouble. We did our best to re-
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duce the labour, but we only managed to cut it from 100 hours per cubic 
meter of concrete to 80 hours. It went on like that after I left as well.  

During this project, I met and made friends with a lot of people whom 
I was to work with again on other projects. Those I made friends with in-
cluded: Ali Kozan who was responsible for the concrete works, and Meh-
met Gözen, Burak Erkasar, Doğan Akdağ and Ali Budak, who worked 
under him as chiefs of department; the head of trim works Sedat Gül 
and his deputy Vakur Öker; the head of infrastructure Kadir Ferahlı and 
his deputy Fikret Akova, and the precasting site chief Tevfik Şenlet. I was 
to work with all of these people on other jobs later.

A photograph of the talks which Ali Budak and I had with the workers in their camps after their 
refusal to work
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Household Move Allowance

Sometimes we would go shopping in Jeddah at the weekend. Once 
or twice we went to Mecca and Taif as well. In those days, people who 
stayed abroad for a certain length of time – I don’t remember how 
long – were entitled to a “household move allowance”. In this way it 
was possible to bring a load of household goods into Turkey duty-free. 
People generally brought in stereos, televisions, kitchen appliances, 
cameras and video cameras. On my various trips to Jeddah and Me-
dina, I bought one each of all of these goods myself. In March 1985, 
when I left the project, I took all of them back to Turkey with me by way 
of a household move. 

One of the items I bought was a Kenwood stereo. In order to try it out, 
we set it up in Selçuk Bosnalı’s home. I bought all the records of Cat 
Stevens, whom Nejad Ertürk and I had been big fans of at university. 
I had a habit of turning the volume up when I listened to his music. In 
the end, the neighbours got fed up of me listening to the same songs 
all over again, so I put the stereo in its wooden carrying boxes and 
took it to the depot. The artists I was to enjoy listening to most were 
the Beatles and Jim Croce, whom the older boys and girls used to 
listen to in our neighbourhood in the 1960s, the Emerson, Lake and 
Palmer band, Cat Stevens, Cem Karaca and Barış Manço in the 1970s, 
Supertramp, Nilüfer, Ferdi Özbeğen and Ümit Besen in the 1980s, Se-
zen Aksu, Candan Erçetin, Kayahan, Aretha Franklin, Emma Shaplin 
and Michael Jackson in the 1990s, Ebru Gündeş, Nil Karaibrahimgil, 
Jennifer Lopez and Kylie Minogue in the 2000s, and Sıla, Ferhat Göçer, 
Shakira and Adele in the 2010s.

Meanwhile, our projects had still not been approved. Neither the 
employer nor the management of the joint venture were able to take 
decisions or manage properly. The dues were getting less and less, and 



48

1985

things just weren’t moving any more. Every day, there were evening 
meetings in site manager Selçuk Bosnalı’s office. These would then carry 
on in his home. We could see no way out. There wasn’t much we could 
do except to share our concerns and try to find a solution.

At around that time, the top management at Kutlutaş became more 
aware of the situation and started to pay more frequent visits to the 
sites to assess it. They were the leaders and they were close to taking 
a decision. Meanwhile the project we were working on in Ras Lanuf in 
Libya was about to come to an end. They took the right decision and de-
cided to do away with the two-headed arrangement and the joint ven-
ture management and set up a stronger, single management structure, 
they brought in all their managers and group heads from Ras Lanuf and 
mixed them up with those of the existing people they fancied to create a 
new administration. I informed the Enka management that I didn’t want 
to be part of this set-up. My first site manager Öcal Ağabey became the 
project manager. Although he insisted on my staying, I didn’t want to, so 
I was transferred to the Line C project in Riyadh. Thus I left the project 
exactly one year after I had joined it.

The Medina project was one of my most important site experiences 
in terms of the lessons to be drawn from it, whether on account of its 
organisational structure or the problems we had implementing it. How-
ever large a project may be, there is nothing to be said for establishing 
an organisation with two heads. No such arrangements were made for 
any of the numerous joint ventures and projects I worked on after that, 
and they were all extremely successful and profitable. On the practical 
side, the biggest problem was that the project had been designed as a 
work of fine art completely made of concrete. The designer should have 
realised that there were details that couldn’t possibly be built to the re-
quired standard, while the managers should have sought to correct this 
right from the start. Another important take-away for me was never to 
commence work with contracts that force you to work with unapproved 
drawings. 
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During my final months in Medina, whenever Sungur Polat from the 
accounting department at headquarters, who used to come on site vis-
its, the deputy general director for personnel affairs Sinan Bora and my-
self got together in Selçuk Bosnalı’s house we’d talk at length about how 
these issues could be put right. Towards the end, Selçuk had started to 
have fits over the way things were going. With the new reorganisation, 
he also left, and returned to Istanbul and was made president of Pimaş.

On the Medina project, the timekeeping21 and hence the payroll22 
had started to be done by computer. The field groups, engineers, 
foremen and timekeepers did the clocking in and out. Then they were 
roughly checked by the group chiefs and sent to the personnel depart-
ment, where they would be entered into the computer by data opera-
tors. At the end of the month, a print-out would be made showing how 
many hours each employee had worked and this would be sent to the 
groups and distributed to the employees. After objections had been 
received within the period allowed and any necessary corrections had 
been made, the payrolls would be printed and the money paid into the 
accounts. The main problems with this process were incorrect timekeep-
ing, allocation of overtime to some workers when they had not actually 
performed it, failure to check the tallies, and delays in reaching the per-
sonnel department. In addition, up to half an hour could be lost during 
the morning and noon starting and break times.

After discussing these issues among ourselves, we set up a mobile 
timekeeping team. Each timekeeper had a scooter and was responsi-
ble for several teams working in the same vicinity. Some of them could 
clock in as many as 200 men. At starting and break times they would go 
around specially and identify anybody who started work late or began 
the break early. In cases of overtime or piecework, the engineers and 

21	 Timekeeping:	the	recording	of	the	time	worked	by	the	employees	on	an	hourly	or	
daily	basis.

22	 Payroll:	A	document	showing	the	employees’	monthly	earnings	and	deductions.	
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foremen had to give the timekeepers instructions in advance, such as 
“End two hours more overtime”. The timekeeper would report the times 
to the group chiefs and get their approval before entering them in the 
records. Then they would deliver them to the personnel department by 
the evening. The data would be inputted to the computer immediately 
the same evening. In the mornings, summary print-outs for each team 
would be distributed to the group chiefs or the other persons respon-
sible, to inform them and get their final confirmation. In this way, the 
management was provided with a report indicating the hours worked by 
each group together with the amount of production they had achieved, 
so that productivity could be monitored by the day. The system seemed 
a little strange at first but it was adopted eagerly as its benefits became 
apparent. With a few minor adjustments, the same system is still in force 
on all worksites.

Construction of Water Tanks, Riyadh, Saudi Arabia

In March 1985, after a two-week holiday in Turkey, I left Medina and 
took up my post as site manager on the Line C Water Tanks Project in 
Riyadh. The previous site manager Gürcay (Budak) had returned to Tur-
key for health reasons.

Our project manager, who was more experienced than us, was Okan 
Gözen. All his time was taken up with relations with the employer and 
with personnel affairs, accounting and procurements. After working for 
three or four months he resigned and left. In his place came Gültekin 
Ağabey, who was older and had settled down in Riyadh. He spoke Ar-
abic well and took care of relations with the Arabian employer and the 
local authorities throughout my time there.

The project consisted of the construction of six 50,000 cubic-me-
ter reinforced concrete water tanks, each 80 meters in diameter and 
twelve meters high, to be used for the storage of desalinated sea water 
transported by pipeline from Dammam to Riyadh prior to distribution. It 
required a total of 55,000 cubic-meters of concrete, 4,500 tons of con-
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struction steel and 125,000 square-meters of formwork or moulds. The 
pipeline, which was laid in a reinforced concrete culvert23, was directed 
to a valve house situated between two tanks by means of an inlet and 
cover right in the middle, from where it flowed to Riyadh under the force 
of gravity, requiring no pump. The base had a special seal, consisting 
of 15 centimeters of lean concrete covered by a layer of hot bitumen, 
and topped with a bitumen-based membrane. Then the wall and col-
umn footings would to be constructed on the reinforced concrete floor, 
poured in stages with a typical thickness of 40 centimeters, although 
this could reach up to one meter. Next would come the 60 centimeter 
thick, twelve meter high reinforced concrete outer walls and 80 centi-
meter diameter circular reinforced concrete columns, averaging one per 
50 square-meters. All of these would be topped with a 30 centimeter 
reinforced concrete mushroom slab. When I arrived on the site, all of 
the tanks had been excavated, and the lean concrete works for four of 
them were complete. The site was all neat and tidy and the locations for 
the offices, mechanical workshops and camps had all been chosen well 
and were within walking distance. All the temporary facilities had been 
constructed and were already in use. The access roads were very prac-
tical: they were nice and wide, stabilised and surfaced. The whole site 
had been surrounded with a wire fence and access was controlled, with 
entrance permitted via a single gate only. All the required equipment 
had arrived, and the concrete plant had been set up and put into oper-
ation. All the moulds had been brought to the site as well, although the 
manufacture of the panels had not yet begun.

We brought in Doğan (Akdağ), who had worked in the rough works 
team in Medina, as our field manager. We strengthened the few teams 
we had by employing Pakistani steel workers and form workers, who 
were available in the market at that time, and we started on the manu-
facture of the flooring steel and concrete and the wall panels.

23	 Culvert:	a	box	for	carrying	water	made	of	reinforced	concrete	walls	and	slabs.	
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A Knee Operation

A large number of friends whom I had worked with on the Hufuf project 
were now working on the Riyadh Water Distribution Project. From time to 
time I would meet up with them for meals and conversation. Sometimes 
we also played football.

In May 1985, we were playing football again one evening when I fell 
and tore a ligament in my knee. I stood up, but I couldn’t take a single 
step. Immediately they took me to the newly-opened King Fahd Univer-
sity Hospital. The next morning a Sudanese doctor came in followed by 
his students and examined me. After conducting the necessary tests, they 
decided to operate. Torn ligaments needed to be reconnected within 
three days, they said, or else they would retract and become impossible 
to reconnect.

The next day they operated on me. Although they said that the opera-
tion had gone well, I soon had a high temperature and a lot of pain in 
my foot. Antipyretics, antibiotics and painkillers would bring me round a 
bit, but then I would feel faint again. On the second day they performed 
another operation. My stitches had become infected, they said, so they 
had removed them and stitched me up afresh. I recovered after that, but 
I spent fifteen days in hospital. They had put all my leg in plaster from 
groin to toe. In time, the pain decreased, I started to walk with a crutch, 
and they discharged me.

As my leg didn’t ache any more, and I was able to walk with a crutch, I 
went straight back to work. A great deal of the credit for this must go to 
Satılmış, whom you will remember from the Hufuf site, for taking such 
good care of me.

After my leg came out of plaster I went to physiotherapy five days a week 
for a month. The reconnected ligaments improved and I began to walk 
without any problems. However, the crater which had formed because of 
all the scouring they did to clean the area around the infected stitches 
remained in place. Those who don’t know still ask me where that dent 
came from.  
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During my enforced absence from the site, the wall formwork panels 
had all been manufactured and much of the foundation block concrete 
had been poured. The first concrete had also been poured for the sys-
tem that Doğan and I had planned for the walls.

In this system, we reduced the flexibility of the wall and column re-
bar with extra hardware, fixed them together just above the excavation 
slope24. There would then be lowered into position by crane and secured 
on the wall, with the Peri forms already in place on one side, before clos-
ing the other side of the wall and pouring the concrete. This process 
both provided savings in labour, while also avoiding the dangers of us-
ing scaffolding. In addition, the steel fixers were able to fix the rebar for 
the wall independently of the moulds, meaning that they could get sev-
eral sections ready at once. This allowed us to pour at least two of these 
60 centimeter thick 6x12 meter side walls every day. As for the columns, 
which were cast using steel moulds, we could prepare and concrete at 
least five a day. The flooring soon ceased to be a critical issue and we 
surged ahead of schedule. Once the flooring was ready, we could start 
work on the walls and columns, and started to pour up to four walls and 
ten columns a day. In September, we started the cast in place pouring 
of the ceiling slabs using a PERI scaffold tower. We’d set up a practical 
scaffold that was fastened to the walls and columns. We would then po-
sition the PERI beams and install the ready-made panels, comprising 24 
centimeter PERI timber beams covered with plywood wrapped in plastic 
then fix the reinforcing steel in place and pour the concrete.

A special waterproof, hygienic coating made by the FEB Industri-
al Chemicals Company was applied to the walls and columns, and the 
flooring was covered with tiles using a waterproof adhesive supplied 
by the same firm. For the roof, compressed polystyrene panels were 
installed to provide heat insulation, and a vinyl membrane was used as 
a waterproof seal. A 20 centimeter layer of shingle was spread on top. 

24	 Excavation	slope:	The	excavation	is	sloped	to	prevent	landslides.		
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Construction of Water Tanks in Riyadh

All these works had begun in November and December, and were 
running ahead of schedule. By now, however, the Saudi administration, 
which had been paying our dues late due to budget difficulties, was 
hardly paying them at all. This same problem was being repeated across 
ten worksites in Saudi Arabia, and the projects started to face financing 
problems. Work was halted on some sites, but continued on a few oth-
ers, including ours. There was a general payments problem throughout 
the country. In spite of the shortage of money, we continued to carry out 
our work as well and as quickly as we could. Meanwhile, I had time to 
think more seriously about getting married.
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I Get Betrothed 

My brother had now got married as well as my sister and each of them had 
a son. I had two relationships at the time that I might be able to channel 
in the direction of marriage. But as we talked and corresponded, I soon 
realised that marriage would restrict my work on building sites. This was 
something I could not possibly countenance. My mother and father were 
constantly encouraging me to get married over the telephone.  “OK,” I 
said in the end, “You can find me a girl, but I have three conditions: she 
must travel to the worksites with me, she must speak English, and she 
must be very sociable. She must not want to work and make a career and 
earn money. If you can find such a candidate, I’ll think about it.”

Towards the end of December, I came to Turkey for the New Year. Mean-
while Zafer had gone off to the Hamitabat Natural Gas Power Plant con-
struction project as site manager, and Mehmet had become the Kuala 
Lumpur representative of Enka’s marketing company, and was in Malaysia. 
After arriving in Turkey I went to Zafer’s site to celebrate New Year togeth-
er. It was Enka’s most prestigious site at the time. The work they were 
doing on the cooling towers, turbine halls and switchyard* using a self-el-
evating tower crane and a special slipform and concreting system had 
made good headway. The previous day it had rained heavily. The place 
was covered in mud and they’d mobilised everybody to put things back 
in order. Zafer and I toured the site and I met and chatted to the people 
working on the site and in the office. Towards evening, we went over to 
Muhsin Gür’s office for the New Year party. We were a small group con-
sisting of Muhsin himself, Tahsin Kösem, who later became head of the 
power plants which we owned, and some other administrative staff. Zafer 
had very good relations with these people; they were like close friends. 
They all said how much they liked Zafer and how satisfied they were with 
their work. Five or six bottles of whisky were opened, starting with the 
cheapest and ending with the most expensive, and we talked about the 

*	 Switchyard:	the	station	at	the	exit	from	a	power	plant	where	the	voltage	is	
converted	to	the	required	level	for	transmission.
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works on the site, politics, women, Enka and the Turkish Electricity Board 
(TEK), as it was then known, until all of the bottles were empty. When it 
got to about 10 o’clock, the conversation started to be interrupted by 
telephone calls from the wives of Muhsin and the married engineers. 
We packed them off to their homes and continued the conversation as 
bachelors at a restaurant in town.  That’s how 1986 began.

I spent the night in Zafer’s home nearby. The next day, Zafer dropped me 
off in Istanbul and went on to see his parents in Gölcük. At dinner that 
evening, after much humming and hawing, my father managed to reveal 
that we would be going “viewing” on the evening of January the fourth, 
and told me not to make any other arrangements. Ilgaz Tanju, my fa-
ther’s schoolmate from Darüşşafaka, had recommended introducing me 
to the daughter of Raul Alasya, who had also been at the same school. 
They had already prepared the ground. I agreed to go: I thought that 
the time had come to get married, and in any case I had already given 
my family the green light.

On January 4th I visited Rauf Alasya and his family in their home, along 
with everybody who had been involved in the matter. But one very im-
portant thing was amiss. Since the daughter hadn’t been told about the 
situation in advance, she didn’t join us in the room where we were sit-
ting. Her mother and father went in and out to her room several times 
and somehow persuaded her to come in. So Candan came and made 
our acquaintance, but instead of sitting down right opposite me, she sat 
somewhere diagonally at the back. As far as I could tell when I shook her 
hand, she was wearing a black and blue sweater, grey trousers and black 
shoes. Her hair was curly and thick, but it didn’t look like it had been 
done by a hairdresser. She had pretty eyes that looked at you fondly. I 
was very impressed. I felt as if I had known her for a long time. Her moth-
er, Nedret Alasya, signalled to her with her eyes to come and sit among 
us, but she wasn’t having any of it. Her father had done some research 
on me and came up with some interesting questions and remarks. Most 
of the conversation was about me, my work and my expectations. I later 
learned that I had responded well to the questions and remarks, and 
been approved of. But as Candan didn’t join in and say much, I got the 
impression she wasn’t very interested.
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After that evening, I hesitated to call for a few days. I really wanted to 
call, but I was almost certain I would be rejected. Ilgaz Tanju’s wife Gülen 
came to my rescue and asked me why I didn’t call and ask her out.  I said 
that Candan didn’t seem very interested, and I didn’t want to put pres-
sure on her. She persuaded me that the reality was quite the opposite. 
On the afternoon of the following day I found myself picking Candan up 
from her home as we had agreed by telephone. We walked along the 
Bosporus a bit. Then we went to the Çin Çin Bar at the Tarabya Hotel. 
We ordered drinks and started to talk. We discussed our memories, our 
expectations, our friends and things like that. The time flew by so quickly 
that it was already late by the time we decided to go and have some 
dinner. We ate in a fish restaurant nearby, and then I took her home.

We had enjoyed each other’s company. For a week after that we spent 
all our time together from afternoon to midnight. Candan was later to 
say that she had been very impressed by my mature conversation, my 
ambition and my hard work, but above all that everything I said and did 
made her feel she could trust me.

One day when we went out again, Zafer came with us. In casual conver-
sation, I’d told him that I thought Candan and I would get married. He 
passed this on to Candan. Then, remembering that I hadn’t yet popped 
the question, he laughed out loud and said he’d better be off, and left 
us.

On the day when I made my proposal of marriage, we were at the Sher-
aton Hotel, in the bar on the terrace. She knew I was due to leave in 
three or four days’ time, so she asked me if I had any plans. “No, not 
really,” I said, “I’ll see you again whenever I’m over.” She was very upset. 
“Don’t you want to get married then?” she asked. I showed her the box 
of matches in my hand. “If it comes down on its end we’ll get married,” 
I said. Of course, it landed on its side. Half-crying, she went off to the 
Ladies’ room. When she came back, I gave her the rose in the vase on 
the table and proposed to marry her. She responded by kicking me un-
der the table.

On the evening of 15 January 1986, we visited the Alasyas with a large 
group of relatives. Including Candan’s family, there must have been al-



58

1986

A few days later I went back to Riyadh. The work was continuing, but 
more slowly now, as we had reduced the manpower. The financial situ-
ation had still not been solved. Building materials aside, the wages of 
the workers and managers were being paid four or five months late. We 
carried on gradually with the roof isolation, the ceramics and the valve 
houses – jobs for which we had materials in stock.

We went on like this in February and March, getting slower and slow-
er each week. By April, the materials had been used up. Moreover, a lot 
of people had left because we were paying the wages late. There wasn’t 
much we could do. We had been going to the central office in Riyadh 
every day to explain our difficulties. Now, in order to grab a share of any 
payment that was made, I started to go every day.

Before the payments problems began, we had made the most suit-
able offer and taken on the construction of one of the pumping stations 
on the line carrying water to our tanks. This station was to be built next 

most 30 people there. Candan asked everybody how they would like 
their coffee. I thought it would be impossible for her to remember them 
all. But she took the orders and went out of the room and came back 
again in no time. She just indicated to everybody which cup they should 
take from the tray. Everybody sipped their coffee contentedly and no-
body said anything like “This is too sweet; I wanted one without sugar.” 
She got mine right too. She still hasn’t told me how she managed it, but 
I can’t help thinking that everyone was being very tolerant.

My uncle asked for Candan’s hand using the time-honoured form of 
words, and Rauf Baba** replied, “All right. I have given her. It’s done. 
May Allah grant them happiness.” And so I entered a new phase of my 
life. 

**Baba: Turkish word for “father”.
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to our worksite. Enka had appointed Ergun Akçay as project manager 
and Ercan Uras as site manager. However, there was nothing for them to 
do except study their drawings and try to help us. 

I Get Engaged

Candan and I spoke on the phone once a week and exchanged letters. 
Since the work had slowed down, we decided to have our engagement 
in May. As I wasn’t in Istanbul, Candan had to do everything by herself. 
Together with her father and future father-in-law, she was very busy with 
relations between the families and preparations for the event. In late 
April I went back to Istanbul for the engagement. Everything had been 
organised, and the rooftop bar of the Intercontinental Hotel, which was 
then the Sheraton, had been reserved. There was to be a cocktail party 
for 150 invited guests from 17.00 to 21.00, during which our rings would 
be placed on our fingers.

All our best friends, relatives and elders were there. It was a lovely party. 
The ring ceremony was conducted by my “Uncle” Kemal (Kahraman), 
who was the father of my school friend Sami, and had had a hand in my 
starting work at Enka. My uncle later invited a small group of us out for a 
meal by the Bosporus, and the celebrations continued there.

After staying in Istanbul a few more days, I went back to Riyadh. In-
stead of becoming more regular, the payments became smaller and 
smaller as the days went by, and the situation deteriorated. We evacuat-
ed all the employees from the site except for a small number of essential 
staff. Meanwhile, rumours went round that the Brega city project in Libya 
was about to begin. Within a few weeks, I had been appointed head 
of infrastructure on the Brega project. I handed over my duties to the 
pumping station site manager and returned to Istanbul.
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Istanbul: Preparing for Marriage
Candan and I decided to have our wedding at the end of August. We 
didn’t want a big reception, so we agreed just to have the civil ceremony 
and a family dinner, and then to go on honeymoon abroad. We thought 
hard about whether to set up a home in Istanbul or not. Candan was to 
come to Brega to stay with me in the Autumn, and I reckoned that whene-
ver we came to Istanbul for a few weeks we could stay with our parents in 
turns. Candan, however, wanted us to have our own home here. My place 
in Suadiye was badly in need of repair, and was still under occupation by 
cats, so we eventually decided on the property which Candan’s father had 
given her in the Hukukçular Housing Estates in Acıbadem.

Construction of 2,666 Villas in Brega, Libya

In the middle of June, I travelled to Tripoli by Libyan Airlines and then 
on to Ras Lanuf – a seven-hour drive. The Ras Lanuf city project which we 
constructed in conjunction with Kutlutaş, had been completed, but the 
camp and worksite facilities were still in place. To begin with we stayed 
in this camp. We set up our temporary camp in Brega, two hours away 
from Ras Lanuf, going there every morning and coming back in the eve-
nings. While mobilisation manager Ali Kozan and engineers İsmail Yücel 
and Okan Gökçenlik worked to make the temporary camp, which was 
made of containers, liveable, I, our engineer colleague Cemil Güney, 
and Mehmet Halil Tuna, Mustafa Özer and Savaş Yalçın of the machinery 
team, busied ourselves with the transport, maintenance and repair of 
the excavation equipment.

The Brega New Town project had been designed by an American 
projects firm. Looked at from above, it was arranged like two links of 
a chain. The northern link was known as Area 1, the southern link as 
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Area 2 and the area in the middle where the two links connected as the 
central zone, which was where the social facilities – i.e., school, hospital 
and services – were to be found. The 2,666 villas of various sizes were 
equally distributed between the two areas. Eight million cubic-meters 
of excavation and filling works, 120,000 meters of pipe assembly and 
400,000 cubic-meters of canal excavation and filling works were to be 
carried out.

The northern area by the seaside, which I nicknamed Copacabana, 
began at a road 100 meters above sea level with a panoramic view of 
the sea. This section required a balance of earthworks, with two mil-
lion cubic- meters of excavations and a similar amount of filling. At the 
southernmost end of the other area there were mudstone ridges. Some 
of these lay partially within the borders of the project zone and required 
excavation. To the north of them, however, was a deep valley which 
called for substantial landfill works. In all, two million cubic- meters of 
filling was needed in this area versus one million cubic-meters of exca-
vations. Consequently, the parts of the mudstone ridges that lay outside 
the area were also being excavated to make good the deficit in landfill 
material.

I worked for days in the container office on the site studying the ex-
cavation and landfill areas and working out on the topographical map 
which excavation material should be transported where, in what places 
where excavation and landfill areas converged the excavation materials 
could be pushed directly into the fill by bulldozers without having to 
be transported, what roads – and what kinds of roads – needed to be 
constructed in the sandy areas, where the most productive use could be 
made of the two scrapers25 that were said to be on their way, and so on. 
Another top priority was determining where we could put the existing 
excavation equipment to work straight away, in those cases where it was 
in working order.

25	 Scrapers:	The	machinery	for	excavating	and	transporting	soil.



62

1986

Initially, two Caterpillar D8 bulldozers, two Kawasaki 85s, one Cater-
pillar 988 wheeled loader, eight Daf and four MAN 25-tonne dumper 
trucks, two Daf trucks fitted with 20-tonne water tanks and two Dynapac 
C-25 vibrating rollers began to arrive in Brega one after the other from 
the Ras Lanuf worksite and began to work. By mid-July we were doing 
3,000 cubic meters of excavation and filling works per day, and when we 
moved onto two shifts26 in August, we reached 10,000 cubic-meters a 
day, including short-distance excavation and landfill by bulldozer. In ad-
dition, two heavy-duty 35-tonne capacity German Kaeble earth-moving 
trucks, four Mercedes 6x6 25-tonne dumper trucks, two Caterpillar 625 
motorscrapers and one Caterpillar D9 bulldozer had been ordered and 
were set to arrive in batches by the end of the year.

As the worksite was still not fully established, we had no telephones. 
Even to speak with Ras Lanuf, we had to go the post office in Brega vil-
lage. It was the same for Istanbul of course. Since the same post office 
was also being used by employees of the Korean company working on 
the “Great Man-Made River” project, which was under construction at 
the time, there were always lines of at least ten people to use the phone. 
We had to queue up for an hour to make an international call and for ten 
minutes to make a domestic one. Moreover, the post office was half-an-
hour away from the worksite. We really couldn’t afford to spend an hour 
on the road and an hour in the line for the sake of a ten-minute conver-
sation. It suited us much better to make our calls when we went to the 
Ras Lanuf office on business. For this reason, we used to go to Ras Lanuf 
one evening a week, socialise a bit in the canteen, take a shower and get 
some sleep, and then make our phone calls and return to Brega – albeit 
a bit late – in the morning. 

26	 Shifts:	separate	working	hours	for	day	and	night	work,	so	that	the	work	can	be	
carried	out	continuously.



63

1986

Marriage

Our weekly telephone conversations with Candan were mainly about 
the purchase of the furniture we needed to move into the house in Acı-
badem, and our preparations for the wedding and the honeymoon trip. 
We had booked the date August 29th 1986 for the wedding, reserved 
three nights in Madrid and four nights in the Canary Islands through a 
travel agency, and purchased almost all the household furniture. Candan 
had established very good relations between the two families and was 
managing all the other business very well on her own. We decided to 
host dinner for 50 after the engagement at the Yasedur Restaurant in 
Nakkaştepe and only to invite family and very close friends.

A week before the wedding, after a drive of eight hours, I took a Libya 
Airlines flight from Tripoli to Istanbul. During that week we were to sort 
out the things that were still missing at home, buy a bridegroom’s suit 
or have one made, and complete all the preparations. The hardest job 
turned out to be choosing a suite of sofas and armchairs. We also had 
some difficulty with the furniture that had been ordered but not yet de-
livered. We chose and bought my bridegroom’s suit in a matter of one 
hour. Finally, we moved our personal belongings from our family homes. 
A day before the wedding, everything was in place.

The ceremony was in the afternoon at five o’clock. I got up early in the 
morning and went to a Turkish bath in Hasanpaşa with my brother Urçun 
and my brother-in-law Mert. After the traditional bridegroom’s bath, sc-
rubbing and soaping, I had an accident shaving my armpits and cut my 
right armpit badly. I did not give much thought to it and went on to Tak-
sim for the bridegroom’s haircut and shave. I went home around noon 
and got into my bridegroom’s suit. I picked up Candan from her family 
home in Çiftehavuzlar and together we went to a studio in Fenerbahçe 
to have photographs taken. Candan was a beautiful bride and the wed-
ding dress became her very much. I remember that when I went to their 
place to pick her up, her older brother Şevket said to me, “You do realise 
what a beautiful girl you’re marrying, don’t you?” Around three p.m. we 
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were back at the house in Çiftehavuzlar. However, because my mother 
had insisted that once a bride has left the family home, she should not 
go back before the wedding, we waited in the car until the time for the 
event. We chatted with my brother Urçun and Candan’s sister Handan. 
We had a few glasses of whisky to calm us down. When I got hot in the 
car and took off my tuxedo jacket, we noticed that my shirt was red with 
blood at the armpit. As it was a very beautiful silk shirt, I did not want 
to give it up and did not change into something else. We tightened the 
bandage so that there would be no more bleeding and no marks on my 
jacket and then I put my white shirt with the red armpit back on again.

Around half past four, we arrived at the Kadıköy Registry Office in Cad-
debostan. They took us into a room inside, where we waited until the 
time of the wedding. Almost all of the people invited had turned up and 
we took our vows in a rather crowded room. As it was the last ceremony 
of the day, we had more than enough time for congratulations and pho-
tos afterwards. Those we had forgotten to invite to dinner, we invited 
on the spot. We went to our new home before moving on the Yasedur 
Restaurant, where I took Candan up in my arms before crossing the th-
reshold. I was a married man now.

The dinner was very pleasant and there was music and dancing. When I 
took my jacket off, people made fun of me, saying “He’s crying his heart 
out because he’s married now; that’s why there’s blood on his shirt.” 

We flew to Madrid the next day for our honeymoon. At first, they told 
us we wouldn’t be able to take our flight, because there was a mix-up 
with the reservation. Then they gave us seats in first class. I still wonder 
whether this was all a kind gesture for the newly-weds. During the time 
we spent in Madrid we walked a lot, sat at cafés to take in the ambience 
and the passers-by, and visited historical sites. We ate at various restau-
rants in the evenings. It was there that I travelled by underground train 
for the first time. 

We then flew to Tenerife, one of the Canary Islands. We stayed at a 
four-star hotel to the south east of the island. It was a large hotel with 
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fifteen storeys. It was not next to the beach, but as the ocean was very 
cold, the pools were preferable anyway. The tourists there were mainly 
British. We spent the mornings at the pool and sunbathing and the af-
ternoons touring the island in our rented Fiat Panda. Santa Cruz was the 
largest settlement on the island and we went there several times to buy 
souvenirs and take a look around. On our way back from our first trip 
to Santa Cruz, we took a wrong turning, and instead of arriving back at 
the hotel in half an hour, we spent a full five hours getting there, touring 
the entire island up hill and down valley. It rained and became misty, 
and we met no one whom we could ask for directions. For the first time, 
Candan made the acquaintance of a nervous Gökhan, and she was very 
surprised. We went to bed that night without even having dinner. When 
we woke up the next morning, we had a tiny guest in our room. Despite 
being in on the seventh floor, we saw a mouse behind the curtains. We 
went down to reception immediately and asked them to change our 
room. It turned out they were experienced in this matter. They asked 
us whether there was any food in the room. When we replied, “No, but 
don’t you serve room service?”, they responded with “We do, but some 
customers keep food like cheese and salami in their rooms, which attract 
the mice.” Candan was quite upset when she realised that it was normal 
to see mice. They promised that nothing of the sort would happen in the 
new room they were going to put us in. We changed rooms. Candan was 
uncomfortable at first, but in the evening she got drunk on gin menthas 
and slept for a while in the bathtub and completely forgot about the 
mouse. We did not have any other encounters with mice during the rest 
of our stay. We ate delicious food at nice restaurants, stopped to take in 
the beautiful ocean views as we toured around, got chilly having sandwi-
ches and coffee in mountain-top coffeehouses, got roasted in the sun 
and cooled off in the pool during the day and generally had an excellent 
honeymoon.

On our way back we flew to Istanbul via Madrid. After whiling away a 
few days there, I went back to work in Brega in the second half of Sep-
tember. 
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As much work as I had expected had been done in my absence. 
Cemil Güney, a fellow engineer had carried out a lot of excavation and 
filling in Area 1 and had made the zone almost ready for the laying of 
concrete foundation. We took care of the remaining work, excavating 
the roads down to the subbase level and surfacing them with 15-20 
centimeters of clay stone extracted from Area 2. While the foundations 
team worked on excavating the building sites to subbase level, we start-
ed on the construction of what we called “infrastructure 1” – i.e., the 
construction of the waste water, rain water and high voltage power dis-
tribution lines and storm drains, so that we wouldn’t have problems with 
the deep digs once the concrete work began. We worked day and night 
to finish the job quickly and get it out of the way.  The concrete pipes for 
the rainwater and the PVC pipes for the waste water and power duct-
banks27 which we had ordered had begun to arrive, and we had enough 
in hand to complete this area. The order of work was from the deepest 
to the shallowest. Along the main roads, we first laid the electrical cable 
ducts, which were at the deepest level, then the waste water drainage 
and finally the rainwater lines. Along the side roads, the electrical and 
telephone ducts were closer to the surface and fell under “infrastructure 
2”, which encompassed the more superficial networks, so we first laid 
the waste water pipes and then the rainwater lines. 

The sanitation lines were the easiest in terms of workmanship. We 
built the lines out of 150-200 milimeter swaged28 PVC pipes and laid the 
manholes, which we poured at the precast site, on top of one another to 
reach the necessary level. First, a trench was excavated and then a sand 
bed was laid at the appropriate inclination, upon which the PVC pipes 
were laid by hand. To test for leaks, two layers of 15 centimeter fill was 
laid in the trench and compacted, and the pipes were filled with water 

27	 Duct	bank:	Rectangular	strips	formed	by	the	concrete	casing	of	PVC	pipes	through	
which	cable	pass.	

28	 Swaged:	The	widened	end	of	pipes	to	allow	them	to	be	fitted	together	with	joints	
without leakage.
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for testing. Meanwhile, we placed the forms, fixed the steel and cast the 
concrete for the foundation of precast pieces,, which were arranged for 
grade and pipe entries. Once the foundation was complete, the man-
holes were completed with the placing of precast elements consisting of 
large rings, pear-shaped rings and small rings. As we had already identi-
fied and tabulated the numbers of each type of ring that would be need-
ed at each numbered manhole based on the drawings, the precast team 
left the right number of rings by each manhole. The assembly teams laid 
the large rings first, the pear-shaped rings second and the small rings 
last. We finished our work in the field by filling in the entire trench in 15 
centimeter layers around the manholes and over the two layers that had 
been laid for leak testing.

The concrete pipes we used for the rainwater lines were shipped in 
from Italy. We had made wooden chocks to be placed on trailer bodies 
that would secure the pipes during their transfer from the port to the 
construction site. This transport system didn’t cause any problems, but 
a significant amount of breakages and cracks occurred during the sea 
transport and unloading. As the employer was very conscientious, we 
were at first only allowed to use the pipes we had in storage with no 
cracks or breakages, but later, they allowed us to lay pipes that had 
been broken or cracked and that had been repaired, but only in low-risk 
areas. Eventually, we were allowed to repair most of the pipes, once 
the employer was satisfied with the quality of those we had mended 
using a special sika material. We would repair the pipes and get them 
ready, and then a Libyan engineer called Musa came and checked each 
part, marking those that he deemed suitable with a felt-tipped pen. He 
insisted that the pipes should be laid with the marked side upwards and 
personally went around the site checking whether the pipes laid were 
those he had approved.

We cast the rainwater manholes29 on site. The shortest were 1-2 me-
ters deep, and as they needed to be placed where the asphalt joined 

29	 Manhole:	Well,	descent/control	hole,	storm	drain.
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the pavement, both the location and height were critical. Measurements 
were taken before the mould was put in place and it was checked twice 
before and after pouring the concrete.

Once the trenches were excavated, the grading and sand bedding 
was done by hand, just like with the sanitation trenches, but this time 
concrete pipes were laid. As the concrete pipes - even the 200 milime-
ter ones – were heavy, they were craned into place. To ensure that the 
pipes were fully bedded on the sand bed, a hole was dug under the 
swaged end of the pipe. Then, using special mountings, the other pipe 
was pushed into the swage. The system we had established was very 
practical and easy to apply. We were doing high quality work quickly, 
and earning the appreciation of the employer. Once the pipes were laid, 
moulds were put in place, the steel was fixed and the storm drains, 
known as catchment pools, were poured. This was done to critical mea-
surements with regards to grade and location. Finally, we laid the pre-
viously dug out sand bed in 15 centimeter layers by hand, as with the 
sanitation lines. We dampened the sand, and upon reaching the desired 
water content, we compacted it using small motor compactors30. Natu-
rally, we used saltwater, whether drawn from the sea or from the caisson 
wells we had dug, but the sand we used needed to be low in salinity. 
Successful experiments were run showing that the amount of saltwater 
we had used would not be a problem in the long run. We also ran a com-
paction test for each 15 centimeter layer we compacted, but only after 
laying two levels individually and compacting them. As we were working 
along a very long trench that was split into parts, it did not interfere with 
the workflow. The storm drains were finished later, and the backfilling 
around them was completed later by the same teams.

The lines that were expected to carry large amounts of rainwater 
were designed with 2x2 meter square and 3x2 meter and 4x2 meter 
rectangular concrete culverts. After laying the sand bed, we poured in 

30	 Compactor:	A	motorised	vibrating	plate	used	in	compacting	activities.
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the lean concrete and concrete flooring. Then we used planks laid on 
edge instead of the vertical wooden girders in the PERI wall formwork 
system, and T profiles made by joining up 100 milimeter braces31 which 
we had made in the steel workshop instead of the horizontal steel gird-
ers. Building the inner wall moulds as inverse L’s, we placed a narrow 
pane between them, and supported it with pipe columns before pour-
ing in the concrete for the walls and flooring together, which was very 
practical. We built the culverts rapidly, pouring concrete in 10-12 meter 
anos32 every three days.    

The weak flow and electricity lines were run in rectangular PVC distri-
bution ducts containing a sufficient number and size of cables to transmit 
the required current. Some spare lines were also run, which were then 
covered in concrete and referred to as duct banks. The excavation and 
sand banking works were carried out the same as before. After laying 
the bed, ten centimeters of lean concrete was poured. When construct-
ing the mould for the lean concrete, we included a channel to accom-
modate the duct bank. Using the dent channel and the plastic panels as 
a template, we kept the mould along the correct line, level and plumb.

Some of the lines contained multiple PVC pipes – 2, 4, 6, 8, 10 or 12 
of them, for example. The plastic panels used as templates were placed 
every three meters, then the formwork was set up and red concrete, 
including a red colouring agent, was poured to protect the pipes. The 
power line manholes were in the shape of large rectangular prisms. After 
pouring the lean concrete, we brought in and assembled the concrete 
panels made at the precast site with the swaged PVC pipes in place, 
leaving the connecting rods for the lower flooring and corner columns 
exposed. Then, we site-cast the flooring and columns on four sides. The 
ceiling was also precast and was dropped into place after sufficient cur-
ing time.

31	 Brace:	Steel	profiles	in	the	shape	of	an	“L”.
32 Ano: Block.
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The shape of the weak current electrical manholes was unusual. They 
were 4-6 meters in height and resembled rectangles with equilateral 
trapezoids on the shorter sides. I had special steel moulds made for 
these at the steel workshop. First, we positioned the inner moulds, then 
we positioned the swage to permit the precise positioning of the PVC 
pipes, making sure that they couldn’t move. After the reinforcing steel 
was fixed, we put the outer mould in place and poured the concrete. 
While pouring the concrete with this system, we took great care to avoid 
any gaps and obtain a smooth concrete surface. We proved to be very 
successful.    

We produced individual diagrams for each of the intersection points 
of the lines, numbered them and distributed them to the field engi-
neers. They worked on whichever line ran the deepest in their zone first, 
and when they reached the fill level, they moved on to the one above, 
working their way up to the top line.

Once we had finished the deep lines on a street, the foundation 
teams would move right in to lay the building foundations. After the util-
ities were put in place, the inner foundation filling was carried out, the 

Construction of Brega New Town
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flooring was poured, and the concrete for the floors was poured using 
tunnel forms.

Candan Moves into Her First Construction Site 

Towards the end of October, Candan came to Libya. As Libya at the time 
was a very deprived country, I told her to bring a TV, a hi-fi and various 
other things we’d need to lead a civilised life. These things gave us a lot 
of trouble at the airport! Having overcome the hurdles at the airport, we 
set out only to be stopped at a police checkpoint near Sirte and asked 
to open our luggage. Among the items Candan had brought were some 
cans of wax shaped like grenades. They took us into custody at the po-
lice station. We tried to tell them what the cans contained with the aid 
of what little Arabic our driver spoke. However, we had to wait for four 
hours at the police station until a soldier came and confirmed it. They let 
us go in the end but confiscated the wax just in case. By the time we got 
to Ras Lanuf, it was early in the morning.

As the construction of the camp at Brega was not yet complete, we set-
tled into a house in Ras Lanuf in a worksite camp that had been built pre-
viously and was undergoing maintenance. We were working all through 
the weekends, so I would spend a couple of nights a week in Ras Lanuf, 
setting out early in the morning to get to work in Brega. Since there 
were four or five other families staying in Ras Lanuf, Candan was not left 
completely on her own. This was good for her, but I found it tiring. The 
house we stayed in had not been occupied for a while, and cockroaches 
had invaded the plumbing and proved difficult to get rid of. However, 
Candan and the camp manager managed to solve the problems after 
a few days of intensive effort. Meanwhile, I hunted down a lot of cock-
roaches, slipper in hand.

In mid-December, we moved to the Brega camp. Although it was still not 
finished, it was adequate for us to settle into. We were the only people 
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living at the camp. We had to settle into a newly constructed building 
and keep house. Candan worked hard to overcome her first challenge 
as a housewife. In a few weeks, she and the teams nearby had put the 
house in order. Meanwhile, a few more families arrived and made friends 
with Candan and provided her with support. I would always come home 
late at night. After dinner, when I went out to check on the nightshift, 
Candan used to come with me, sit in the car, eat sunflower seeds, listen 
to a cassette and watch the machines at work. Once a week, towards 
noon, I took her to the town post office to make phone calls. We put 
down the number we wanted to call and waited for our turn among a 
crowd of people, including both colleagues from our own worksite and 
Koreans from the Great Man-Made River project. There were times that 
we got to make our call and there were times when we didn’t. When we 
got back in the evenings, Candan would imitate the Koreans and make 
me laugh out loud. Our television, which was attached to a ramshackle 
antenna, always received Libyan channels and sometimes Italian chan-
nels. Because the programmes were better, Candan watched the Italian 
channels whenever she got the chance. Of course, her favourites were 
the entertainment shows that did not require much knowledge of the 
language. Within a few months, the number of families staying at the 
camp had increased considerably. A clubhouse had been built too. Be-
sides visiting each other at home, the women began to get together at 
the clubhouse, hold parties for women and play cards.   

Work on the superstructure concrete started gathering pace towards 
the end of March. In May we convinced Zafer, who had begun his own 
contracting business with support from Sinan Tara, to take over this 
work. Because we were good friends, we turned a blind eye to the few 
minor problems that arose, and the work of the infrastructure and super-
structure groups went ahead very smoothly and compatibly.
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Following the tunnel concrete, the concrete for the garden founda-
tions and walls was poured and then the trimming work teams went in 
to do the alum, roof isolation, brick walls and plastering, followed by the 
mechanical and electricity groups for the internal utilities. 

As the number of teams and disciplines33 increased, we began to hold 
coordination meetings in the evenings. These meetings were attended 
by me as the Head of Infrastructure, Head of Superstructure Zafer Gür, 
Head of Architectural Works Turgut Manguoğlu, Head of Mechanical 
Works Nazım Beyazgül, Head of Electrical Works Türker Serter, Precast 
Site Manager Tevfik Şenlet, Head of the Machinery Group Mehmet Halil 
Tuna, Head of Procurement Ümit Sırdaş, Head of Administrative Affairs 
Kenan Demir, Field Manager Karhan İlercil and Project Manager Öcal 
Özpınar. Before leaving for health reasons and being replaced by Öcal 
Özpınar, Saffettin Sile had acted as project manager for a year. At the 
end of the workday, until the night shift began, we first held meetings 
with our own groups for about an hour and then held the general co-
ordination meeting. These meetings generally dealt with the sharing of 
machinery, problems in the zones where the groups were working at the 
time, the concrete programme, and orders for materials and logistics. 
Consequently, they were quite tense: voices would be raised and angry 
arguments sometimes ensued.

Although production in the concrete programmes was adequate, 
small mishaps and the amount of time needed for pouring meant that 
the transmixers were shared out according to a daily schedule. The su-
perstructure group had first call on concrete leaving the plant due to 
their needs to cycle formwork, the large amounts of concrete they used 
and the length of time their work took. The other groups were able 
to complete their daily programmes using the transmixers assigned to 
them, but they experienced short delays. Matters like problems with 

33	 Disciplines:	Groups	such	as	architectural,	electrical,	mechanical	and	rough	
construction	groups	which	undertake	their	own	items	of	work.
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workers and the distribution of the new workers among the groups 
were the least of our worries, but making phone calls for materials that 
had been ordered but not delivered, and finding interim solutions for 
such situations, could be time-consuming. The most heated debates 
concerned the distribution of machinery. The method which we were 
used to, and satisfied with, was to assign each piece of machinery to 
the group that needed to use it the most, and to have the other groups 
request the item from the group to which it had been assigned when 
they needed it, while equipment for general use was distributed by the 
field manager. This method was relatively unproblematic. However, at 
this worksite, an organisational error had been made, and by order of 
Project Coordinator Faruk Keskinel and Project Manager Saffettin Sile, 
all machinery had been put under the direction and administration of 
the machinery group. As the machinery group followed its own priorities 
during the maintenance, repair, distribution and delivery of the machin-
ery, significant problems arose and frequently re-occurred. The requests 
of groups which were expected to produce and generate dues were 
side-lined for the sake of the requirements of a support group, and re-
pair and maintenance work took priority over using the machinery to its 
full productive potential. Even under circumstances when the workshop 
could only service two machines at a time, many more would be parked 
there waiting for maintenance. As they did not plan the repair periods 
well, the length of time which items machinery spent at the workshop 
grew longer and decisions were often taken arbitrarily. Normally, if a 
piece of machinery needs to be repaired between the times when it is 
in use, it should be taken in for maintenance during those hours in line 
with the requests of the production group. However, under the priori-
ties of the machinery group, a piece of machinery might be taken in for 
maintenance, and then it might not be possible for the schedule initially 
given for repairs and the replacement of parts to be kept, or there might 
be delays because other work was being done at the same time, and 
our work in the field suffered a great deal as a result. In addition, we 
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Gökcan is on His Way
One holiday morning in June 1987, running a test with a device Candan 
had brought with her, we found out that she was pregnant. When we 
went down to the beach, we shared the good news with our friends and 
celebrated with pastries and Coca Cola. We confirmed the news by me-
ans of another test conducted at the Ras Lanuf Hospital, which had been 
built by us and was the best hospital in the area at the time. 

In the evenings, all we talked about was our baby. I was just as excited 
as Canan about it. By this time, we were able to make international pho-

were issued strange instructions for use, such as “Trucks are to be driven 
in first gear at all times and may not exceed such-and-such an RPM”. I 
fought long and hard to have this scheme of things changed and finally 
achieved some success. My machinery was now under my control, and 
repair and maintenance was carried out when and by what time I want-
ed, provided this was convenient for the machinery group as well. We 
determined the instructions for the use of machinery in keeping with the 
general user’s manual. All in all, the meetings reduced the time spent 
on programming greatly. The head of a group which needed a piece of 
machinery could talk to the head of the production group to which the 
machine was assigned and sort the matter out within the day without 
any meddling from the head of a support group.

As the weather was getting warmer, the women had started going 
to a nearby beach to bathe towards noon. Due to the heat, the mid-
day break was increased to two hours. We would sometimes go and 
join them, spend some time in the sea and then go home to sleep for a 
bit. A very amicable atmosphere had formed in the group. Candan still 
keeps in touch with her friends from those days and they still meet up in 
Istanbul from time to time.
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ne calls from the room of the project manager. So on the next suitable 
evening we phoned Istanbul and shared our happiness with our families. 
“You were born far away from civilisation too”, my mother remarked. So 
that night Canan and I talked about my childhood and youth, based on 
what I had been told and how much I could remember.

I was born in Göle, which was then a district of Kars. After graduating 
from the Faculty of Forestry, my father had been posted there as a regi-
onal supervisor. He went there with my mother, whom he had married 
during his last year at university. Their first son, Sina, died at the age of 
a few months due to an intestinal knot. Two years later, my elder sister 
Nazan was born. Three years after that, on a snowy day in late October 
– the start of winter in Göle - I was born in the modest lodgings of the 
regional supervisor with the aid of Beyhan, the midwife for all my siblin-
gs. When I was born, I was nearly purple all over, for unknown reasons, 
and I wasn’t breathing. Midwife Beyhan revived me by dipping me in 
warm and icy water alternately. Later, some of my father’s doctor friends 
in Istanbul told him that this must have been due to the brittle bone di-
sease, the effects of which I still suffer from time to time. They told him 
that my soft breastbone had collapsed due to the pressure of birth and 
constricted my lungs, making me unable to breathe and causing me to 
turn purple. We should be thankful that my lungs had started working 
again without being damaged, they added. My bones started breaking 
as early as the age of two, when I broke my right shinbone. I vaguely re-
member that this happened when I fell down while jumping from a chair 
to the bed. Apart from this incident, all I remember of Göle are the smell 
of cheese from the dairies and the fear of accidents on the narrow road 
that wound its way from Göle to Kars amid steep ravines. 

Later, my brother Urçun was born and my father was assigned to the 
Hendek district of Sakarya. A few months later he was re-assigned to 
Bolu. We stayed in Bolu for three years. From Bolu I can remember the 
green scenery, the summer holidays we spent camping in Abant and Ak-
çakoca, falling over and breaking my arm while rafting with friends, then 
breaking my other arm when my father grabbed me by it and pulled me 
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a bit vigorously, starting primary school in tears at a pilot school that was 
the first of its kind in Turkey, and of course my teacher Nejla.

At the end of first grade, our teacher told the class that while all of our 
report cards would be marked “Excellent”, only those written in blue ink 
were actually “Excellent” and would have a ribbon, while those marked 
in green were “Good” and those in red were “Satisfactory”. The latter 
two would not have ribbons. My report card grades were all “Excellent”, 
but were written in green. This meant I had completed the year with the 
overall mark “Good”. I remember being upset. When I left and went to 
my sister’s classroom, they were just getting their report cards. I did not 
want to show my sister my report card, as though the whole class could 
guess that I had only passed the year with “Good”. As I was doing ever-
ything I could to avoid showing the report card to my sister, her teacher 
said, “Perhaps you could show it to me then”. I didn’t want to at first, 
but the teacher asked again, more sternly, and I had no choice but to 
comply. When she saw the “Excellent” marks written in green, she said, 
“So they haven’t given you a ribbon? Is that why you’re crying?” and she 
attached a ribbon to my report card, thereby making my pass mark “Ex-
cellent”. I went home quietly with my sister. My mother and father were 
very pleased and kissed me, but I couldn’t help telling them the truth. 
My mother said that telling the truth was the greatest achievement of all. 
She removed the ribbon from the report card and pinned it to my chest. 
When I was about to start second grade, we moved to the Araç district 
of Kastamonu, where my father had just been posted. There I was regis-
tered as a pupil in the Central Primary School. Our teacher Ahmet was a 
harsh man and would beat students who angered him, within the limits 
of what was considered normal back then. The first thing he did in the 
morning was to check whether our nails had been clipped and whether 
we had the compulsory handkerchief, comb and mirror with us. If any-
body had long or dirty nails, or did not have all the required items with 
them, he would hit them behind the knees with the edge of a ruler se-
veral times. It didn’t happen to me, but those who got hit with the ruler 
would cry out in pain. That year I was joint first in class with a girl named 
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Ayşe, but because she was a girl, she got the Nacar watch that was gi-
ven as the prize. Naturally, I was quite upset. Although I ran around a lot 
and played a lot of football in Araç, I didn’t break any more bones. My 
other memories of Araç are the delicious bread baked in the cafeteria of 
the Forest Protection Officer School, the sisters Gülseren and Gülderen 
with whom we were great friends, and my friends Mahmut and Feryal. 
Between you and me, those girls could play football very well back then. 

At the beginning of the summer holiday we moved to the Kızılcahamam 
district of Ankara. My father registered me at the Kazım Karabekir Pri-
mary School. Muzaffer, my first teacher there, taught us for two years and 
then he retired. In fifth grade we had a women teacher, Nezahat. I was 
always a good student and top of my class. The day I finished primary 
school and got my report card, I fell over playing dodgeball with some 
friends and broke my right shinbone. They brought in a bonesetter from 
the nearby district of Çamlıdere. After setting the broken bone – with me 
crying out in pain – he strapped my foot in place with wooden splints 
and plastered them over with cotton cloth dipped in eggs. However, he 
bound my foot too tightly and it ached. When we called the bonesetter 
again, it turned out that the pain was not due to the broken bone, but 
to a wound in my heel, which was being crushed by the wooden splint. 
The broken bone healed in a month, but the wound in my heel left me 
with a callus to remind me of the occasion. I can also recall the River 
Kirmir, where we fished and swam in the summer, picnics at the Soğuksu 
National Park, the Çamkoru scout camp, the poor thermal spring on the 
road to the Güven district, which my friends and I walked 15 kilometers 
to visit, the Soğuksu thermal springs to which my father took us, and my 
first visit to Ankara, where I had the great pleasure of watching an inter-
national soccer game between Turkey and Ireland.

As frequent new assignments are the lot of civil servants, we moved on 
from Kızılcahamam to Balıkesir. We arrived there at the end of the sum-
mer. I started middle school at the Balıkesir Lycée, which later became 
a science high school. There I broke my elbow three times for various 
reasons. However, once I had gone through puberty and started high 



79

1987

The infrastructure work at Brega was now in full swing. All the ac-
tivities, apart from the roads and the shallow distribution lines which 
we called “infrastructure 2”, were progressing ahead of schedule. As at 
the Medina project, the concrete for the villas was being poured using 
tunnel formwork. However, on this project, the external facade walls – 
which we left unfinished for now, in order to be able to remove the tun-
nel formwork – were to be precast. The concrete for the garden walls, 
the garden fills, the internal mechanical and electrical works, the brick 
walls and the mortar, alum and roof isolation works, which we referred to 
as the “rougher trimming works”, proceeded one after another. A tow-
er crane with special pallets had been purchased to lower the precast 
panels into place. This crane had no difficulty assembling the panels, 
weighing ten tonnes apiece, from a height of 45-50 meters. Cranes were 
at work all over the site and made a nice view from afar. However, this 
particular crane was like a rare flower and we loved it like no other. 

school, I stopped breaking my bones. I played volleyball for the school 
team for three years and football for amateur teams. The thought that 
I had returned to normal made me happy, as it does even now. I have 
never broken a bone since then – only a snapped tendon in Saudi Ara-
bia. I always feared that my children might inherit the illness, and I am 
so happy that neither my son nor my daughter has it: their mother’s 
sounder genes prevailed. I knew that weak bones would become a gre-
ater problem as I got older, so after I turned 50 I sought treatment from 
doctors in Istanbul and the USA. I still take medication, but my doctor 
in the USA guarantees that I won’t have any problems before I reach 90!

Listening to all this, Candan did not let on, but later she confessed that 
she had thought about the difficulties ahead if the children turned out 
to have brittle bones like I did. This may explain why she was lukewarm 
towards the idea of a second child for a while.        
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Trip to Rome

In August 1987 I went on leave. We decided to go to Turkey via Rome 
with Alitalia. This way, we got to spend a week in Rome. The denim 
dress Candan wore to conceal her slightly protruding belly looked very 
well on her, despite being too large. Her face glowed, she had put on 
weight and she had become even more beautiful. For this reason, her 
friends said she would give birth to a boy. We tended to go for blue 
items in the baby shopping we did in Rome. We also spotted a Chico 
buggy which we really liked, and bought it.

When we arrived at the hotel where we had made a reservation in Rome, 
it turned out that our second-floor room had windows opening straight 
out onto a street. It was a neighbourhood with steep slopes, and the 
second floor from the entrance at the front corresponded to street level 
at the back. It was a busy street, so it was noisy, and there was a risk of 
burglary. Candan was frightened and the next day we moved to another 
hotel. The week passed quickly visiting the historical remains in Rome, 
watching the Trevi Fountain and shopping. One morning, when I had 
just woken up, and was still in bed and lying on my right ear and talking 
to Candan, I realised that I could hardly hear what she was saying. That 
was when my hearing problem first began, or at least when I first no-
ticed it, at the age of 31. 

In Istanbul, I was examined by Dr Nermin Başarer. She told me that the 
hearing loss was a result of the calcification of the middle ear, that this 
always happened to people with brittle bones like me, and that I would 
soon start to experience the same problem in my other ear. She said 
that the treatment would consist of replacing the dysfunctional bone 
with a Teflon prosthesis, and that there would be no harm in doing it in 
a couple of years’ time. 

After spending a week talking with our families about the baby on the 
way, I returned to Brega. Candan stayed in Istanbul for a bit longer.  
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In order to avoid any problems in implementation, I focused on the 
drawings for the “infrastructure 2” lines and on how to handle the inter-
face points. My team included competent, hardworking engineers such 
as Tamer Perk, Özbek Yavuz, Aydın Dinç, Cemil Güney, Azmi Akal and 
Zeki Tandoğdu, which allowed me to spend more time on office work. 
Although the excavation work was being done by machine, the truck 
marshals34 and the workers tasked with breaking down rocks into pieces 
smaller than 15 centimeters in length using sledgehammers – whom 
some colleagues referred to as “the convicts” – succeeded in raising the 
man-hours per cubic meter to 0.1. In the filling of the trenches, which we 
did almost entirely by hand, the rate rose to 0.3-0.4 hours per cubic me-
ter. It took us 0.15 hours to lay a meter of PVC pipe and 0.5-1.5 hours for 
a meter of concrete pipe. The ducts were laid in 1.6-4 hours, depending 
on the number of pipes they contained. When I compared these figures 
to the California Bay times, which the Americans call “bay hours”, I was 
pleased to find that they were quite good. Meanwhile we worked out 
that transporting filling materials over sand and soft limestone ground 
was best done by bulldozer for distances up to 100 meters, by scraper 
for distances between 100 and 1500 meters, and by off-road trucks for 
distances longer than that. Using medium-sized Komatsu PC 200 and 
Hitachi UH 121 excavators, we could dig trenches 180-200 meters in 
length and 3-4 meters in depth or 100 meters in length and 5-6 meters 
in depth in one shift. The telephone line manholes took 16-18 man-
hours per cubic-meter, the precast concrete 25-30 main-hours per cu-
bic-meter and the concrete culverts 13-15 man-hours per cubic-meter. 
At that time, all of our workers were Turkish. 

In December 1987, rumours began to circulate that I would be mov-
ing on to the Bekhme Dam worksite in Iraq. When I travelled to Istanbul 
for the birth of my son in late January, Iraq Projects Director Cahit İleri 
called me in for a meeting and confirmed the rumours, and I was posted 
to the Bekhme Dam Project in Iraq. 

34	 Truck	marshals:	People	giving	directions	to	the	trucks	on	the	worksite	and	tipping	
areas.
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Gökcan is Born

At 17.50 hours on the 13th of February 1988, the same day as my father, 
my son Gökcan was born. He was 55 centimeters in length, weighed 3.5 
kilograms and had very large feet. At the hospital, we celebrated the 
birth of my son with a toast of Ankara brand domestic whisky because 
that was all Zafer, who was also on leave, could find. As we did not like it 
very much, no one touched it for years and in 1991, when Zafer’s daugh-
ter was born, we celebrated with the same bottle. 

In the last week of February, I travelled to Libya via Germany to hand 
over my work in Brega and to pack our things. I got a second opinion 
about my ears from a doctor in Frankfurt. He produced the same diag-
nosis and advised me to have the operation. I stayed in Brega for two 
weeks, did the packing, handed over my work to my deputy Tamer Perk, 
and returned to Istanbul.

Construction of the Bekhme Dam, Iraq

As Candan had given birth by caesarean section she was still staying 
with her parents. I only stayed in Istanbul for a week, so as not to get in 
their way, as they had their hands full with my son and Candan. In the 
third week of March I travelled to Baghdad, from there to Irbil and finally 
on to Bekhme in a convoy with armed guards. Iraq was at war with Iran 
at the time and there was also fighting between Kurdish separatist and 
pro-government groups. The worksite was guarded both by Iraqi sol-
diers and by pro-government peshmerga. 

The dam was being constructed on the Great Zap, downstream35 of 
the point where it was joined by the River Rawanduz. It was to be a 

35	 Downstream:	in	the	opposite	direction	to	the	source	of	the	river.
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230-meter-high clay core rock-fill dam. The clay core rested on firm rock 
at an altitude of 374 meters and the dam body was to be constructed 
using 35 million cubic meters of clay, filter and rock filling to reach an 
altitude of 604 meters with a height of 230 meters and a crest length36 
of 570 meters. The structure also included a 65-meter high cofferdam37, 
to be built using the same clay core and rock fill. When completed, 
the dam would be 60 meters taller than the largest dam in Turkey, the 
Atatürk Dam.

The main items of work were as follows: two diversion38 tunnels 1,100 
meters in length and twelve meters in diameter, and three tailwater 
tunnels; an underground power plant with a capacity of 1560 MW; a 
2,410-meter energy tunnel varying between eleven meters and 7.5 me-
ters in diameter, three spillway tunnels 700 meters in length and twelve 
meters in diameter; injection tunnels 4,000 meters in length and 4.2 me-
ters in diameter for the construction of the grout curtain, and 14 million 
cubic-meters of open excavation.

Our consortium partner was Hydrogranija, the largest construction 
firm in Yugoslavia, which was still intact back then. The work items had 
been distributed as follows: they would undertake all the underground 
excavation and concrete work with the exception of the injection tunnels, 
while we would be responsible for all the open excavation and filling, 
the open-air concrete work, the injection tunnels and injection work, and 
the construction of employer living and management facilities. However, 
the excavation and concrete for the energy tunnel entrance, the tail-
water tunnels outlet and the spillway entrance were exceptions. These 
works had been awarded to Hydrogranija to ensure an equal distribu-

36	 Crest	length:	The	length	of	the	dam	body	at	its	top.
37	 Cofferdam:	Enclosure	which	protects	the	construction	area	from	flooding	after	the	

water	flow	has	been	directed	to	the	diversion	tunnels	pending	the	construction	of	
the dam.

38	 Diversion:	The	process	of	altering	the	river	bed.	
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tion of payments. The construction of offices and worksite facilities at a 
height of 500 meters, and of camp facilities at 850-900 meters, in the 
gradually rising valley to the left bank upstream of the dam had already 
begun. The employer living and management facilities were to be at an 
altitude of 700 meters. This work consisted of the construction of 350 
single-storey villas, social facilities and infrastructural work.

As this was a long-term project, our worksite facilities were not pre-
fabricated, but were single-storey masonry buildings made of bricks. 
Dormitories for three thousand workers, engineers and foremen, 50 
family houses, a mess hall, a hospital, engineer and worker clubhous-
es, cafeteria and various other buildings were being constructed in this 
manner. By the time I arrived, these facilities were 70 per cent complete.

The construction of the offices was not yet complete, so two of the 
completed engineers’ dormitories were being used as office space. Un-
der the initial arrangements, Erdal Büyüksuda had started off as project 
manager, Haydar Kılıç as the manager for the construction of the em-
ployer’s and contractor’s camps, and Musa Demir as dam construction 
manager. By the time I arrived, Musa Demir had left. Haydar Kılıç was 
taking care of the dam work, and I was assigned to the construction of 
the 350 villas and social facilities, which were called Employer Camp 
Section Two. Work had not yet started on these and they were behind 
schedule.

I stayed in the camp, in one of the two partitions of an engineers’ 
container in the family zone. The next room was occupied by Kasktaş 
Injection Work Manager Bahattin Tekinturhan. 

As we were close to the Iranian border, the sound of artillery was a 
part of everyday life. I was disturbed by it at first, but soon got used to 
it like everyone else. However, a couple of weeks later, when Iranian 
aircraft bombed military facilities in our area, we found ourselves on the 
receiving end too. Early one morning, while we were still asleep, they 
strafed the camp area with machine guns. No one was hurt, but we were 
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really scared. I remember rushing outside, hiding under the parked cars 
and trying to take cover somehow. That day everyone was nervous and 
on edge. It was the only subject anyone could talk about. All the talk 
must have disturbed people even more, because some of the engineers 
and workers resigned and left. A few days later, a ceasefire was declared 
to allow peace talks to begin. The resignations stopped and fewer peo-
ple quit.

In mid-April, we sacrificed an animal for good fortune and drove the 
excavation machinery, which consisted of bulldozers and backhoes, to 
the villa zone. The land on which the villas for the Section Two social fa-
cilities were to be built was a sloping plot covered with thick slope wash 

At the foundation laying ceremony for the Bekhme Section Two Social Facilities with Messrs 
Sirvan and Mehdi, Cahit İleri and Haydar Kılıç
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(a layer of pieces of broken rock). As the plan envisaged for single-storey 
villas, no need had been felt for pile-supported floors. We excavated the 
site of each villa carefully and meticulously cut out horizontal 2/1 slopes 
using a backhoe. Afterwards, we poured the lean concrete and founda-
tions of the villas to the desired elevation. In cases were the inclination 
of the slope would not be sufficient, retaining walls39 were used. These 
walls and their foundations were excavated and poured before pouring 
the foundation concrete. In places where there was no danger we could 
do this in conjunction with the concrete works. We were pouring the 
concrete walls using the PERI wall formwork system and the flooring 
with the PERI drop head system. We first made an attempt at pouring 
the 1.5 meter terrace walls at the same time as the floor slab, but we 
weren’t able to do this as the terrace walls were 15 centimeters thick and 
the floor walls were 20 centimeters, the rebar was dense in places, and 
there were a lot of dowels that would later have to be bent towards the 
floor. The initial planning for the formwork system called for the external 
walls to be poured along with the terrace walls, while the internal walls 
would be poured up to the flooring level. When we found it too difficult 
to pour the external walls along with the terrace walls, we cut off the 
internal frames for the terrace walls from above the flooring line. We left 
the external forms for the external walls in place, and after pouring the 
flooring slab, we erected the internal frames for the terrace walls and 
poured them. This required extra external frames, which we made from 
surplus materials, using the retaining wall frames or adjusting the PERI 
wall frames that had been brought in before for other reasons. By July, 
we were pouring the concrete for a villa every two days. Before I left for 
Istanbul to pick up Candan and Gökcan in the last week of July, we had 
increased our work rate to a villa a day.

By September, the work on the retaining walls and villa concrete 
was progressing at the pace of two villas per day, in line with the pro-

39	 Retaining	wall:	A	wall	built	to	hold	back	soil	or	prevent	a	structure	from	slipping.	
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gramme, and a start had been made on the mechanical and electrical 
works, bricks, alum, plaster and roof isolation.

In early October, there was a bad accident at the open excavation for 
the dam spillway. Due to a landslide from a fault line40 the buttress of 
which had been removed, as the geologists explain it, tens of thousands 

40  Fault line: Cracks in the base that are continuous.

Candan and Gökcan in Bekhme

In the last week of July 1988, I went to Istanbul. Candan and Gökcan 
were on holiday at my father-in-law’s summer house in the Darüşşafaka 
Estate in İznik, but they had left me our newly acquired Renault 11. I 
drove to İznik immediately. My son had become a beautiful baby of 
five months. Having stayed there for two weeks, we left Gökcan with 
my mother-in-law and went on a week-long holiday to Marmaris. On 
our way back, we picked up Gökcan. In Istanbul, we bought the things 
we would need and on August 8th, we flew to Baghdad. On the same 
day, Iran and Iraq had signed a peace treaty. By the time we landed at 
the airport, celebrations had begun. As everyone was out in the streets, 
there were crowds and convoys both in Baghdad and on the road to 
Mosul, so it took us a very long time to get to the worksite. Our house 
was ready, but we were so tired we left the suitcases in the car and slept 
with Gökcan between us.

Candan got up early and went outside to take a look around. She saw 
a tall mountain opposite the house, mountain chains in the distance, 
roads, worksite buildings and armed peshmerga, but, to her surprise, 
no river. When I woke up, she asked me questions like “Where is the 
river?”, “Where is the dam?” “Where are we?” and “What are these ar-
med men up to?” After breakfast I took them to the riverside and where 
we worked. This time Candan got a more positive impression.      
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of cubic meters of rock fell on top of the excavation team. Five people 
were killed. Some rubber wheel loaders, dozers and backhoes were also 
buried under the rubble. The team worked for days to remove the rocks 
and reach the bodies.

A deathly silence enveloped the worksite. Other than rescue and 
recovery work at the spillway, no work was undertaken at all for three 
or four days. Once the bodies had been recovered and sent to their 
hometowns, life slowly started to return to normal. A few months after 
the accident, Erdal Ağabey left, saying he no longer wanted to work on 
building sites. Haydar Kılıç was made project manager, I became the 
acting manager for the dam and Vakur Öker was made manager for the 
construction of the employer’s facilities. The offices built at a height of 
500 meters were completed, and we moved in.  

There were now more families living in the family lodgings. There was 
an increase in social activities such as home visiting and gatherings at 
the club in the evenings. Meanwhile Gökcan had started to crawl and 
even to take his first steps. During one of his efforts to walk he fell over 
and got a cut above his eye. At the hospital, they didn’t sedate him 
while putting in the stitches. Candan raised hell. “They’re hurting my 
boy,” she screamed. I calmed her down with difficulty and eventually 
Gökcan’s eyebrow was stitched. However, it was a long time before Can-
dan would talk to the doctor after that.

When I took over the dam construction work, the open excavation 
for the spillway had stopped. We laid explosives every ten meters from 
the top down to form steps with a profile slope gradient of 0.3 per 
cent, pushed the debris down with a dozer, and from there loaded it 
onto trucks. Every ten meters, we left a two meter-wide terrace and then 
blasted and dug our way down another ten meters. While the excavated 
rocks were pushed down and blast holes were drilled for the levelling, 
geologists prepared maps and provided rock support details. This gen-
erally consisted of five centimeters of shotcrete or steel mesh – and 
ten centimeters of shotcrete on the weaker surfaces. In areas with many 
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cracks in the surface, we inserted a two or three-meter rock bolt41 for 
every 4-10 square- meters of surface area. When rock bolts were to be 
used, workers standing on the bucket of the rubber-wheel loader bored 
40 milimeter-diameter holes with airguns every 2-3 meters. The holes 
were cleared using compressed air and filled with cement slurry, into 
which ribbed iron bolts were immediately inserted. Afterwards, the steel 
mesh covering was once again put in place by operatives working from 
the loader bucket. Then it was time for the shotcrete. For this under-
taking, we built an access road from downstream to provide access for 
transmixer trucks and other equipment. This road allowed us to use the 
shotcrete and rock bolt methods to speed up the excavation. We began 
excavating the diversion tunnel exit portals (structures) using the same 
method.

Work had begun on one of the left bank injection tunnels. We com-
pleted the other access roads and began excavating the tunnel at three 
locations. The tunnels were excavated by boring using a Tamrock Mini-
matic single-arm tunnel boring machine and dynamite. From the tunnel 
entrance, we advanced three meters at a time with a single bore on the 
tunnel face and blasting. The projected tunnel was shaped like a horse-
shoe, with a height of 4.2 meters and a floor width of 3.6 meters. The 
Minimatic bore holes were 45 milimeters in diameter and 3.6 meters in 
depth, with 26 holes bored on the outermost rung for the split explo-
sion, eleven holes on the rung just inside that, twelve holes coinciding 
with the corners of a rhombus and two squares around the centre point, 
and a large 89 milimeter hole at the centre point. The centre point hole 
was filled with 1-2 kilograms of plastic explosive, the middle rung holes 
were filled with three kilograms of plastic explosive and the outermost 
rung was filled up with a type of liquid Gurit plastic explosive, and then 
the fuse lines were laid. The 89 milimeter hole was left empty and de-
lay fuses were set so that the outer split line detonated first, the twelve 

41 Rock bolt: a long bolt (nail) for use in rock.
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holes around the centre point detonated at one-second intervals, the 
rung just outside this in two sections at two-second intervals and the 
outermost rung, also in two sections, at five-second intervals. In this way, 
the centre was first propelled outward, the second rung exploded out-
ward to the furthest extent possible and the third rung fell into the space 
vacated by the first and second rungs. The ventilation was then started 
up to expel the dust, and the first team to enter would water the exca-
vation material thoroughly to fully dispose of this dust. Finally, a long 
and thin special loader Toro-make tunnel dipper entered the tunnel to 
collect the rubble in its bucket before reversing out of the tunnel. After 
that, the topography team would enter the tunnel to carry out checks 
and to mark the bore locations. We then moved on to the second round 
of boring. Working this way, we carried out two or three blasts every two 
shifts. Two separate teams of 10-12 people, including machine opera-
tors and explosives experts, worked at each tunnel face in day and night 
shifts. As they made headway, the ventilation fans were carried inwards 
and the ventilation hoses, lighting cables (in steel conduits) and steel 
water pipes were extended towards the tunnel face.

For the most part, we were able to advance without the need to rein-
force the strong rock surface. Any partially weak rock areas encountered 
were treated with five centimeter shotcrete, while weak rock areas were 
treated with steel mesh and shotcrete, and occasionally two-meter rock 
bolts. Areas of debris were reinforced with steel bracing42, steel mesh 
and up to 30 centimeters of shotcrete in layers.

Our most pressing task was to finish the injection work at the coffer-
dam base so as to start the cofferdam backfilling as soon as the diver-
sion had been made, aiming to finish all of the base injection43 work on 
the left bank in the winter of 1988 and on the right bank in the winter of 
1989. The following year, we would need to begin backfilling right after 

42	 Steel	bracing:	Reinforcement	to	prevent	the	excavations	from	collapsing.
43	 Base	injection:	Filling	with	pressurised	cement	slurry	in	order	to	reinforce	the	base,	

to	fill	in	the	cracks	and	ensure	impermeability.
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the diversion and to fill back the cofferdam up to an elevation of 420 
meters by October, when the risk of inundation44 would increase. We 
were to bring it up to the final elevation of 450 meters by March of the 
year after.

The steel bridge linking the left and right banks had been completed, 
and we were trying to finish the works on the right bank crest excavation, 
the injection tunnels and the access roads to the rock quarry as soon as 
possible. 

We began the left bank core excavation for the cofferdam. While ex-
cavating the rock from the top, we carried out the injection works from 
top to bottom. The most difficult part was the left bank of the riverbed, 
where we needed to construct a berm45 and push the river back towards 
the right bank. We decided to use the rocks from the spillway excava-
tion for this. Trucks carried the rocks from the spillway excavation along 
the roads on the left bank, passing over the diversion exit to reach the 
cofferdam. The berm formed a pool that we were then going to drain. 
In order to minimise leaks from the river, we dug a trench as deep as we 
could along the entire length of the centre of the upper surface of the 
berm and injected it with clay. Then we started draining the water using 
submersible pumps. This caused us few difficulties, as the river was at 
its lowest level. We dug a deeper pool at one corner of the berm pool 
that we had drained. We were then able to channel the water into the 
deeper pool through trenches dug from the foot of the berm, and con-
centrate all the pumps in the new pool. In this way, we drained the core 
area where we needed to work. In mid-January, we completed the exca-
vations, hit the bedrock and turned the area over to the injection team.

The injection team began curtain and surface injections. They used 
all of the boring and injection machines to hand in this area, working day 
and night and completing their work by the end of March.

44	 Inundation:	Flooding;	water	rising	over	the	level	of	the	banks,	berms,	etc.
45 Berm: A band of filling materials constructed to alter the flow of a river and form a 

lagoon.
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A Study Trip to South America

In February we went on a previously-planned study trip to South 
America. We were to visit dams under construction in Brazil, Argentina, 
Chile and Peru as part of a tour organised by the Atlas Copco company. 
The participants from Enka were myself, Gültekin Eren and Melih Anık of 
the Corporate Purchases Group, and Ekrem Dölen, the representative of 
Enka Marketing in Sweden. At the end of January, we flew from Istanbul 
to Paris with Air France. Ekrem joined us in Paris and from there we took 
a long flight to Rio de Janeirio and onwards to Buenos Aires. There we 
joined the Atlas Copco team. In the afternoon we toured the city. It was 
all very interesting: the wide avenues, the street orchestras, the street 
artists peddling their pictures, the tombs of generals that resembled 
houses and made a point of pride out of the number of indigenous peo-
ple these men had killed, and the colourful villa miseria. A picture that 
depicts those colourful huts using bright pieces of cardboard still hangs 
in my office.

In the evening we watched the local dances and tasted the famous 
grilled steak at a nice restaurant. Curiously, restaurants did not open for 
dinner before 22.00 even on weekdays, and the eating and merrymak-
ing then continued until the early hours of the morning. We were all 
surprised that they could get to work the next day.

The next day we took a small plane to Ayolas, a small town on the 
Argentina-Paraguay border, to visit the site of the Yacyreta Dam. Activity 
at the worksite was at its peak, as the dam embankments, averaging 42 
meters in height, were being built along a length of 65 kilometers. For 
this, they would first create a sealing strip along the body line beneath 
the dam wall, right into the underlying rock, using cement slurry com-
pounded with bentonite. Over this they were filling the longest dam 
wall in the world, consisting of a clay core, filtering material and rocks. 
The river’s course had to be diverted for the construction of the power 
plant that was to be built as part of the body of the dam in the course of 
the river. For this diversion, the high-flowing river needed to be blocked 
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off with large rocks. They were assembling a long conveyor belt with a 
width of two meters in order to move these rocks faster. This line was 
being assembled at the time of our visit. We saw for ourselves how hard 
it is to change the course of a river with an average flow rate of 10,000 
cubic meters per second. The dam was being built on the Parana River 
as a joint investment project of the Argentine and Paraguayan govern-
ments. It was being financed by the World Bank. The contractor was a 
joint venture that included domestic and European firms and was head-
ed by the Italian Impregilo company.

We had visited a memorable worksite with large and heavy trucks 
of all makes, giant loaders, large, well-maintained service roads, a very 
large machinery workshop, vast open and closed storage spaces, con-
veyor belts two-meters wide and hundreds of meters long, several large 
quarries – which we only saw from a distance and in passing – and a 
camp for workers and civil servants that was the size of a small city. The 
project manager gave us a few minutes of his schedule. He received 
us in a meeting room with a Paraguayan engineer who was to provide 
us with information and left straight after the exchange of pleasantries. 
After a brief presentation on the programme and projects, we had lunch 
and our visit was over.

Despite being completed in 1994, the project in question could not 
initially be filled to its full height for various reasons related to the res-
ervoir, environmental impacts and the nearby settlements and therefore 
did not reach its maximum capacity of 4,200 MW. I learned that it was 
only completely filled and raised to its full capacity ten years later. Re-
portedly, there are still problems because Argentina demands a high 
price from Paraguay for the purchase of the electricity produced. 

After our visit to the Yacyreta Dam, we flew from Buenos Aires to 
Santiago. Santiago was an attractive city built on hills. The regional rep-
resentative for Atlas Copco had a beautiful detached home on one of 
these hills that looked out towards the city. As we sipped our afternoon 
drinks and took in the view of the city, we talked about politics and 
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everyday life. Leaving aside the way it was governed, Chile had truly 
become the Switzerland of South America.

The next day we took a propeller plane to Talca. From there, we trav-
elled by car to the site of the dam of the same name, which was being 
constructed by Pehuenche SA.  

The diversion had been completed and work had begun on a dia-
phragm wall on a thick layer of sedimentation. They were also working 
on the tunnel leading to the power plant. We examined the blasthole 
and support work. At this site, Atlas Copco was responsible for the repair 
and maintenance of its own machinery and had set up its own workshop. 
We spent most of our time listening to how they went about this busi-
ness. As our return journey would take three hours by car and an hour 
by plane, we were unable to spend more than a few hours on the site.

That evening, we dined at a nice restaurant with the Santiago rep-
resentatives of Atlas Copco and the company building the dam. As we 
were due to fly to Lima the next day, we did not make a long night of it, 
and after some small talk we went back to our hotel. 

Lima was a lovely city on the coast of the Pacific Ocean. We checked 
in at our hotel towards mid-day and went to quite a fancy seafood 
restaurant with a nice beach for lunch. We ate all we could, choosing 
from a menu that contained all kinds of seafood imaginable. I asked 
the Peru representative of Atlas Copco to help me find my friend from 
Boston, Enrique, whose phone number I had. He reached the number, 
but we were told Enrique was living in the USA, so I did not get to see 
him. The next day we flew to Trujillo on a commercial flight and went 
to the construction site of the Chavimochic Dam. The dam was being 
built both to provide irrigation water for the surrounding area and to 
produce electricity. The diversion had been completed, and work was 
continuing on the clay core dam body filling, the spillway46 concrete, 

46	 Spillway:	The	name	given	to	the	structure	and	gates	constructed	to	carry	water	
downstream	so	as	to	prevent	the	dam	from	collapsing	in	an	emergency.		
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the underground power plant, and the excavation and construction of 
various tunnels. As they intended to build a water drawing facility and 
to distribute the water from the dam to the region via concrete main ca-
nals, we got to observe the construction work on these too. They were 
using methods very close to those we were planning to use, so we were 
very interested and spent a long time observing the work. We took a lot 
of photos as we went around. We also held meetings with the various 
work groups and asked them all the questions we could think of. This 
visit was the most beneficial of our entire trip. Returning late at night, 
we went for some more local food at another good restaurant. The next 
day we visited Chan Chan in Trujillo, known for its adobe architecture. 
It was an 1800-year old Moche city spread over a wide area and it was 
truly well preserved. The Spanish had conquered it in 1534. We saw nu-
merous statues and paintings of Francisco Pizarro.

There were a number of cathedrals in the city and we visited the most 
remarkable one before calling it a day. The next day we returned to Lima 
to take a flight to Brasilia, the capital of Brazil. 

Brasilia was a new city built from scratch to be the new capital, based 
on the architectural ideas of the 1960s. It was not very imposing, but had 
been constructed with great attention to functionality. It contained large 
concrete frame buildings, wide avenues and extensive green spaces. It 
was built on the bank of a river.

After Brasilia, we went to Rio, our final destination and stayed at a 
pleasant hotel by the Copacabana Beach. They didn’t want us to go to 
the famous beach outside the hotel for security reasons, so after visiting 
the Statue of Liberty, we spent some time in the hotel pool, drinking and 
watching the beach from above. As this was our last stop, everyone then 
set out for the souvenir shops. I bought some trinkets made from local 
stone. Then we returned to Istanbul via Paris.
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Back in Bekhme 

I stayed in Istanbul for two days and went back to Bekhme with Can-
dan and Gökcan.

On the last Friday holiday of March, we had a really big overflow. 
The injection team was on holiday that Friday, as there was not much 
work left. As soon as we got word that the river was rising, we evacuated 
all the machinery and equipment from the berm. The river completely 
destroyed our berm. The previous day, Candan had been mad at me 
about something and had shouted, “I hope your berm collapses”. Even 
now, she cites this incident when she wants to warn me not to anger her. 
For this reason we couldn’t complete the injection work on the last few 
meters near the river bank and had to leave it until later when the work 
on the right bank stage would begin.

Meanwhile, the washing, filtering and breaking facilities which we 
had established six kilometers south and downstream of the worksite, in 
the Kandil Valley, in order to produce crushed rock, went into operation. 
Thanks to the steady progress on the spillway excavation, the comple-
tion of injection works on the left bank of the cofferdam and the produc-
tion of the first crushed rocks, I was very much in the good books of the 
control chief, “Mr Sirvan”, and he officially approved my appointment 
as dam manager.

Gökcan Goes Missing
The countryside had grown lush green, Gökcan was 14 months old and 
Candan had become used to life in Bekhme. I used to go home for lun-
ch and every time I left for work, Gökcan would cry and make a racket 
because he wanted to come to the office with me or to join me on my 
tour of the worksite. His mother would try to find something to keep 
him busy with as I left. This did not always succeed, of course. On those 
occasions, I would take Gökcan to wherever we were working on the site 
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Our new priority tasks were to complete the excavation of the di-
version exit portals47, which were at a lower elevation than the river, 
to build a berm before the exit excavation and to drain the area. After 
Hydrogranija completed the tunnel, the portal concrete and the tunnel 
concrete work needed to be finished. As the diversion was to take place 
the following June, we needed to finish the excavation in October at 
the latest and all concrete work by May the following year. For the part 
of the rock buttress right below the berm, we would drill from the top 
of the berm – to blast that section alone. The material scattered in this 
way would be carried away by the flow after the diversion, and then the 
section would be lowered to the desired elevation. 

Hydrogranija had bored an access tunnel for the diversion tunnel ex-
cavation, starting upstream and passing beneath our access road to the 
cofferdam, and had access to the diversion tunnels from here. When we 
began excavating, most of the material from our portal excavation fell 
into the mouth of their access tunnel and prevented them from working. 

47 Portal: Tunnel	entry	and	exit	structures.

– or to the office if I had to be there - and would allow him to stay with 
me for a while or to play outside under supervision. On one such day I 
handed Gökcan over to my driver Mustafa to be taken home. Mustafa 
came across Deputy Machinery Manager Savaş Yalçın on the way. Savaş 
took over Gökcan and went to check the filtering and crushing facility 
in Kandil. About an hour later, as we now had a telephone connection, 
Candan called to ask me where Gökcan was. When I told her I had sent 
him off and she said they hadn’t arrived, we became quite alarmed. 
Over the radio, I asked whether anyone had seen my car or Mustafa, 
the driver. Savaş picked up my call. He handed over the walkie talkie to 
Gökcan and had him say, “I’m in Kandil”. I was relieved to hear his voice, 
but Candan almost tore Mustafa and Savaş to shreds.   
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This was unavoidable until we had finished excavating the top three 
landings48 immediately above this tunnel. Some 3-4 hours were need-
ed after each blast to clear the material that had fallen into the tun-
nel mouth, to remove any loose rock from the bevel and to create a 
safe working environment. If the safety teams were not satisfied with 
the loose rock clearance, the process could take longer. Hydrogranija 
thought this was too long, arguing that they were being prevented from 
working and holding us responsible for any delays. After much confron-
tation, we finally finished work on the first three landings. Their Dam 
Manager Bojo really gave us a hard time. Once the first three landings 
were done, no more loose material fell into their tunnel mouth, so the 
working environment got easier, and the problems that they had made 
such a big fuss over were eliminated.

I was quite interested in the construction of the underground pow-
er plant, the underground transformer building and the surge shaft49 
that Hydrogranija had begun excavating. The power plant measured 
26 meters in width, 52 meters in height and 283 meters in length. The 
dimensions of the transformer building were 21x36x258 meters, and the 
surge shaft measured 21x60x59 meters, with three doors for pressure 
pipelines to pass through. The company had built access tunnels to the 
highest point of each building. They started excavating at the top, first 
excavating the large ceiling area that was shaped like a hat. The footings 
for these “hats” were excavated as 10-12 meter-high recesses, and the 
other walls of the building, leading downwards, were dug just inside 
the walls of the hat. They completed the hat-shaped excavations for all 
three buildings. They started pouring strip walls that were set into the 
recesses on either side of the hat. Once a few strip walls were complet-
ed, they fixed the rebar and set up specially manufactured steel-arch 
forms just like tunnel forms, and proceeded by pouring the arch part by 

48	 Landing: Flat area between two bevels.
49	 Surge	shaft:	Protective	structure	to	counter	severe	changes	in	pressure	during	the	

opening	and	closing	of	tunnels	and	pressure	pipes.	



99

1989

sections too, moving the forms forward when they had completed one 
section and then pouring the next one. The profile of all three buildings 
was the same, though the dimensions differed, and they worked on all 
of them using the same method. They then excavated downwards in 
layers to reach the lowest elevation. They poured the walls between 
the hat ceiling with its walls and the base in strips from the bottom up. 
They were between one and three meters thick, and used up very large 
amounts of concrete.

In May, Şarık Ağabey, his spouse Lale Abla50 visited Bekhme togeth-
er with Ekrem Pakdemirli, then Deputy Prime Minister in the Özal gov-
ernment. They were accompanied by Turkey’s Ambassador to Baghdad 
Sönmez Köksal, his spouse, Sinan Tara, Leyla Tara, and her fiancé Serdar 
Angın. The large swimming pool outside the engineers’ club had just 
been completed. We filled it up, put on the lights and served dinner 
by the pool. After he retired to his room for the night, Pakdemirli was 
stung by a scorpion. Although our hospital was equipped with all kinds 
of medicine and antidotes, he would not accept any treatment. We had 
the doctor wait at his door, but Pakdemirli would have none of it. “I’m 
a charmed man,” he said, “Nothing will happen to me.” We were very 
surprised, but sure enough he came to breakfast the next day feeling 
perfectly alright and in a very good mood. 

We gave the group a tour of the worksite and had lunch together at a 
nice woody spot on the banks of the Rawanduz, where we had previous-
ly been picnicking a few times. Ambassador Köksal’s spouse Ela Köksal 
was a cheerful, talkative young woman. They had a lot of fun skipping 
with the other ladies. They left the worksite in the afternoon.

Sinan left Serdar, who was also a civil engineer, at the worksite and 
asked us to make a site man out of him. He worked in all positions, 
including the explosives team, but left a week later for Istanbul, saying 
“I’m not cut out for site work”.

50	 Abla:	Literally	meaning	elder	sister,	used	as	an	expression	of	respect
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Our access roads on the right bank now reached the entrance to the 
first injection tunnel. Constructing an access tunnel, we began work on 
the injection tunnels on the right bank. As the location we needed to 
reach for crest excavation was very steep and rugged, we were unable 
to access it normally, and decided to construct a rather steep 60-meter 
access tunnel to reach the top. 

We reached the highest point of the crest excavation on the left bank 
quite easily and started excavating. An injection concrete culvert run-
ning along the body axis was to be constructed in place by a tunnel 
form. Work on the culvert concrete and surface injections, on which the 
main dam body would sit began from the left bank crest. 

Meeting with Ekrem Pakdemirli at the worksite: Şarık Ağabey, Lale Abla, Sönmez 
Köksal, myself, Bahattin Tekinturhan, Leyla Tara, Serdar Angin, Ela Köksal,  

Sinan Soydan, Haydar Kılıç and Cahit İleri.



101

1989

There were three types of injection work in the Bekhme Dam Project: 
1. Contact injection 
2. Consolidation injection
3. Impermeability curtain injection 

The contact injections involved filling the spaces between the con-
crete and the ground in the tunnels. The tunnel concrete covering was 
drilled up to where it came into contact with the ground and the area 
was injected at standard pressure with a cement slurry that was carefully 
tested for its cement, water and, where necessary, fine sand content. 
This job was carried out in all of the injection tunnels.

Consolidation injection was carried out in the tunnels at three to 
five-meter depths in certain intervals, filling the cracks associated with 
the blasting or the ground conditions. It was also done at set intervals, 
established in the design, at the cofferdam and the clay dam core. Fluid 
cement slurry, also tested for content, was injected into the drilled holes 
at a certain pressure but first of all a stopper called a packer was fitted at 
the top to prevent the slurry from leaking out. 

The impermeability curtain injection involved drilling 50 to 60 meters 
in from the injection tunnels. It served to fill all the cracks in this area with 
slurry to ensure impermeability. The cement slurry was injected from 
the bottom upwards at increasing pressure. Once again, a packer was 
placed at the top to begin with.

As always, we took one Friday off work every two weeks. Sometimes 
I took Candan and Gökcan with me and drove them myself to the near-
by town of Saladin, or to Irbil, which was a two-hour drive. Saladin was 
a pleasant town on a hill, surrounded by trees, with restaurants which 
served delicious shashlik kebab. The restaurants had a nice view as well, 
and we would never pass through without having some shashlik kebab. 
In those days, Irbil was a very run-down sort of town and there wasn’t 
much to see there. We would go there just to wander around and to 
shop for fresh fruit and vegetables. 
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In June, an American expert recommended by Bechtel arrived to 
check the suitability of the existing clay quarries and of the quarries 
where we planned to get the alluvium that would be used for filtering. 
A team of five people from Bechtel were providing consultation services 
for the project. The team was headed by Peter Brown, and included his 
deputy Ken Rogers, Bernard Brignall and two other Americans, one of 
them of Croatian origin, whose names I don’t remember. The expert was 
an energetic man of around 70 who knew his business well. Samples had 
already been taken from all the locations that could be used which had 

Construction of the Bekhme Dam: Assembly of the formwork for the injection culvert
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sufficient clay, capacity calculations had been done and all kinds of filter-
ing and chemical analyses had been carried out. We toured the region 
with the entire team, prioritising the larger quarries we thought con-
tained enough material for the cofferdam and the dam. For each field, 
we repeated the compaction tests and filtering analyses after bringing 
the material to optimum humidity.

In the end, it was decided that there was enough material of ade-
quate quality about a kilometer upstream from the juncture of the Rawa-
nduz and the Great Zap, on both the left and right banks. If this resource 
proved to insufficient, we decided that a quarry located four kilometers 
upstream on the right bank of the Great Zap could be used. It was also 
decided that the alluvium under the clay layer on the right bank of the 
Great Zap could be used in the filter filling for the cofferdam without any 
processing other than the removal of larger pieces. The filter material 
for the dam would be procured from the quarries in Kandil through a 
process of breaking and filtering. After running compaction tests at dif-
ferent thicknesses for clay, natural filtering and rocks, the Bechtel people 
and our own quality control team prepared a report. We handed in a 
written report to the employer seeking approval for the use of the quar-
ries. The American expert’s report was attached to it.

Meanwhile, we completed work on the service road leading to the 
rock quarry proposed to us by the employer and started excavations 
according to the approved plan of work. However, this quarry could only 
be reached by a service road that was on a steep slope leading to much 
higher ground. We were worried that this road would not be suitable for 
use by large, heavy trucks such as the Cat 777s with which we planned 
to haul the rocks. Instead, we settled on a new quarry, which had been 
identified as one of the alternatives, about five kilometers upstream from 
the existing one. We planned to bring in the rock filling for the coffer-
dam from the quarry proposed by the employer and the dam rock filling 
from the new quarry. We started work on the access road to the new 
quarry, began test drilling and undertook the necessary quality tests.
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Excavation work for the spillway and diversion was going quite well. 
Of the left bank injection tunnels, we had completed the uppermost tun-
nel and the one beneath it. Excavations began for the shaft51 that would 
connect them together. For this purpose, pilot shafts had to be dug, 
from the bottom up with a diameter of 1-1.2 meters, which was quite 
small compared to the size of the actual shaft, but which would give a 
worker enough space to work comfortably. This was accomplished by 
placing explosives in blastholes dug to a depth of 0.6-0.8 meters using 
hand drills. The scaffolding was set up from the bottom up, and once the 
workers finished the blastholes, the explosives teams put the dynamite 
in place. They then disassembled the top 3-4 meters of the scaffolding 
they had worked on, stored it in one-meter niches made for this pur-
pose, and set off the dynamite. The parts of the scaffolding below were 
checked for damage and reinforced after every explosion. Every three 
or four blasts they were reinforced and replaced with new scaffolding 
because they were then considered unsafe. One blast was carried out 
each shift, and the scaffolding was replaced every two or three days. 
Once the pilot shaft was complete, we started working from top to bot-
tom, drilling and blasting one meter at a time using a full diameter drill. 
The material that fell down the pilot shaft was picked up from the tunnel 
below with a Toro loader with special rubber wheels. For the purpose 
of this work, a firm steel ladder was constructed leading into the exca-
vation area from the top, and the workers used this ladder on their way 
down and up. This ladder too was inspected after every blast, constantly 
repaired, and replaced whenever necessary.       

For the shafts and tunnels under the riverbed, special tunnelling and 
shaft equipment were to be used. We had already started work on their 
procurement.

According to the drawings we initially prepared and bid for, there 
were to be two injection tunnels, one below the other, 50 meters apart. 
Access to the upper tunnel was through a shaft at the lowest elevation 

51  Shaft: Vertical tunnel
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of the injection gallery built between the dam body and the bedrock. 
The lower tunnel was reached by way of two shafts to be built from the 
upper tunnel on the left and right banks. As the excavation equipment 
would not fit through these shafts, we were building an access tunnel to 
the first injection tunnel on the riverbed from the right bank. We were 
going to pour the concrete for this tunnel once the tunnels under the riv-
erbed were complete. Choosing the point where the ground was most 
suitable to support a crane, we were also carrying out expansion and 
support work and digging a wider service shaft from this point to each 
of the tunnels. A portal crane, generators and water tank were installed 
in the expanded part of the tunnel, along with a strong draining system 
and pumps to remove any water that might get in. All equipment was 
lowered and lifted using the crane. The excavated materials were also 
removed by crane.

A photo of the tunnel formwork preparations showing Serdar Angın, Leyla Tara,  
Ümit Ünsal, myself and Mehmet Okumuş
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While this was going on, the Yugoslavian company Energoproject, 
which was responsible for the project engineering, informed us that it 
might be possible to build a single tunnel instead of the planned two, 
and that they were working on this solution, so we halted work to wait 
for them.

By now we were making proper plans in advance for each item of 
work with the participation of all involved, and sticking to these plans 
as much as possible. Our daily production was checked and monitored 
on the basis of these plans and programmes. Previously, for example, 
we had halted work completely for two or three days every month while 
roads and dumping sites were cleaned up and maintained. Now we al-
located teams and equipments for such maintenance work and other 
processes that became delayed and led to losses in production, and we 
maintained the roads and dumping sites constantly. By widening and 
smoothing over access roads, we made them safer and more conducive 
to efficient work. We also prohibited the storage of more explosives 
than were required for one shift in the storage lockers52 in the tunnels. In 
this way, we ensured that explosives were always available in sufficient 
numbers wherever they were needed. As a result, we obviated the use 
of excuses such as “We were doing maintenance”, “We were fixing the 
surfaces of the roads” or “We were storing explosives” on days when 
production went down. We made changes to our organisational struc-
ture that gave more authority to the more accomplished personnel. A 
few managers and engineers who could not get used to our disciplined 
way of working and style of management quit the project. To replace 
them, we either hired new employees or promoted engineers already 
with us who had demonstrated the necessary capabilities.

To select additional machinery, we visited many dams under construc-
tion and studied their machine parks and ways of working. We spent a 
lot of time identifying equipment of adequate quality and capacity. We 

52	 Storage	locker:	A	place	for	stocking	and	preserving	those	materials	that	might	be	
needed	at	any	moment	to	ensure	that	work	continued	uninterrupted.
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were particularly careful about the 100 cubic meters per hour concrete 
plant which we were going to use to produce mass concrete from 150 
milimeter aggregate53, about the 1,200 tonne-meter capacity tower 
cranes which we were going to use to pour the mass concrete, about 
the 20-tonne dipper excavators known as front shovels which we would 
use for loading rocks, and about the drilling equipment. Finally, we put 
in our orders.

The main items of equipment at our disposal consisted of four Komat-
su D355 and two D155 bulldozers, four rubber-wheeled Kawasaki 95 Z 
loaders, six Komatsu pc200 excavators, 16 Komatsu HD325 field trucks, 
five Tamrock 500 and three Tamrock 800 diesel-powered drills, one Tam-
rock monomatic jumbo drill and one minimatic tunnel drilling machine. 
We bought 20 Cat 777 field trucks and two Cat 992 loaders which had 
been decommissioned from the construction of the Atatürk Dam and 
had them serviced in Şanlıurfa.

We began the concrete work in the tunnels and shafts. The trucks 
had difficulty reaching the tunnel entrances so we did some road main-
tenance and widening work. The drivers were given special training for 
driving on these difficult roads. We transported the concrete to the tun-
nel and shafts through a fixed pump established at the tunnel entrance 
and via pipes. We first installed the rebar, then fixed up a six-meter strip 
– i.e., a drop-block steel form. We poured the concrete from inlets close 
to the top of the steel brace formwork and compacted the concrete 
with surface vibrators attached to the formwork and with hand vibrators 
inserted through the same inlets. Although the first surfaces came out 
uneven, once everyone got used to it, we began to obtain very good 
surfaces.

In July, we carried out the same berm operation on the right bank of 
the cofferdam as had been applied on the left bank. After the draining 

53	 Aggregate:	General	name	given	to	materials	such	as	sand,	pebbles,	crushed	stone	
etc.	used	to	produce	cement.
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was done, we excavated down to the bedrock and began the injection 
work. As soon as the clay, filter and rock material were approved for 
use, we began backfilling to the left bank of the cofferdam. At the clay 
pit, we removed topsoil from the area we intended to use that year. 
We divided it into sections and established a watering system for each 
section. We would loosen each section to a depth of 50-75 centimeters 
with a plough one day before it was needed and start to water it. The 
next day the material would be scraped off with a dozer and mixed at 
the same time. We carried out moisture tests and a filtering analysis on 
the 500-1,000 cubic meter mounds piled up by the dozer, and those that 
passed the tests were transported to the filling area the next day and 
compacted in 20 centimeter layers.

After excavating the filtering material from the area, we had identified 
on the right bank, we sifted it using a grizzly mechanism which we had 
established to remove particles that were larger than we wanted. The 
grizzly mechanism consisted of I-cross section beams placed between 
two wing walls54 at an angle determined through earlier experiments. 
One of the beams was high and the other low, so that only aggregate 
of the size we wanted could pass through. If it was of suitable size, the 
alluvium material poured onto this device by trucks from the side of the 
taller wing wall was collected in the area between the two wing walls, 
but aggregate of larger sizes slid over the beams and collected at the 
foot of the shorter wall. The material in between the wing walls was 
stored, while the larger-sized material was discarded.

We transported the rock backfilling for the left bank of the cofferdam 
via the spillway excavation. The clay went in at the back in 20 centimeter 
layers, followed by 30 centimeter layers of filtering material in front of 
that and 80 centimeter layers of rock at the front. As the rock filling pro-
gressed faster, it stood out from the rest, followed by the filtering and 
the clay, like a staircase.

54	 Wing	wall:	Walls	built	at	culverts	and	bridges	to	prevent	inbound	and	outbound	
water from damaging the foundations. 
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We reached the right bank crest and started the main body exca-
vation on that side. Then we started operating the first rock quarry as 
planned. The first quarried material was used to enlarge the roads and 
grade the slopes. Once this had been done, we set up the storage area 
for the cofferdam at the point we had selected on the right bank and 
began to stockpile the rock backfill.

Our camp was by now almost complete. There were two large swim-
ming pools, one for managers and their families and the other for other 
white-collar workers. There were basketball and volleyball courts and a 
football field, as well as cafeterias, supermarkets, a hospital and well-
paved roads, all of which made for a functional and very modern camp. 
The women spent most of the day by the pool with the children, chat-
ting and playing. We joined them in the evenings when we were free. 
Bechtel Project Manager Peter Brown’s spouse Patricia had become 
Candan’s best friend. As they had no children of their own, she was as 
fond of Gökcan as if he had been her own son. She got upset with me 
because I didn’t spend enough time with them. To make me come home 
early, Peter would invite me to dinner or ask me out for a drink once a 
week, either at their place or at the cafeteria, with the other Bechtel 
personnel. He would rebuke me if I didn’t go. I tried to attend these 
gatherings whenever I could. Peter would constantly tell me that family 
mattered just as much as work, that making time for my family was one 
of my most important responsibilities and that I should put my family be-
fore my work. He had worked on the construction of many dams. I found 
his advice and suggestions very helpful. Although he was old enough to 
have been my father, we became good friends.

At one of our meetings, our Technical Manager Cevdet Çakmur, his 
deputy Salih Alkan and Peter suggested we build a large reinforced con-
crete culvert on the right bank and divert the river into this culvert in 
September. We could run a simple diversion test in order to make the 
diversion work easier.
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It would be straightforward enough to place a steel mesh over the up-
stream section of this culvert. Then we could carry out backfilling before 
the main diversion. This would also prevent the river from carrying away 
some of the rock, and the time needed for the diversion work would be 
shortened. At first I didn’t think this was a priority, because we had a lot 
of other work to do, but in the end, I consented and in September we 
began the construction of this culvert. They picked a spot right outside 
the right bank cofferdam backfilling and prepared drawings for the cul-
vert, which was to sit on dry alluvium ground in September, when the 
river was at its lowest, without going down to the bedrock. The culvert 
would be twelve meters in length, consisting of two 5x5 meter sections 

View of the culvert and the berms which we constructed for the left-bank cofferdam 
filling and injection works, taken from above before the diversion
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through which two 777 trucks could easily pass side by side. There were 
five-meter wing walls where the right and left bank road backfilling met 
the culvert. We built it easily and quickly. We finished the river crossing 
backfilling and connected the right and left bank that winter with the aid 
of this culvert. We started to use this route for all crossings and kept the 
steel bridge upstream in reserve. It made transportation much easier.

For the rock excavation, the boreholes for the explosives were de-
signed according to a certain regimen. There were times when we used 
more regular bore-holes and greater quantities of explosives in the open 
excavations, so that it would be easier to carry away the material. How-
ever, although the material required from the quarry for rock backfilling 
on the cofferdam was uniform, the dam itself required two types of rock 
filling of two different sizes. We started running tests on the larger ma-
terial from the quarry. As we were to construct stages 15 meters deep, 
we bored 89 milimeter holes 16 meters in using the Tamrock 800 drill. 
We tried boring in 3x3, 3.5x3.5 and 4x4 meter grids at this depth, plac-
ing the explosive capsule at the bottom and running the fuse from the 
bottom to a point outside the hole. After packing the plastic explosive 
to around a meter in height, we topped it off with ammonium nitrate 
mixed with diesel oil, leaving three meters empty at the top. We poured 
sand in the top to offset the pressure. We connected the fuses from the 
holes to another fuse that lay parallel to them. Then we connected each 
line to the main fuse with delay capsules as required, and the main fuse 
to the detonator. The capsules were connected so that each line would 
explode with a delay of about a second from the front to the back. If 
bevel cutting was required – which we called pre-cracking – we would 
bore holes 51 milimeters in diameter at intervals of 50-100 centimeters 
along the bevel with the Tamrock 500, and place only enough plastic 
explosives to crack the area between the holes, using delay capsules 
to set the blast order. When the detonator was pressed, the bevel side 
cracked and the first layer exploded and fell forwards, followed by sub-
sequent layers, each falling into the space left vacant by the one before. 
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Trip to London

Candan and I had been planning a holiday for mid-December. As every-
thing seemed to be on track, we went ahead with our plan. We went to 
Istanbul via Baghdad, spending a day in Baghdad and a day in Karbala. 
Inside the mosque in Karbala, they almost took us to prison because Can-
dan had not covered her hair completely, but they took pity on Gökcan 
and let us go. Around December 20th, we went to London for a week. 
As the plane was descending for London they sprayed us with something 
like incense. We felt very insulted and it made us angry. We stayed for a 
week with my university friend Turgut Kılıçkaya and his spouse. As it was 
Christmas time, there were decorations and lights everywhere and the city 
looked very beautiful. We visited the British Museum, Madame Tussaud’s 
and Big Ben, and walked in the parks for as long as the weather permitted. 
We saw the musical Cats. We went shopping and ate at restaurants ser-
ving food from various countries. It was a lovely holiday and we enjoyed 
ourselves a lot.

First Step Towards Building Our New Home

On our way back from London, we stayed in Istanbul for a week. We were 
looking for a plot of land of between 700 and 800 square-meters on which 
we could build the detached home we wanted in the future. In Istanbul, 
that sort of land was only available in the more distant neighbourhoods 

Pre-cracking the bevel layer ensured that the surface was not damaged 
by the kickback. After various detonations, we decided that the 4x4 me-
ter model with a depth of 15 meters was the most suitable for the first 
quarry.

We finished the excavation works at the exit end of the derivation 
tunnels. Hydrogranija began concrete work. The excavations for the 
spillway continued on schedule and without any problems.



113

1990

of Bosporus, Dragos and Yeşilköy. A lot like that on the Bosporus would 
have cost way over what we could afford. As Yeşilköy was too far away, 
we focused on Dragos. Cahit Ağabey  and Erdal Ağabey had previously 
bought lots there and had either finished or were finishing the construction 
of their houses. They encouraged us and assured us that we were making 
the right decision. The estate agent showed us three lots, and we picked 
the one that was closest to Kartal, and which we thought had the best land 
and road access. Although Cahit Ağabey said it was a once-in-a-lifetime 
opportunity, the price was very steep. I sold the flat I’d bought in Suadiye 
in 1982 and topped it up with all the money I had, but I still didn’t have 
enough. Sinan Tara helped out and I borrowed from Enka in order to buy 
the land. In order to repay the loan, I would have to hand over my entire 
monthly salary for a year – and that’s what I did. 

We returned to Bekhme in early January. As the weather had become 
cold, it was easiest to work in the tunnels. We started the concreting 
work in the tunnels from the highest point, as we had done during the 
excavation works, and then moved on to the lower tunnels. Once two 
tunnels above one another were complete, we started pouring the shaft 
concrete. This was poured in three-meter strips from the bottom up. We 
used special steel forms. We hoisted the formwork and materials into 
place using an overhead crane we had erected at the top of the shaft. 
Then we laid the concrete pipes in a fixed vertical line and completed 
the concrete fill by circling the formwork with the hose. The shaft con-
crete was an easier job than the tunnel concrete, but it required more 
stringent safety measures.

The spillway excavation had reached the level of the exit portals of 
the deep sluice55 tunnels. As we were still awaiting delivery of our equip-

55	 Deep	sluice:	A	system	of	tunnels	or	pipes	for	the	emptying	of	the	reservoir.
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ment for the mass production of concrete containing aggregate of up 
to 150 milimeters, as well as the large tower cranes that would be used 
to pour this concrete into formwork, we began concreting the floor slab, 
which only required aggregate up to 40 milimeters in size.

According to the plans, the mass concrete for the spillway was to be 
poured in 20x20 meter strips with a height of 2.5 meters. The locations 
of the cranes were planned so as to allow a 25-tonne concrete bucket to 
be hoisted into the pouring location from 50-60 meters away. The con-
crete containing aggregate of up to 150 milimeters in size was brought 
in on cement trucks without mixers that we referred to as ‘ducks’, and 
hoisted into position using the cranes. The mass concrete contained no 
rebar, although steel pipes were laid within the section blocks so that 
we could circulate cooled water to lower the internal temperature of the 
concrete in accordance with the calculations. We used PERI wall form-
work 2.5-meters high. To ensure the flow of the concrete, which con-
tained a minimum amount of water, large, powerful electrical concrete 
vibrators were to be used.

We did some exploratory drilling at the new quarry, and were satis-
fied with the quality of the rock. We then started constructing the access 
road to the new quarry.

Everybody became very excited as the date set for the diversion ap-
proached. Hydrogranija were doing all they could to complete the con-
crete to the diversion tunnel on time. Meanwhile, we were working hard 
to increase our stockpile of rock and filtering material, so that we would 
be able to complete the cofferdam on time. With the arrival of warmer 
weather in late April, an overflow occurred that increased the water lev-
el by 3-4 meters. Our backfilling, which allowed us to cross over to the 
right bank via the culvert, was under 50-100 centimeters of water. How-
ever, the water level fell rapidly. Hydrogranija completed their work on 
the tunnel and portal concrete. They removed the loose material from 
the last excavation outside the entry portal, and the Great Zap began to 
flow partially in its bed and partially through the diversion tunnels. Be-
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fore the change in course, we bored into the rock filling of the berm we 
had constructed outside the exit of the diversion tunnels and detonated 
it to loosen it up.

Work was now under way on the preparation of the site and pro-
gramme for the ceremony. First we were told to prepare a helicopter 
landing area and take innumerable security measures because Saddam 
Hussein was going to attend. They installed additional military check-
points on the road from Irbil. They brought in peshmergas and rein-
forcement military units. During the last week, the soldiers and pesh-
merga took up positions all over the place. Helicopters were constantly 
patrolling overhead. The ceremony site was prepared with aplomb and 
great attention to detail. On the morning of June 15th, the day the 
diversion was to take place, we were told that Saddam Hussein would 
not be coming. The event was attended by a number of ministers and 
governors as well as the general manager of the administration and his 
deputies. Towards noon, Hydrogranija used a colourful explosion to 
open the entrance to the diversion canal. We closed off the riverbed 
by pouring rock in front of a steel mesh we lowered from the culvert. 
The river started flowing into the diversion tunnels and emerged on the 
other side. It flowed rapidly over the rock material we had exploded and 
left in place, and the exploded material was taken away by the current 
as we had planned. A few hours later, there was nothing left to be seen 
in the area and the river took coyly to its new course.

After the diversion ceremony, we completed the part of the coffer-
dam filling excavation under the riverbed and hit bedrock. As we had 
completed the injection work over the previous years, we cleaned the 
bedrock – first with pressurised air and then with pressurised water – and 
poured cement slurry over the location where the first filling would be 
done. We started the clay and filter filling at the lowest point. The rock 
filling began a few days later. Our target was 20,000 cubic meters of 
filling per day, and in 20 days we had reached the target.
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A month later, the work had become routine and the filling was pro-
ceeding without any problems. In the last week of July, I took Candan 
and Gökcan to Istanbul. We spent a few days in the city and then went 
to Avşa Island for the weekend. We stayed at a small, unassuming hotel, 
went to the beach and played with Gökcan in the morning and took a 
nap in our room after lunch. We weren’t reading any newspapers or fol-
lowing the radio or TV news. We heard about Saddam Hussein’s invasion 
of Kuwait on August 3rd from other guests at the hotel. We returned to 
Istanbul the next day in order to be able to follow developments better. 
Over the weekend, the standoff became even tenser. The UN, the USA 
and European countries began issuing ultimatums and started saying 
that if Saddam did not withdraw from Kuwait, they would force him to 
do so. Saddam paid no attention and declared Kuwait the 19th province 
of Iraq. On August 5th, I went to the office in Istanbul. Speaking with the 
worksite, we learned that the work had stopped and that the workers 
were sleeping outside the worksite office and demanding to return to 
Turkey. We also learned that all the Americans at the worksite – includ-
ing Peter, Patricia, Ken and Bernard – had been taken away by soldiers. 
We decided that it would not be right for me to return to the worksite at 
that moment, and that we should await further developments. Worksite 
manager Haydar Kılıç, employer’s buildings manager Vakur Öner and 
machinery manager İbrahim Karaağaç all kept a cool head and brought 
things under control. During the second half of September, permission 
was granted for workers to leave the country. By the end of September, 
the worksite had been shut down, and the workers and all the other per-
sonnel had returned to Turkey in groups.

Everything was left behind. They did the necessary maintenance on 
the machinery and left it parked around the workshop and the office. 
Hydrogranija parked all its machinery in the underground power station 
and sealed off the entrance with concrete. All the employees of the part-
nership abandoned everything they possessed there to the peshmerga 
and returned to their countries without leaving anyone behind.
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In early October we learned that Patricia had been released and had 
returned to the USA, but that the others were still in captivity. Later press 
reports said that the Americans in the country were being kept in strate-
gically important locations and that Saddam was threatening they would 
be killed in the event of American air raids.

Apart from 3,000 people losing their jobs and suffering for two 
months while they waited there, Enka had lost millions of dollars. Until 
December we busied ourselves calculating our losses, the amount of 
work we had carried out and the amount of work that remained. Prime 
Minister Turgut Özal decided to make advance payments to Turkish con-
tractors working in Iraq – then the top country for international contracts 
– so that they would not be too badly affected by the crisis. This money 
provided us with temporary relief as we were able to pay all the amounts 
outstanding to our employees and close all our obligations to our sup-
pliers.

Although we were unable to complete the Bekhme Dam project, it 
gave us the opportunity to undertake for ourselves almost all of the 
items of work that could be expected to arise on such a major project. 
We were also able to observe the work carried out by our partner. We 
gained a lot of experience in open and deep rock excavation, slope 
support, explosion methods, small, medium and large section tunnel 
excavation and concreting, shaft excavation and concreting, grout cur-
tain construction, clay core filter and rock-filled cofferdam construction, 
underground power plant excavation and concreting, tunnel entry and 
exit structure excavation and concreting, the management of clay, filter 
and rock quarries, the manufacture of lean concrete from aggregate of 
40 milimeters and above, dam and cofferdam body excavation and the 
construction of injection culverts, overflows and water drying work and 
diversion. The Gulf Crisis also provided us with important experiences 
related to the rapid evacuation of a worksite and human behaviour un-
der fear of war. We learned about working with different ethnic groups, 
and we realised that we could work in consortium with an Iron Curtain 
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country. It still makes us upset to think that a project on which we had 
expanded great effort was left unfinished.

Construction of Harawa Farm Houses,  
Libya

In November 1990, we were awarded the Harawa Farm Houses and 
Sirte Ministers’ Houses project in Libya and the contracts were signed. 
I was appointed project manager. Until February 1991, I worked in Is-
tanbul on organisational issues, projects and procurement. In January, 
meanwhile, Kuwait was recaptured from Iraq. Before that, Saddam Hus-
sein had released the Americans. Peter, Ken and the others returned to 
their country. We spoke to Peter and Patricia by phone. Peter told us 
that he was going to take a break for a month and then go to Greece to 
work on the construction of the Athens underground. We said our good-
byes and expressed the hope that we would meet up again.

The seven months that passed between the closure of the worksite 
at Bekhme and my departure for Harawa was quite a difficult period for 
me. I hadn’t been able to finish paying for the plot of land I had pur-
chased. Before leaving Bekhme, I’d paid all my salary to Enka to pay off 
my debt, but I still owed 20,000 dollars, which was a significant sum back 
then. As I had put all my savings into the land, I had hardly any money 
when we returned. A month after returning to Istanbul, I started work 
at the corporate office. I was preoccupied with questions such as “Will 
work resume in Bekhme?”, “What should I do if it doesn’t?” and “How 
can I pay back my debt and make ends meet in Istanbul with a corporate 
office salary?” Frankly, I was a bit relieved when the contract talks for the 
Harawa Farm Houses Project ended positively in the autumn and I was 
assigned to the project.
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A Meeting with Friends from University

Occasionally we would meet up for dinner and a chat with my friends 
from university. Nurettin Barışık, nicknamed Abadi, was in the hardware 
and contracting business, while his spouse Aysın, who was also a class-
mate of ours, was working as an engineer at a project firm. Sedat Burgaz 
was a technician at the Atatürk Cultural Centre (ACC). Turgut Kılıçkaya 
had been a maintenance engineer at the ACC and had later worked 
with me at our Medina worksite for a while. He then left and settled 
in the UK, where he engaged in textiles and marketing. Metin Koçtürk 
was a stage lighting and electrical work officer at the ACC, a job he had 
kept since his student days. İbrahim Süzme worked in contracting in 
partnership with his brother-in-law. While Sami Kahraman managed the 
footwear factory his family owned, his spouse and our fellow classmate 
Şermin worked as a civil engineer at the firm Oyak. Nejad Ertürk, who 
was with us during our first year but then went on to study medicine, had 
completed his compulsory service after graduation and was practising 
medicine in Bursa, his home town.

I had met Nejad in the university registration queue and we became 
friends immediately. When classes began, Nurettin joined us and we 
became a group. Later Sedat, Turgut, İbrahim, Aysın, Emel, Hamit, Fi-
gen, Tülay, Sami and Şermin joined us. Metin was studying electrical 
engineering but somehow he became a part of the group too. A lot 
of people came and went later on, but this core group didn’t change 
much. After we graduated, we had difficulty keeping in touch with Emel, 
Hamit, Figen and Tülay. During our first year, Nejad, Nurettin and I were 
known as the boffins of the class because we were always studying. We 
spent most of our time at Nejad’s two-room flat on the ground floor of 
an old apartment in Çapa. There we studied together and attended the 
parties which Nejad, who was very sociable, used to organise. Some-
times we also studied at Nurettin’s family’s place in Kocamustafapaşa. 
As I lived in Kızıltoprak, which was quite a distance away, I usually stayed 
over with Nejad or Nurettin. İbrahim was working at a factory while he 
studied, and Sedat and Turgut didn’t come to our study sessions very 
often. When we weren’t in class, we used to frequent the Huzur Café 
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next to the amusement park or the Maran Café in Yenikapı. Our favourite 
card games were Bridge, King and Oh Hell. Often the university would 
be shut down for a couple of days due to fighting between leftist and 
rightist groups. However, I don’t remember a long shut down during our 
first year.

The exams at the end of our first term went very well. The second term 
the class became even friendlier. Once a month, on a weekend, we hired 
a coach and went on excursions. We had very enjoyable times in places 
like Şile, Abant, Sapanca and Kumburgaz. 

To prepare for the June exams, we stayed in Nejad’s family’s summer 
house on Burgaz Island for a week at the end of May. We’d work until 
midnight, pass out from exhaustion and start studying again at 10 a.m. 
the next day. We all passed the class with high grades. Meanwhile, Ne-
jad sat the university exam again and won a place at the Edirne Faculty 
of Medicine. But before the faculty actually moved to Edirne, he started 
and finished his studies at the Çapa Faculty of Medicine, right next to his 
flat. So although he had transferred to another faculty, we often got to 
see each other. We remained just as good friends until we all graduated.

In the summer holiday after our first year, Turgut, İbrahim, my brother 
Urçun and I set up tents on a site next to the Forest Camp in Erdek and 
holidayed for a month. I had applied for a student loan to the Credit and 
Dormitories Agency. They granted me a loan of 500 liras per month, 
which was paid in advance in three-monthly instalments. We had a great 
time spending all the money for the first three months on this holiday. 
We got girlfriends, stayed out at discos until it was morning and went 
swimming a lot. The holiday brought İbrahim, Turgut and myself even 
closer together.

At the beginning of our second year, Şermin asked me to help her with 
her studies, since she was struggling. I taught her physics and mathe-
matics for a long time, going to their house in Suadiye once or twice a 
week. Later Şermin began to date Sami and they became a part of the 
group too. We often met for study sessions. Sami joined the ranks of the 
boffins, taking the place of Nejad. Sami’s family’s house in Bahçelievler 
became one of our study spots.
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Before setting out for Libya, I got them all together for dinner at Enka’s 
club, Rönesans. It made for a very pleasant evening. Some of my friends 
from Enka came along too. The guys and girls underlined what a boffin 
I was and made me quite famous among my Enka colleagues in this 
respect.

Harawa was a small fishing village on the coast, 60 kilometers away 
from the town of Sirte, which lies 300 kilometers east of Tripoli. The 
project which we were to undertake involved 20 houses for ministers, 
including infrastructure work, in Sirte and 200 farm houses situated to 
the east and west of a 20-kilometer long road that would extend south-
wards from the coast at Harawa. The farm houses were to be one-storey 
buildings with terrace roofs and a floor area of 200 square meters.

Our contract also included the construction of the 20-kilometer road 
and of an eleven kilowatt power line. We did not have to lay water pip-
ing to houses but 2-tonne water tanks were to be installed on the terrac-
es. Waste water was to go to a leaching cesspool to be constructed 100 
meters from the houses. We were to construct and surface the main road 
with tarmac, but build only six-meter-wide stabilised56 road to houses. 
We had decided to set up camp on the route of the projected road, six 
kilometers south of Harawa.

In 1989, Enka had built a large hotel and tent to serve as the meeting 
hall for the Conference of African Nations in Sirte. We had finished this 
job in as short a time as six months and we had earned a good repu-
tation. The worksite facilities established for the Sirte hotel project re-
mained intact and they were assigned to us to use until we finished mo-
bilisation. The camp for 2,000 people here made things much easier for 

56	 Stabilised	road:	A	type	of	road	built	by	laying	a	mixture	of	natural	stream	materials	
or	crushed	stone	with	clay	binder	and	compacting	it.
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us, of course. The 2,000 cubic meters per day desalination plant which 
had been established on the coast during the construction of the hotel 
was no longer needed as the hotel was now connected to the municipal 
network. It was to be transferred to Harawa as part of our contract.

I transferred the deputy project managers from the employer, hous-
ing and social facilities worksites in the Bekhme Dam project to Harawa 
en bloc, together with their subordinate teams. Mustafa Özsüt became 
deputy project field manager and Selim Özkan became deputy project 
manager for internal affairs. We had plenty of time for planning in Is-
tanbul and we planned the camp and worksite facilities very well. Our 
priorities were to transfer the desalination plant to Harawa, establish the 
camp and worksite facilities in Harawa and finish the 20 ministers’ hous-
es on the coast in Sirte, fully furnished, by the end of October.

When designing the project for the farm houses, we decided that 
the foundations would be poured on site, the columns would be pre-
cast, and the upper floors would be mushroom slabs without beams. 
The ministers’ houses were on an estate surrounded by a concrete wall. 
These were larger and more luxurious buildings, and the roads, infra-
structure and perimeter walls would reflect this. We planned their rough 
construction in the same way, and were granted approval.

We poured the isolated precast column foundations and transverse 
beams on site, installed the substructure conduit and pipe works and 
backfilled the floors. Once the columns were set in place, the filling con-
crete was poured. PERI slab formwork left over from the hotel project 
was erected, the mushroom floor was poured and the brick walls were 
built. We precast the staircase leading up to the terrace and installed it 
later. 

As facilities were already established in Sirte, we began the construc-
tion of the ministers’ houses immediately, completing them and handing 
them over in October, as promised. Almost all of the building material 
came from Turkey, while the furniture and doors were imported from It-
aly. The external facades were covered with insulated plaster, the indoor 



123

1991

Mustafa Özsüt and myself at the sacrifice for the first foundation concrete

floors with marble, the walls and ceilings with plastic paint on plaster, 
and the wet volumes with granite. 

This got us our first high mark. Within the employer’s organisation, 
we established a good relationship with Ibrahim Sigutri, General Direc-
tor Ali Dubaiba’s deputy, who was later construction minister in the first 
government established after the fall of Gaddafi. He was a good manag-
er who did his best to remove bottlenecks and clearly enjoyed his work.

The desalination plant started operating in Harawa in July. The sys-
tem consisted of two packed units with a capacity of 1,000 cubic meters 
per day each, caisson wells dug to draw water and a concrete storage 
unit with a capacity of 10,000 cubic meters to store the desalinated wa-
ter.
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Our Harawa camp and offices were completed in August and the 
worksite facilities were ready in September. Families moved into their 
homes in August. Candan and Gökcan were among them.

As it was flat and sandy all around us, our two-and-a-half year old 
son spent all day outside. He became good friends with Mustafa’s son 
Ömer. Candan did not have to be firm with Gökcan, as there was no 
need for warnings such as “You’ll fall over” or “Look out for cars”. The 
children ran around and played and slept soundly at night. We set up 
a satellite dish so that we could watch Turkish TV. The worksite houses 
were large and comfortable. There were two verandas facing east and 
west, one next to the entrance and the other on the savannah side. We 
could watch the sun rise while we had breakfast on one side and watch 
it set while we had dinner on the other side. 

In September, as the construction of the ministers’ houses approached 
completion and the facilities in Harawa were almost complete, we be-
gan the construction of the farm houses and the 20-kilometer road. We 
subcontracted a local firm for the construction of the power line poles. 
The subcontractor, which employed Egyptian workers, did its job well 
and in keeping with the schedule.

Erman Ilıcak, head of the construction firm Rönesans, worked as 
an engineer in the internal affairs cost calculations department of this 
worksite for about a year. He was a very bright, hardworking young en-
gineer. He then resigned and left. We didn’t want to let him go, and his 
manager Metin Bulut and I did all we would to convince him otherwise, 
but it is difficult to change the mind of someone who knows what he 
wants to do.  We failed to stop him leaving, and now we regularly hear 
of his achievements as a boss.

In early 1992, Vice President Mehmet Draz, who was in charge of our 
project, was made a member of the Executive Board. After a few more 
months at the worksite, I was transferred to Istanbul as project coordina-
tor. Selim Özkan replaced me as project manager.
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Although the job at the Harawa worksite was simple, it was spread 
over a very wide area, so everyone involved gained a lot of experience 
in management and administration. We did much more work than ex-
pected in a year, and easily exceeded the targeted revenue and produc-
tion figures.

After returning to corporate headquarters, I travelled to Harawa at 
least once a month. Ibrahim Sigutri and I discussed various new projects, 
and we won contracts for many more small jobs. Selim and Mustafa did 
very good work after I left and ensured our presence in Libya for long 
years to come.

Bridge party at the Sirte camp engineers’ club. From left to right: Bircan Gündoğdu, 
Şahin Koşar, Hakkı Yavuz, Reha Öker and myself.
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Construction of Berke Dam, Osmaniye, Turkey

In August 1992 I was assigned to the Berke Dam Project. I was re-
placed by Zeki Işın, who had worked in a range of positions at various 
Enka worksites over the years. Just as we were about to travel to Libya 
for the handover, I was unable to accompany him because of severe 
herniated disk pain.

I had to spend a few days in hospital. When the pain had diminished 
as a result of injections and medication, they discharged me, advising 
me to take exercise to strengthen my hip, abdominal and leg muscles. 
I spent a few more days at home in bed. Meanwhile, there was the ex-
citement of being about to start a new job. I had been working at Enka 
for 13 years now, and I had spent the entire time – apart from brief inter-
ludes at corporate headquarters lasting no more than a few months – on 
worksites, with various positions and responsibilities.

I went to Berke in late August.  The Berke Dam was an investment 
of the Çukurova Electricity Corporation (ÇEAŞ). It was to be one of the 
most important dams in the region, involving a 200-meter high concrete 
arched dam and an underground power plant with a capacity of 500 
MW.  

In the initial bidding phase, we had been awarded work on access 
tunnels and roads, bridges and diversion tunnels. We had completed 
these works in early 1992. When the Bekhme project was halted, some 
of our staff who had been working on it was transferred to this project. 
The second phase and main tender held in early 1992 was awarded to 
the Italian road building company Italstrade.

Mehmet Draz and Gültekin Eren had held talks with this firm on a 
possible partnership. They approached the idea positively; as it would 
enable them to draw on the experiences and resources of the firm that 
had built the first phase and reduce their risks. They were also mindful 
of the strategic benefits of a partnership with a major Turkish firm. In the 
end, a partnership was established. It looked like a good partnership 
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given the team and equipment we had in hand after the first phase, our 
customer satisfaction record and experience of the region, and the fact 
that they had completed the Sır Dam for the same employer.

Italstrade’s project coordinator was called Silvestre and the project 
manager was called Porto. I was deputy project manager. The head of 
internal affairs was Gültekin Eren, a long-time employee of Enka.

Our first tasks were to carry out the diversion, to build the upstream 
cofferdam with roller-compacted concrete and to construct a down-
stream cofferdam consisting of an impermeable slurry wall57 covered by 
rock filling. Using a berm we constructed with a temporary rock filling, 
we diverted the River Ceyhan into the derivation tunnels in early Sep-
tember. We built another rock filling berm slightly downstream of the 
upstream cofferdam. By excavating the middle and injecting clay as we 
had done at the Bekhme Dam, we partially prevented water from com-
ing in. Then we dried the area by setting up pumps at suitable loca-
tions. We cleared all alluvial material and went down to the bedrock. We 
filled up holes in the rock with backfill concrete and prepared a smooth 
surface for setting the roller-compacted concrete. We started pouring 
the roller-compacted concrete from the lowest point. We produced the 
concrete at the concrete plant we had used for the first phase. It passed 
the tests.

The compacted concrete was produced from aggregate with a max-
imum size of 40 milimeters, in keeping with the gradation analysis men-
tioned in the specifications, mixed with sand, cement and a minimum 
amount of water.  It was transported by truck and when it arrived at the 
place where it was to be set, it was laid out to a thickness of 30 centime-
ters and compressed without vibration using 20-tonne rollers.  At every 
new layer, we poured cement slurry over the previous layer before laying 
out the new one.  Work had to continue uninterrupted until completion 
so that there would be no joints.

57	 Slurry	wall:	An	impermeability	wall	built	using	a	mixture	of	bentonite	and	cement.
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The most critical area was the part below the water level. As we were 
nearing the completion of this section, a few rocks came loose as a result 
of a very small, straightforward blasting job we were doing as part of the 
crest excavation on the left bank and fell on top of the power generators 
supplying electricity for the pumps and rendered them inoperable. 

We only just managed to get the new generators working before 
the water had reached the last level. However, work resumed with no 
serious problems. The person in charge of the crest excavation was a fel-
low engineer, Zeki Sümengen, who had carried out the same job at the 
Bekhme Dam. Porto was more ruthless with the Enka employee at fault 
than he ever was with Italian personnel. Zeki was very upset, resigned 
and left. After this incident, we completed the upstream cofferdam with-
out major problems.

Meanwhile, Enka subsidiary Kasktaş successfully completed work on 
the impermeability wall for the downstream cofferdam built out of ben-
tonite and cement slurry and ensured impermeability. Kasktaş had car-
ried out injection work at the Bekhme Dam and excelled in this project 
too. In a later tender, Kasktaş and its French partner were awarded the 
injection work for this dam.

The left and right crest excavations began to progress more rapidly 
after the cofferdam was completed. Work began on the injection tunnels 
and energy tunnels. The work on the energy tunnel was being done on 
a very problematic surface, and advanced very slowly, as it involved in-
tensive support work comprising gunned concrete on steel mesh, steel 
bracing and rock bolts. Work on an earth anchor58 for the cable crane to 
be used in pouring concrete for the arch dam began.

Meanwhile, ÇEAŞ was privatised and there was a change of man-
agement. The new management acted as though they wanted the work 
delayed.  The flow of the project was interrupted and approvals started 
to be interrupted.

58	 	Earth	anchor:		A	piece	of	structural	steel	that	conveys	the	tensile	force	on	it	to	the	
ground.
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In January, rumours spread that the new management wanted to 
complete the work with its own company and was slowing down the 
work on purpose in order to drive off Italstrade. I took this very seriously 
and began to put pressure on our Executive Board about the need to 
quit the partnership.

They were unhappy with the way things were going too. Mehmet 
began to talk to Italstrade about it. As work had slowed down and there 
was talk of ending the partnership, there was no point in me staying 
at the worksite. I left in mid-March and began to work from Istanbul. 
Gültekin Eren was left in charge of the site.

A view of the completed Berke Dam
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The negotiations finally came to an end. We dissolved the partner-
ship, leaving them our existing equipment and paying a sum of money 
on top.

It turned out that we were right. The rumours were true. They an-
nulled Italstrade’s contract and handed the project to their own com-
pany. Italstrade went to arbitration, but I don’t know what the outcome 
was. However, I remember Silvestre telling me that they would suffer 
major losses if the contract were to be annulled.

Berke Dam was the first project on which I worked as a manager in a 
joint venture with a foreign firm. I observed that while it is difficult, it is 
possible to work together with a company with a different culture, lan-
guage and way of doing business. As they were a state company, they 
were a bit slow. However, Silvestre was a good manager and a clever 
man who believed that every problem could be solved through dia-
logue. Porto, however, was the kind of manager who carried out all in-
structions at face value, like a soldier, without thinking about them or in-
terpreting them. Italstrade’s other managers were experienced foremen 
and technicians who had climbed up the rungs in the company. They 
knew their business and could do all that was asked of them through 
hard work without changing anything. While socially they were all very 
kind and friendly people, they were not open to business advice. Porto 
never denied them anything and defended them to the last. They drew 
on our experience very little.

They annoyed the employer with their unflinching we-know-it-all, 
trust-in-us attitude. Whenever I visited, they would complain to me and 
ask me to put things right. However, I didn’t have much time or oppor-
tunity to do anything about it. A few words or short-term efforts would 
not have been enough to change their approach.

After returning to Istanbul, I helped Mehmet Ağabey with the Berke 
project. I also supported Şan on the military residences project we were 
undertaking in Russia.
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Tchaikovsky 215 Residences Project, Perm, Russia

In March, in addition to the construction of the Tchaikovsky military 
residences, Enka had been subcontracted by the German firm Gabeg 
Anlagenbau Engineering to work on the social housing project in the 
city, consisting of three buildings and 215 residences. It was a project 
that needed to be completed urgently. As our military residences organ-
isation was fully occupied with the main project, I was asked to oversee 
the new undertaking.

As the employer had established a field team consisting entirely of 
German-speaking personnel, we also set up our organisation with per-
sonnel who spoke German.

Mesrur Tulunay was my deputy at headquarters, while Ercan Uraz was 
the project manager. Ünal Şahinoğlu, who had worked with me on var-
ious worksites, became the head of field work and Oğuz Gülbaş was 
the head of concrete work. We immediately dispatched architect Oğuz 
Şengöz, whom we had just hired, to the worksite as the head of archi-
tectural and fit out works, along with Mümin Baykan, who took charge of 
surveying and excavation.

On April 17th, while we were planning the work schedule and making 
initial materials purchases, we learned of the passing of President Turgut 
Özal. Some people were upset, while others were not that concerned. 
The end of the black market for cigarettes, the age of the “bankers”, 
and the subsidies extended for exports, investments and motorway 
projects had lent dynamism to the Turkish economy, and while there 
was much justified criticism, there had been significant progress. Upon 
Özal’s death, Süleyman Demirel immediately started positioning himself 
for the presidency and a debate got under way on who would become 
party leader once he became president.
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I Begin the Construction of My House

In order to build a house on our lot in Dragos, we came to an agree-
ment with architect Ertil Ayaydın and his firm under which they were to 
prepare for all the necessary drawings. Once the drawings needed to 
obtain a building licence were ready, I started to look for a small firm to 
obtain all the permits and carry out the rough construction works.

It was the beginning of a period of heavy expenditure. The best part 
of it was, I could only get as much done as I could afford. My first aim 
was to complete the earthworks and rough construction work within the 
best possible time and at the best possible price. I got a small firm to 
undertake the excavations and rough construction works on the house. 
Candan, to her credit, took on the role of site manager.

In Tchaikovsky, we had taken on new work which had to be complet-
ed by the end of the year. We immediately asked for prices from domes-
tic subcontractors for the driven pile works, and examined the jobs they 
had previously undertaken. We made an agreement for the pile driv-
ing, including the provision of materials, with the most suitable firm and 
had them start work immediately. We then asked our subsidiary Yasaş to 
draw up the formwork drawings for the concrete work, which consisted 
almost entirely of concrete walls and slabs. We bought formwork mate-
rial from PERI and sent it on to the worksite. Although we called in some 
Turkish foremen and workers from other military projects, we decided to 
rely mainly on domestic labour. As soon as the piles for the first building 
were complete, we started on the foundation formwork and rebar and 
poured the first foundation concrete at the end of May. We brought in 
a cement plant that was no longer in use from the other project in the 
town and set it up.

The formwork was delivered and we started manufacturing curtain 
wall and flooring form. According to the original drawings, temporary 
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staircases had to be installed leading from one room to the other, since 
all the walls were of concrete. We started experiencing problems with 
assembling and disassembling formwork. I told the design group that 
things would be easier for us if some of the concrete walls were built 
using bricks instead, which would allow easier passage inside, and asked 
them whether it was possible to make this change. Sera Ağabey was 
good enough to do the calculations and convince Gabeg. As a result, 
some of the concrete walls were replaced with bricks. This allowed us 
the necessary ease of movement and speeded up the work.

Setting a pace of a storey every ten days, we took the first step to-
wards reaching our target. We were able to complete nine storey build-
ings in 90 days.

I spent all June and July at the worksite. The mechanical, electrical 
and trim works all got under way on time and to the envisaged standards. 
Once the concrete work had reached the fourth floor at Tchaikovsky, we 
started on the facades as well. We cleaned the exterior walls, covered 
them in dense Styrofoam and applied layers of plaster on top of that, 
after inserting a fibre net. Apart from the details of the window, window-
sill, door and balcony joints, it was an easy task. As we had to put up 
scaffolding on all the facades of three buildings, it was a bit difficult to 
get started, but later we began to complete all the details rapidly.

Inside, work began on laying the drinking water and heating lines, 
the sanitation pipes and the main electrical lines leading to panels on 
each floor via the utilities shafts. We laid out Styrofoam five centimeters 
thick on the concrete floors to ensure sound insulation and covered it 
with 6-7 centimeters of cement screed. The doors and wooden window 
frames began to arrive at the worksite. 

Just around the time we had completed the rough construction and 
put the work in order, with all items of work in progress, Yeltsin bombed 
the Congress of People’s Deputies, which was resisting his latest de-
cisions. Yeltsin had always seen the Congress, which sat in the White 
House at the time, as a centre of opposition. Once the political turmoil 
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abated, they asked us to make an offer for repairs to the White House. 
As soon as the Moscow office produced the offer, they were told to start 
immediately and deliver the work in three months. I was appointed proj-
ect manager for this new job.

Although it looked like an easy project, the 215 Residences Proj-
ect added significantly to our experience with respect to the type of 
construction chosen and to various difficulties with connections to the 
town’s infrastructure system. On the other hand, the fact that the project 
was conducted alongside a much larger project made the going easier 
for us, since we were able to obtain many kinds of logistical support.

A Second Gökhan
On August 20th 1993, Candan’s sister Handan and her boyfriend, my name-
sake Gökhan (Kayalıbay), got married. As it was a weekend, I decided to 
take a short break and went to Istanbul. Candan was almost as excited as 
her sister. People teased their father, saying “Can’t your daughters marry 
anyone who isn’t called Gökhan?” We enjoyed a pleasant evening free from 
worries.

Construction of the White House, Moscow, Russia

In mid-October I travelled to Moscow. I was present at the first meet-
ing with Chief Deputy Mayor of Moscow Vladimir Resin and the presi-
dent of the State Committee for Construction59, P.Surov. Following a ha-
rangue about why we had not yet started work – although the contract 
had not even been signed – we were left in no doubt about how import-
ant the work was for them. I was a bit concerned that similar meetings 
were scheduled for every day. We knew what a challenge it was to have 

59 President of the State Committee for Construction: Also known as the Minister for 
Construction of the Russian Federation.
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to work according to the daily priorities of the employer, instead of do-
ing our own planning and following our own schedule.

We got organised immediately and started work. Together with 
Country Representative for Russia Haluk Gerçek, we drew up a list of 
personnel who could be transferred from ongoing projects in Russia and 
discussed which positions they would be most effective in. We made 
architect Ömer Göktürk, project manager for the Gynaecology Hospi-
tal, head of the trim work items, which carried the most weight, and 
assigned Levent Küçük and Şenol Sarı, who were experienced in trim 
works, to work under him. From the same project, we got Halil Akman-
sayar to oversee the mechanical and electrical works, Selim Özkan to 
be the manager of internal affairs and Okan Kırcı to be administrative 
affairs manager. Architect Ertegün Yurtsever undertook identification 
and quantity surveying. Moscow Corporate Procurement Director Can 
Özsoy headed the procurement for the project. We started the clean-
up and disassembly work with 100-150 workers we brought in from the 
Gynaecology, Bakulev and Childbirth hospitals and other sites. 

Working day and night, we identified the quantity of work we needed 
to do, the types of material we would need, and how much we had to 
do on each floor. We picked two Russian firms with suitable expertise to 
work as subcontractors for the replacement and isolation of ventilation 
ducts, in line with the preferences of the employer. Our job included the 
entire tower section consisting of 13 floors. With each floor measuring 
around 2,500 square meters, there was a total of 32,000 square meters 
of closed space. In summary, in terms of architectural work, we were 
to replace the floorboards, wallpaper and suspended ceilings, replace 
the doors that had been damaged and clean up and polish the others, 
replace the door lock systems, replace the damaged windows and clean 
up and paint the others, replace all the windows with reflective glass, 
and reorganise, clean up, paint and maintain the technical spaces on the 
20th and 21st storeys. In terms of electrical work, we were to renew the 
entire wiring, change the panels on each floor, install surface-mounted 
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cable trunks60 to the offices and change all switches and sockets. By way 
of mechanical work, we were to reinstall the water supply lines and the 
plumbing for the heating, ventilation and cooling system and replace 
any equipment that was out of order. The parts of the facade that had 
been damaged by the bombing were to be fully insulated, the stone 
surfaces were to be replaced and the roof insulation and cladding were 
to be renewed.  Of this work, floors 8-13 were to be delivered by the 
end of December and the rest by the end of January.

During a cold spell at the end of October, the temperature fell to mi-
nus 38oC. As the building’s heating system wasn’t working, we covered 
up the gaps in broken windows with Styrofoam lined with plastic and 
heated the floors on which we were working with diesel heaters so that 
the workers could continue. We decided to use half of floor 13 as our 
office. As the rooms were already furnished, we only brought in portable 
beds. Since we were working late into the night, we didn’t want to waste 
any time going home or to the hotel.

Candan and Gökcan in Moscow

In early November 1993, Galatasaray, the team I support, were to play a 
Champions League game against Spartak Moscow. We went to watch the 
match among the Galatasaray supporters. It ended in a draw. The Spartak 
supporters were unhappy with the result and pelted us with snowballs. I 
suffered a cut eyebrow from a vigorously-dispatched snowball.

That weekend, Candan and Gökcan came to Moscow for the first time.  I 
couldn’t spend much time with them due to work but Candan and Gök-
can visited everything on the must-see list. The Bolshoi Ballet, circuses, 
the Space Museum, Pushkin Museum and an exhibition by street artists 
were just some of these. Although they had to go around without me, 
they were very pleased about it.

60  Trunk: Cable channel.
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We drew up a detailed programme of work that listed everything we 
had to do, floor by floor. Together with Can, our procurement manager, 
we went over lists of all materials to be purchased. As time was of the 
essence, we focused on Moscow and its environs for sources, along with 
Turkey and the Baltic countries. Pipes, galvanised steel, floorboards and 
convectors61 were ordered from Russia; cables, trunks, wallpaper and 
reflective glass from Turkey, and missing doors and windows, card locks 
and wooden covers for convectors from Finland. The delivery times 
were between 15 days and a month. For those that could not be pro-
duced in time, we made orders with more than one producer. Either we 
purchased the amounts they had in stock, or we made small orders that 
they could produce rapidly, thereby shortening the time needed.

Until mid-November we busied ourselves with clean-up and demoli-
tion works. From mid-November onwards, the materials we had ordered 
started to arrive, together with the workers we needed, and the work 
gathered pace. Around the end of November, the number of our work-
ers, including those of the Russian subcontractors, reached 2,000. Until 
then, the daily meetings had been very difficult. They kept telling us 
that we would not be able to deliver on time and put pressure on us to 
increase the pace of the work. These admonitions sometimes amounted 
to insults. I tried to convince them by telling them that we were fulfilling 
the requirements of the programme, that the required materials and 
workers in the desired disciplines would not arrive until mid-November, 
that the work would gather pace after that and that it might even be 
finished early. In the third week of November, everything speeded up 
and the pressure gave way to praise. Floorboards were laid and covered 
for protection, pipes and wiring were installed, ventilation ducts were 
out in place and insulated, doors were taken off their hinges in order to 
make lock sockets, polished and put up again, and the intact glass in 

61 Convector: A ventilation unit that conditions cold air through natural convection 
and distributes it and which can also be used for cooling
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the windows was replaced with reflective glass. After the wallpapering 
had been done, the locks were inserted in the doors of the rooms, and 
once the skirting, trunks, switches, sockets and lighting fixtures had all 
be done, the doors were locked. In the corridors, the work within the 
suspended ceiling was finished, the suspended ceiling itself was assem-
bled, the corridors were completely refitted with fire cabinets, hoses 
and vanes, the wallpapering was done, the skirting was fitted and the 
entrances to the floors were barred.

A note was made of the rooms that needed to be kept open for the 
remaining work to be finished. Only the workers selected for the tasks 
at hand were allowed to enter these rooms. Records were kept and in 
the event of any damage, the managers responsible for the workers 
were held accountable. These last-minute jobs generally involved the 
fitting of switches and sockets, the installation of wooden covers for the 
convectors and the final touches to wallpaper and floorboard repairs. 
The Russian subcontractors kept pace with us and did their work rapidly 
and correctly. The pipe and duct transport chains along the staircases 
worked at full speed every day. In addition to the four elevators we were 
assigned, we also transported materials from ground level using cranes 
via the windows. On one Sunday in December, we used these cranes to 
lower the Enka flag from the roof, took photos of the White House and 
immediately removed the flag. These beautiful photos taken in snowy 
weather still line the walls of my office.

From mid-December onwards, we started handing over storeys and 
by the fourth week of the month we had delivered the first phase of 
our job. This included the facade works and replacement of the marble 
between floors 14 and 17, which had been damaged heavily by the 
artillery. The other floors were completed and handed over by the third 
week of January. The roof insulation and cladding gave us the most 
difficulty, due to the poor weather. Even so, we managed to finish in 
time, including testing. As we had limited access to the technical floors 
on the two top floors, their handover did not go smoothly. The difficulty 
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which we had accessing the floors and limited clearance meant that we 
could only finish the screed and wall paint at the last minute before the 
handover.

The first handover ceremony was held before the New Year. Sinan 
and Haluk attended. At the ceremony, they presented Resin, Surov, me 
and other members of the team’s upper management with a certificate 
of achievement. This document, which has a picture of the White House 
on it, and was signed by Prime Minister Viktor Chernomyrdin, also hangs 
on a wall of my office.

During the meetings in January, Surov and Resin, the employer’s two 
bigshots, never ceased to praise Enka and myself. It was a stark contrast 
to the meetings in October. Control Chief Stephanov got his fair share 
of the plaudits as well.

A view of the White House in Moscow during the repair work
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In January, celebrations involving vodka or cognac were held at least 
twice a week either in Surov’s room or Stephanov’s. I probably drank 
more in that single month than I had drunk all my life.

A successful conclusion to three months of intensive work had made 
me as happy as anyone else. At the end of January, Surov invited the 
Enka upper management to dinner at a meeting room in the White 
House. He arrived late because he’d been working. I remember him 
asking us “How many glasses of vodka have you had?”, downing five 
glasses one after another, and saying “Now we’re equal” and carrying 
on. We left that gathering quite drunk and dishevelled, but Surov went 
back to work.

In early February, more dinners were held, first for the worksite per-
sonnel, and then for Istanbul corporate employees.

I Become Vice President

When I returned to Istanbul, Eşref Denizhan, one of the members of 
the Board of Directors, sent out a memo stating that I had been promot-
ed to vice president and that I would be working at the Moscow office 
with Haluk Gerçek. While looking for new work, Haluk asked me to over-
see the Tschist site as well.

My colleagues and I often used to discuss what sort of a construction 
company Enka was. It did not have the kind of written rules that are 
a must for an established corporation. However, there were unwritten 
rules that anyone who spent a long time there and became part of the 
upper management could easily understand. These rules may be listed 
as follows:

- Integrity,

- The habit of putting work first,

- Ability to take decisions,

- Teamwork, respect for people,
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- Leadership capacity to motivate the team,

- Loyalty,

- Ability to express oneself succinctly,

- Capacity for realistic planning and costing,

- Avoidance of financial losses,

- Sharing of information with the upper and middle management 
and requesting help when needed,

- Having a very good grasp of the contracts and acting according-
ly,

- Good knowledge of the resources of the company and ability to 
use them well,

- The self-confidence necessary to overcome challenges, 

- Ability to work rapidly without compromising on quality.

Those who possessed these attributes would sooner or later find 
themselves in good management positions.

Construction of Tschist Construction Materials Factory,  
Belarus

In mid-February I started work at the Moscow office. Tschist was an 
integrated manufacturing facility that was to produce lightweight con-
crete62, roof tiles, lime and dry mortar63 for residential construction using 
German technology from Klöckner Industry and Preussag Anlagenbau. 
We had formed a consortium with these two German firms. They were 
to provide all the technological equipment and materials and we were 
to undertake the entire construction and assembly works. The employer 

62	 Lightweight	concrete:	Low	density	concrete	made	from	light	aggregate	or	
containing chemicals that increase the amount of air contained.

63	 Mortar:	A	mixture	of	hydrated	lime,	cement	and	sand,	which	is	usually	used	to	fill	in	
jointing.
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was Vineshtroyimport and the consultancy firm was Consultant Consor-
tium for Housing Construction. As per the contract, the technological 
design work was to be done by Klöckner and Preussag, while all the 
remaining projects for construction and steel were to be produced by 
local design firms under the supervision of the consortium. 

Haluk and I visited the worksite straight away. The project manag-
er was Tamer Bilgiçer, the former chairman of our subsidiary Tanksan, 
and the construction manager was Ali Budak, with whom I had worked 
in Medina. The worksite facilities had been established and the con-
crete work had begun. However, work was progressing slowly due to 
the tough winter conditions. There were a number of other problems 
too: lack of coordination in the design phase, which caused delays in the 
completion of the design and engineering; delays in the steel manufac-
turing caused by the delays in the completion of the drawings, and poor 
relations between the consortium and the employer.

After a few meetings with the employer and our partners, we realised 
that the main reason for the delays was that the design work was not 
being done on schedule, and that there was no coordination on de-
sign data. We immediately asked group leader Sera Ağabey for help in 
bringing in a team from Enka’s engineering department. 

Sera Ağabey joined the group himself, and in early March we all met 
up in Tschist. We assessed the problems and discussed what contribu-
tions the corporate project group might make. We then came to an 
agreement whereby a team from the corporate office would come to the 
worksite for a few months to work on the steel and statics calculations 
alongside the project institutes, provide them with support, and ensure 
that data was exchanged with our technical partners.

The proposed arrangements took effect in mid-March, and by the 
end of April we had seen the last of many of our problems.
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The steel manufacturing was to be undertaken by local plants. How-
ever, manufacturing had not yet started because the design work was 
going so slowly. Once the design work picked up and the necessary 
drawings were sent to the steel manufacturers, they had to be strictly 
supervised. For this, we sought help from Çimtas. After establishing a 
unit for this task, we brought in additional engineers and teams to speed 
up the concrete work. By early June, the problems had died down and 
things were starting to go smoothly.

I worked on this project for a few months. We saw for ourselves how 
problems created by lack of coordination - in this case, between the two 

Tschist Roof Tile Factory
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firms that were producing the technological equipment and undertak-
ing the main engineering work, the local firms responsible for detailed 
drawings, and ourselves as the construction contractor – could affect 
the initiation of work, and what sort of delays they could cause. By ad-
dressing these problems, we made sure that the work went ahead on 
schedule. For me, it was a short but worthwhile experience.

Progress on the Construction of My House 

In early May, the rough construction work on my house had been com-
pleted. I decided to use mahogany for all the decorative and supportive 
woodwork except for the roof truss and cladding, and brought a large 
amount of mahogany timber. I hired master builder Nihat Başaran, who 
had worked on the doors and windows at the White House project, to do 
the woodwork. First, however, the roof and facades of the house needed 
to be closed off. The aerated concrete walls on the external facade, the 
internal brick walls and the roof frame were all completed by the firm 
that had done the construction work. The wooden cladding for the roof, 
roof insulation and tiling was carried out by master-builder Nihat’s team. 
I hired a firm located nearby to do the aluminium work. Ertil Ayaydın 
and his team produced the drawings for this in time and without any 
problems. They also supervised both the manufacturing and the assem-
bly work closely. 

I was building the house slowly, as I had planned, with the money I was 
able to save while working. Now, the outline of the building became ap-
parent, and it gradually became something tangible. Candan and I had 
our first coffee there, brewed by Satılmış, sitting on wooden chairs placed 
on the concrete flooring in front of the large reception room – the space 
which would eventually become the veranda. At that time, no permission 
had yet been granted for additional storeys in the area: that was to come 
later, with the zoning change, and to give me a great deal of bother. So 
from where we were sitting we had a broad and beautiful view of the sea 
stretching all the way from Sedef Island to Kartal, over the roofs of old, 
single-storey houses. Both of us felt very happy. 
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In Moscow, they had given up using the White House as the parlia-
ment, and it had been turned over to the government. It was decided 
to use the building of the former State Planning Committee as the par-
liament building and a tender was put out for the restoration of this 
building. We were one of the bidders. Our offer was accepted and a 
contract was signed. 

Duma Building, Moscow, Russia 

The Duma building consisted of a historical building built in the 
1900s near the Kremlin and a large additional building built behind it 
in the 1970s. All the architectural, electrical and mechanical work within 
the total covered area of 105,000 square meters was to be replaced, 
and all the elevators were to change. The facades of both the old build-
ing and the new one were to be repaired in keeping with their original 
designs. In summary, we had to rebuild a building of which the rough 
construction had been completed in a very short space of time. A part of 
the old building was to be delivered by the beginning of August and the 
other part by the beginning of September, while the new building was 
to be finished by the beginning of October, with the exception of some 
ventilation work, the cooling system and some of the lifts. These were to 
be delivered at the beginning of February.

It was a truly difficult task. We had come up with a plan and a sched-
ule during the bidding stage, making use of the pre-design documents 
known as TEOs which were available to us. However, at the time the 
assumption was that everything would have to be delivered at the be-
ginning of October. It turned out that the work was to be delivered in 
stages. On the other hand, the delivery of some work was pushed back, 
which was to our advantage.

I left the Tcshist project, as I didn’t have time to work on it any more. 
We immediately established a management team. I was the vice pres-
ident in charge of the project, Zafer Gür was the project manager, Ali 
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Kozan was responsible for the old building and Selçuk Adal for the new 
one. Can Özsoy was the procurement manager again, while Okan Kırcı 
was the head of administrative affairs. The mechanical work was entrust-
ed to Ali Ergül, and the electrical work was to be carried out under Halil 
Akmansayar.

The team at Istanbul headquarters included Güler Tacettinoğlu, who 
was in charge of financing and accounting, and Ayşe Gülçelik, Vasıf Sayıl 
and Sinan Akın for procurement.

Once again, we got all our available workers in Moscow together and 
with a team of 400 we began the disassembly and clean-up work. As 
part of this process, we removed all the moveable furniture and handed 
it over to the employer’s workers. At night, the workers loaded the fur-
niture on to trucks and took them off to public warehouses for storage. 
They would either take possession of the furniture based on an invento-
ry they had at hand, or ask for the item to be disposed of. During one 
of our daily meetings, Stephanov said, “There’s a grand piano missing. 
Find it.” This incident resulted from a misunderstanding between our 
team and the officials taking possession of the furniture. The piano had 
been set aside to be disposed of, and Okan had sent it to the store-
house of our hospital project in the Bakulev neighbourhood. However, 
he only told me this a few days later. By that time I had assured Stepha-
nov that there was no such thing in our possession and that we wouldn’t 
be able to find it. I couldn’t just turn around at our next meeting and say, 
“We’ve found it; it was in our storehouse all along”. A few meetings later 
they stopped insisting and within a few weeks the grand piano was for-
gotten. Frankly, we forgot about it too. It was probably still in a corner of 
the storehouse in Bakulev. I hope Okan gave it to someone who would 
make good use of it. However, the issue caused us a lot of trouble right 
at the outset of the project.

Alongside the clean-up and disassembly work, we immediately start-
ed identifying our materials needs and making measurements, just as 
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we had done at the White House. The choice and approval of mate-
rials was the most critical issue at that early stage. As large quantities 
were needed and factories in Europe were closed for the summer, we 
focused on suppliers who had inventories, or those who could make up 
for gaps within a few weeks once their factories started working again. 
The most urgent items were plumbing pipes and accessories, ventilation 
ducts and cable trays. For cables, we received permission to replace 
the GOST64-certified materials in place in the building with similar items 
procured from the domestic market.

The heating system pipes in the old building were galvanized steel 
pipes. For the most part, these had been divided up on the lowest floor. 
Hot water was distributed to the floors above via a shaft built between 
every two rooms. These shafts were broken open, the old pipes were 
taken out and new ones were installed. After the new pipes had been 
installed, the shafts needed to be closed off again and the trim work 
needed to begin immediately. This was an urgent item of work.

Quickly we began to take out the old galvanized pipes and fit the 
new ones. Just when this work was about to be completed throughout 
the building, the mechanical works engineer from Mosprojekt said that 
SNIP65 no longer allowed galvanized pipes to be used in heating sys-
tems, and demanded that the pipes we had installed should be taken 
out and replaced with black steel pipes.

There was a very tough meeting with the employer on this issue. 
Voices were raised, and our interpreter Larissa fainted from all the talk 
and tension. We gave examples of various standards and asked for the 
work to be allowed to stand. Stephanov and his managers supported us 
in the face of Mosprojekt’s objections. They decided that the galvanized 
pipes already fitted could remain in place and that those that had not 
yet been installed could be galvanized pipes too. Years later, Mehmet 

64	 GOST:	Russian	materials	specification.
65 SNIP: Abbreviation for Construction Standards of the Russian Federation.
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Selçuk, the president of our subcontractor ENTE, said that he would 
never forget the struggle I put up to convince them. Had we lost, there 
was no way we could have finished the project on time. For us, this 
would have resulted in a serious loss of prestige.

By the first week of July, our total workforce, including Russian sub-
contractors, stood at 4,000. The workers were staying nearby, two to a 
room, in the famous Hotel Rossiya of the communist era. We made the 
parliamentary cafeteria our own and started cooking our meals there. 
We produced four meals a day to account for the night shift as well. 
Everyone was able to use the medium-sized dining hall. As the numbers 
increased, we set up temporary mess halls on other floors and distribut-
ed food there too. 

Okan Kırcı had some bizarre incidents to deal with. On one occasion, 
a worker was caught making love with a woman in his room. His room-
mate had filed a complaint. He described the incident as follows: “I 
came back from work tired. After taking a shower, I lay down on my bed 
and fell asleep. When I woke up, there was a naked woman on top of 
me and that’s when the security arrived.” A lot of Russian women who 
were part of our team were also staying at the hotel. Whether the man’s 
story was an excuse made up to avoid being fired, or whether it was the 
truth, it became the subject of many jokes and has continued to amuse 
us ever since.

Once the needs had been identified and the quantities of materials 
to be purchased and installed started to become clearer, we were able 
to make a more realistic schedule that allowed us to see further ahead.

The place where we had the most difficulty was the replacement of 
the mechanical and electrical systems that covered the basements of 
the new building and the connecting building. The method we followed 
here was to replace the disassembled pipes, ducts, trays and cables with 
new materials the same day, and to proceed by taking out as much as we 
could replace every day. Ali Ergül says we did as much work in that base-
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ment as we had at the Hamitabat Power Plant. Working with Mosprojekt, 
we had ordered all the parts for the cooling plant, heat exchangers, 
vanes, ventilation plants, transformers and generators by mid-July. The 
orders were to begin arriving from the beginning of August. They would 
then be assembled and handed over in line with our schedule.

All the existing lifts were to be replaced. The old ones had been 
made by Kone. After bargaining over the price, we gave the job to Kone 
on condition that they kept up with our schedule. There were around 30 
lifts spread around the building and more than 20 of them had to be re-
placed by October. As we were using the old lifts to carry our materials, 
we had carefully scheduled disassembly and assembly dates for each 
lift, so as not to disrupt our work, and we were very sensitive about this. 
The lifts were turned over to Kone for disassembly on the exact date 
stated in the schedule. Even though we were using the lifts intensively, 
there were still transport convoys along the staircases and at nights we 
had full-scale logistical mobilisations.

In mid-July Şarık Ağabey visited the worksite. After touring the build-
ing, he said, “You have a really difficult task on your hands; it might not 
all get finished on time.” Some of those accompanying him offered to 
make a bet with me. I bet all of them a month’s salary that we would 
finish on time. In the end, the job was finished on time and I won the 
wager. However, nobody paid up. “We knew you would get it finished,” 
they argued, “but we bet against it to spur you on.”
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The first delivery date was set for August 15th. We were to hand over 
half of the old building on this date. In the corridors, all the mechanical 
and electrical works in the suspended ceilings were continuing at full 
speed. In the rooms, work went on day and night on the assembly of 
floorboards, the surface preparation for paint and wall papers, the in-
stallation of radiators, the cleaning of wooden window frame parts, the 
replacement of windowsills66, the cleaning and polishing of fitted furni-
ture and doors, and the changing of locks and hinges.  For the few doors 
that had become unusable, we put in an order with good carpenters in 

66	 Windowsill:	Structural	component	made	from	natural	stone	or	metal	that	slopes	
outwards and constitutes the base for windows.

Old Parliament Building, Moscow
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Turkey and reached an agreement with the employer that the new doors 
could be installed during the second phase. The toilets and bathrooms 
were stripped clean and rebuilt using materials as close as possible to 
the originals. The procurement team was very successful in locating the 
right materials and the approval and procurement of all materials was 
completed with only minor delays.

Thanks to the outstanding efforts of Zafer, Ali and their teams, all the 
architectural, mechanical and electrical works were completed on time. 
As previously agreed with the employer, we connected up the ventila-
tion plants from the old system, the heat exchangers67 and the pumps, 
and handed over one half of the old building ready for use on August 
15th.  The last coat of paint was being applied as the handover delega-
tion toured the building.

The roof insulation for the new and old building and the clean-up and 
repair work on the facade of the new building were carried out rapidly 
before the weather turned.  The facade of the old building was to be 
restored to its original state by a Russian firm, but they didn’t have to 
finish at the same time as us. While cleaning up the facade of the new 
building, we replaced all the windows and windowsills together with any 
mosaic tiles that had been damaged. It was critical that the parts of the 
mosaics we replaced should match the colour scheme perfectly, and we 
managed to pull this off.

Inside, we broke up most of the screed flooring and re-poured it. 
Where the height was sufficient, we mended the cracks and poured 
self-levelling slurry over them. We took out the light concrete brick walls 
and replaced them with plaster panels. Due to the sound and fire speci-
fications, the sides facing the corridors were covered with double sheet-
rock panels. The suspended ceilings were taken out completely and 
discarded. All the ventilation ducts, pipes and insulation within the sus-
pended ceilings were replaced, together with all the trays and cables.

67	 Heat	exchanger:	Machines	used	for	transferring	heat	to	various	fluids.
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We set up a special monitoring team to establish the quantities of the 
work we were doing. This team began to determine the amount of work 
done in each room and corridor and to keep a proper record. The place 
where we had the most difficulty was the basement of the new building, 
where the mechanical and electrical works were extremely intensive. 

The teams doing the assembly work in the basement calculated the 
amount of work they had carried out so far and from then on they began 
to report daily amounts. This was important for checking whether we 
were on schedule and for being able to charge the employer for any 
additional work we might have undertaken.

As a result of this study, we found that there would be a 25 per cent 
increase compared to the amounts foreseen in the annex to the con-
tract. We informed the employer of this in writing and asked for the 
project firm that had come up with the initial quantities to conduct a 
similar study to confirm our findings. They said that they would only be 
able to do so in October.

The weak current68 systems were being installed by a licensed Rus-
sian firm chosen by the administration. They worked in tandem with our 
electrical teams and did their work well. They brought in their materials 
on time and finished each task on schedule.

From mid-July the number of workers began to increase. In mid-Au-
gust, it reached 7,500. Those who were accommodated at the Hotel 
Rossiya walked to the site, while those staying in other hotels were trans-
ported in rented coaches. A third of the workers worked the night shift.

At the beginning of September we delivered the second half of the 
old building. We delivered the new building floor by floor, starting at 
the top. The last job we had to finish was the carpets. The employer’s 
furniture firms then began to install the moveable furniture. We went on 
working day and night alongside the employer’s personnel to assemble 

68	 Weak	current:	The	type	of	current	used	in	building	work	for	telephone	lines,	bells,	
antennas,	fire	warning	systems,	and	audio	and	automation	equipment.
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lifts, air conditioning plants, heat exchangers and pumps and to connect 
up cables and put the electricity and weak current panels into operation. 

In September we managed to work very intensively. A part of the day 
shift worked 3-4 hours of overtime, overlapping with the night shift, and 
during those hours the workforce swelled to 5,000 people.

Gökcan Begins Primary School

Gökcan was now of primary school age. The Koç Primary School had not 
yet been established. He entered the draw for the Galatasaray Primary 
School and a few other private schools, but did not get a place. In Sep-
tember 1994, he started primary school at Acıbadem Parmak Çocuk, 
where he had previously been in kindergarten.

The timber, ceramic, mechanical and electrical works on our house were 
all being carried out by subcontractors supervised by Candan. When I 
went to Istanbul on holiday, we examined the drawings for the landsca-
ping of the garden and selected plants from among the suggested va-
rieties. We also selected one of the bidders to do the external cladding 
of the front garden wall and the main entrance.

The staircases and the basement floor were filled with a crowd of 
workers busy with weak current and mid-current69 panel assembly, cable 
termination, the installation of ventilation equipment, the assembly and 
operation of heat exchangers, the installation and testing of lifts and 
the moving of furniture. Long queues formed in front of the lifts for the 
transport of materials and men.

One space to which we paid special attention was the Duma assem-
bly hall. Here, the walls were stripped clean and covered with acoustic 

69	 Mid-current:	Electrical	current	of	110	or	220	volts.
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panels, a suspended ceiling was installed – again, with acoustic qualities 
- and the floor was covered with sloping, elevated flooring and carpet-
ing. While many of the systems lines were buried in the walls and the 
suspended ceiling, some of the wiring for the sound and stage lighting 
systems, and all of the television cables, went under the elevated floor-
ing. The noise checks which we carried out on the ventilation equipment 
before closing off the suspended ceiling were over the limit, so we in-
creased the size of some of the ventilation ducts and put in additional 
silencers. This took us an extra week, but we managed to complete it 
in time. We worked from the back of the hall to the front, laying down 
flooring panels, covering them with carpet tiles, putting in the seats and 
installing the weak current connections. The dais for the speaker of the 
house and the speaker’s platform resembled a garden of wiring from 
both the top and the bottom and sometimes I worried if we would be 
able to connect them all properly.

We managed to complete and deliver everything except ten lifts and 
the cooling plant by the beginning of October. The employer overlooked 
a few minor shortcomings and signed all the handover documents. We 
worked hardest of all to put all the operational documentation together; 
it took us until February to complete it.

In the first week of October, a day before the Duma convened in its 
new building, there was a big gathering in the Duma Assembly Hall, in-
volving key personnel from all the contractors, the employer’s staff and 
executives of all relevant institutions. Speaker of the House Ripkin hand-
ed out certificates of achievement to everyone involved. It was a very 
nice ceremony. The prime minister, a number of other ministers and the 
directors of the employer’s organisation all made speeches in which they 
thanked us very much. Sinan Tara and I responded to their expressions 
of appreciation with speeches of our own.

That evening, we organised a celebration and dinner at the Renais-
sance Hotel.  During the toasts, Stephanov kissed me on the lips, as per 
the Russian custom. I can still hear the laughter and the applause. In his 
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speech, he mentioned the study we had made for the increase in the 
works. The project firm had said that they would only check our study in 
exchange for a payment that amounted to half the cost of the additional 
funds we were demanding. Stephanov said that they had decided to 
consider our demand as a bonus and announced that they would pay it 
immediately. After they left, Şarık Ağabey, Sinan, Haluk and I celebrated 
this decision with cognac at the bar.

Sinan and I were the last people left at the bar that night. As we 
sipped our cognac, he told me that in addition to the investments we 
were undertaking jointly with the municipality of Moscow under the um-
brella of Mosenka, Enka wanted to continue investing independently in 
Moscow, and that they aimed to become the largest investor in the city. 
The new company was to be called Enka Invest. He then told me he 
wanted me to head this new company. I accepted, thinking it would be a 
new experience for me. I spent the next few days on tasks such as organ-
ising the team that would take over the remainder of the work, tidying 
up incomplete lists and the like. Then I went to Turkey for a short holiday.

A Retrospective Interlude
After handing over the Duma building, and spending a few days dealing 
with the construction of our house in Istanbul, we went on holiday to 
Antalya. It was October 1994. We spent a few days in a holiday camp in 
Kemer. As we lay on the beach and sipped our drinks, and the autumn 
sun caressed our bodies, we spoke about how busy the last year had 
been and how many changes we had experienced in our lives. I had be-
gun my working life as a topographer in Kırıkkale, and risen to be made 
head of field work on a project as large as the Medina project. My career 
had then hit a bump as I became head of field work on a smaller project 
in Riyadh and then head of infrastructure at Brega, a project about the 
same size as the one in Medina. Later, my career had taken off again, 
as dam manager at Bekhme and then project manager for the Harawa 
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By the time I returned, the Duma was working out of its new build-
ings. We were given a few offices on the ground floor. As the remaining 
work consisted mainly of lifts and mechanical assembly, our teams were 
working in the lift shafts70, in the basement and on the roof. A small team 
completed or repaired the items found lacking during the handover, 
while quite a crowded team, consisting mainly of Russian translators and 
engineers, organised the handover documents and translated the man-
uals for the equipment. The management team which we had brought 
in from military construction projects in Moscow and elsewhere in Russia 
returned to their previous positions. While most of the workers returned 

70	 	Lift	shaft:	The	empty	space	in	which	the	lift	cabin	moves.

Farm Houses, Berke Dam and the Russian White House. Becoming a 
vice president and completing such a large, important and urgent proj-
ect as the Duma building on time had boosted my fortunes. There had 
been two peaks and two troughs in my fifteen-year career. Are there not 
similar rises and falls in our psychology, our social lives and our marriag-
es - times when we feel very good and very bad; times when we invest 
heavily in friendships and social relations; times when we would rather 
not see anyone; times when marriage is problematic and times when it 
is very happy? All these are normal events in all our lives. The important 
thing is to realise that neither peaks nor troughs are permanent, and 
to be able to make conscious decisions accordingly. Candan’s sincere 
support for my work, the happy marriage she had worked to create, her 
deep interest in and love of our son, the very difficult eight years she 
had spent living on worksites with a husband she had made an arranged 
marriage with, the patience and resilience she displayed and the close 
affinity all of this created were all important things. What a good thing 
we had done by getting married! We were building a second child’s 
room in our house, in addition to Gökcan’s. We decided there and then 
that it was time it had an occupant.
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to Turkey, some went on to other projects in Russia. Zafer became the 
project manager for the new tax office building we were to construct 
jointly with Koray Construction and started work there. Ali Kozan went 
back to Turkey to set up his own business. Besides returning the person-
nel we had borrowed from other projects, we did our best to transfer 
our successful new engineers and managers to on-going projects or new 
ventures.

The Duma building project was a very tough one in terms of the num-
ber of items of work, the tight deadline and the complexity of the pro-
curements and purchases. In this project, we achieved very rapid interior 
renovation of a very high standard by organising very effectively, using 
the best managers Enka had, and drawing on all our experience. The 
workers – almost 8,000 of them at times – were deployed and managed 
well. We coped with a complicated, dense mass of mechanical, elec-
trical and architectural work, the quantity of which we could not even 
be sure of ourselves. And we experienced at first-hand how important 
the full support of the employer is for the completion of the work. Al-
though 25 years have now passed, this project is still talked about and 
cited as an example. The White House and Duma Renovation projects 
were very significant projects in terms of speed, quality and employer 
relations, and were a turning point in Enka’s operations in Russia, which 
had begun in 1989. Building on the momentum generated through the 
construction of military residential projects for Russian soldiers returning 
from East Germany, these projects raised Enka’s profile in Russia to the 
highest possible level and made it the most sought-after construction 
firm. Certainly, the greatest credit for this must go to Haluk Gerçek, who 
headed operations in Russia. He made most significant contributions to 
the initiation of a long run of very important projects for Enka in Russia 
and to the successful contracting and completion of these projects.

After the Duma project, I got to take charge of the residential and of-
fice space investment projects which we had decided to carry out in line 
with our policy of investing more in Russia, as well as the investments in 
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office projects that we were making in conjunction with the Municipality 
of Moscow. 

In the White House and Duma projects, I worked with Sadi Gülçelik’s 
daughter Ayşe Gülçelik. I have not worked with any other member of 
the Gülçelik family on any other project. However, I would like to say a 
few things about the Gülçeliks. I never got to meet Sadi Ağabey. I came 
across his wife Vildan Gülçelik at various social gatherings. Their son 
Ali Gülçelik was a member of the board of directors in the 1990s and 
afterwards president of our subsidiary Altaş. I hear that he spends most 
of his time in the USA these days. Their elder daughter, Sevda Gülçelik, 
never left Şarık Ağabey’s side during his illness and every time I visited, 
I would find her there. I didn’t run into Ayşe Gülçelik very often after the 
Duma project.

Sabahattin Gülçelik was one of the most important shareholders. In 
the first half of the 1980s, he was a member of the board of directors. He 
passed away in December 1985. His daughter Nurdan Gülçelik worked 
as the vice president in charge of the Accounting and Finance Depart-
ment for many years. His son Selim Gülçelik worked as a manager of 
power plant projects and later of our power generation investments. His 
spouse Bilgi Gülçelik continues to visit the company. Of the scions of the 
Gülçelik family, it was Nurdan and Selim whom I spent the most time and 
become the best friends with.

Construction of the Sretenka and Svetnoy Buildings,  
Moscow, Russia

Next on the agenda were the Sretenka and Svetnoy office and resi-
dential projects, which we needed to make a start on immediately. The 
aim was to start as soon as possible and finish in the short duration of 
a year. Sretenka was to be a complex of four buildings, one of them 
consisting of offices and the others residential. It was to be renovated 
completely while maintaining its external appearance. It had a total con-
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struction area of 20,000 square meters.  Svetnoy was a single building 
with a total construction area of 10,000 square meters with offices on the 
ground floor and luxury residences on the upper four floors.

According to the laws at the time, persons and entities could not own 
property in Russia. Through the relaxation of the old laws, it only be-
came possible to lease a plot of land or a building from the state for 50 
years. This was conditional on constructing a new building or renovating 
an existing one in accordance with modern standards. To do this, it was 
necessary to prepare a preliminary design and have it approved, and 
then to enter into a rental contract and seek a building permit on the 
basis of the approved design. The bureaucracy in Moscow functioned 
very slowly in those days, and we estimated that it would take us four to 
six months of intensive work to get the permits. 

As the Moscow corporate office was full, we moved into a 70 
square-meter worksite office building constructed on a side street during 
the restoration of the Petrovsky Arcade, one of our first projects in the 
city. Our office was centrally located, close to the relevant government 
offices and large enough to meet our needs for the time being. I started 
work there with a team consisting of Mesrur Tulunay, Hakan Sözeri, Ser-
gei and our interpreter Katya.

Since we needed the approval of a Russian project designer, we came 
to an agreement with Mosprojekt. They were to prepare the projects 
that we needed for the TEO71 and the expertise study. Once the plans 
began to emerge, we started to work on ways of increasing the spaces 
available to rent out or sell and reducing the shared spaces. Working 
according to the fire specifications and SNIP, we came up with ideas for 
optimising the plans. Hakan talked with real estate agents about the 
needs of their buyers and tenants and passed on the relevant informa-
tion to me and Mesrur. Then we communicated with the design office 
to finalise the plans. The preliminary design was prepared according 

71	 TEO:	Feasibility	report.
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to these plans. After that, the infrastructure needs were identified, and 
applications were lodged with the relevant organisations for the certifi-
cation of the adequacy of the infrastructure.

We received the necessary approvals and finalised the lease con-
tracts. The design for the construction permits were prepared right 
down to ground level and sent for approval. We made Selçuk Adal head 
of the worksite at Sretenka and Mehmet Gözen at Svetnoy. They began 
making preparations for construction and disassembly work.

In February, we finished all the remaining work on the Duma and 
handed it over. Around the same time there was some talk of construct-
ing a new, iconic building for the Duma from scratch, but these discus-
sions were very soon forgotten.

Our House is on the Point of Completion

Our house was now almost complete. I went to Istanbul a few times to 
deal with garden plants, furniture, the occupancy permit and the like. 
Candan was working hard to make the house inhabitable. Gökcan had 
begun primary school and had grown into a big boy.

The new house excited us all. It was as though we were creating a work of 
art. When we visited, we sat out in the garden and looked at the house to 
the accompaniment of happy daydreams.

Until I finished high school, I had lived with my family in many provinces 
and districts, as my father was in the civil service. While we had our sha-
re of hardships as a family, we had always lived in single-storey houses 
surrounded by greenery. Trees, flowers and wide lawns had always been 
a part of our lives. As a child, I viewed these as a natural part of life and 
assumed I would always live amid such scenery. During my years at uni-
versity, when I lived in flats in an urban jungle of concrete, and was edu-
cated among tall buildings, I realised that those heavenly spaces of my 
childhood were fast becoming a privilege. The greenery we tried to cre-
ate around our temporary facilities at worksites in Saudi Arabia and Libya 
would only last a few months and required intensive labour. We couldn’t 
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deal with the sandstorms. Bekhme had been a bit different. There, we had 
surroundings that somewhat resembled the compounds I had lived in as 
a child, and this made me very happy. That’s why we had bought this plot 
in this particular neighbourhood of Istanbul, unusual in having more gre-
enery than concrete, and had finally managed to build our dream home. 
For now, there were only grass, flowers and young saplings in our garden. 
If we lived long enough, when those saplings grew into trees, we would 
have a very beautiful garden in keeping with its environs.

Construction of Public Buildings in Grozny, Chechnya, Russia 

While we were preparing to move into our new house in May, we re-
ceived an invitation from Minister for Construction Surov. In the Chechen 
War that began in 1994, Grozny had been bombed by Russian aircrafts 
and a number of important buildings had been rendered unusable. They 
wanted some of these to be rebuilt. Surov proposed that we visit Gro-
zny together to see the work to be carried out, before making our bid. 
First we had a meeting at his office in the White House. Also present 
at this meeting were high-level executives from the companies Gama 
and Mabetex, which had also worked on the White House project. We 
discussed the place, date and hour of our departure for Grozny. Surov 
explained that they would share out the buildings to be reconstructed 
among us and said he wanted us to complete the work within a year.

On the agreed date, we took off from Moscow’s Domododevo Air-
port in a plane full of soldiers and officials. We landed in Nalchik, from 
where we travelled to Grozny in a low-flying helicopter. We travelled 
to the city centre in a military convoy and toured the buildings with an 
escort of local guards. Aside from Surov and his secretariat, our group 
consisted of Sinan Tara, Haluk Gerçek, myself and Sedat Gül from Enka, 
and Uğur Yurdakul and İhsan Tüfekçioğlu from Gama, while Mabetex 
was represented by Behçet Pacolli and his assistant. Behçet Pacolli later 
served as the President of Kosovo for a while. They wouldn’t allow us to 
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enter the buildings, as they were mined. From what we could see, the 
city was in ruins. The main buildings they wanted Enka to work on were 
the Presidential Palace, the Chekhov Library, a bank building and the 
National Museum. That night they gave us places to sleep on bunks in a 
student dormitory. We couldn’t sleep for the gunfire and explosions that 
began after dark. We told each other stories and anecdotes, but we got 
hardly any sleep the whole night. In the morning we went to the Russian 
garrison, where we held a meeting with Surov. We signed a protocol 
that stated that all parties had seen and examined the buildings they 
would work on. We prepared the protocol on a laptop computer which 
Sinan had brought with him – something that was very modern at the 
time. Then we printed it on a small printer and signed it. The protocol 
also detailed how the work was to be distributed. By noon we were back 
at the airport, from where we once more took a low-flying helicopter to 
Nalchik, and then an aeroplane to Moscow, arriving in the afternoon.

Enka, Gama and Mabetex upper management and Surov in Grozny
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Sinan and Haluk said that it would be best for me to take charge of 
this work and asked me to focus on Grozny instead of Enka Invest.

The first thing to be done was to examine the durability of the car-
cass structures. If these had been damaged excessively, it would be 
necessary to demolish the buildings completely and rebuild them from 
scratch. If we were to be able to start planning straight away, we needed 
to take some experienced opinions and run some rapid tests. For this, I 
got in touch with Enver Çetmeli, a member of the board of directors and 
the best expert we had in this field. He said that he needed to see the 
buildings on location and that the best person to accompany him would 
be our materials expert Ülker Gököz.

Ülker Gököz, Halil Akmansayar, myself, the Ministry representative and Enver Çetmeli  
touring the destroyed buildings in Grozny
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We decided to set the date after our next meeting with Surov and to 
travel to Grozny together.

We met Surov at the White House once again, along with the repre-
sentatives of other firms. Surov said that the whole job would be moni-
tored from Moscow, by his office and Mosprojekt, and that all payments, 
including advances, would be made by Vineshtroyimport, which had 
signed the contract on behalf of the Russian government. Everyone was 
pleased about this, as the White House and Duma projects had been 
run along the same lines. Surov told us that the next visit would take 
place within a few days, and that we should make all our technical eval-
uations there and then. He asked us to name our prices within a week or 
two, and then the contracts would be finalized.

The next day, we got the schedule for the trip, which was to take 
place very soon afterwards. I went to Grozny again, accompanied by 
Enver Çetmeli, Ülker Gököz, Halil Akmansayar and an interpreter. We 
boarded another Aeroflot flight. They told us we could now land directly 
in Grozny, so we flew straight to Grozny Airport without the helicopter 
ride we had taken on the previous visit. We stayed at the same student 
dormitory. In the afternoon, we went to see the buildings, accompanied 
by Chechen guards.

The guards told us that there were unexploded bombs and mines 
inside, that we should never separate from them, and that we could only 
visit very limited parts of the buildings. They would not let us into the 
basements. We were only able to examine the ground floors and some 
of the first floors, and to view the buildings from the outside.

The buildings had been utterly destroyed and Enver Ağabey said that 
the best solution would be to demolish and rebuild them all, so as not 
to take on undue risk. Ülker said that the materials used when the build-
ings were first constructed were of good quality and was of the opinion 
that the museum and the library, which had only a few floors, could be 
salvaged with the help of some additional reinforcement support. Com-
prehensive hammer tests, checks for cracks and reinforcement controls 
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would have to be conducted once the ordnance had been cleared. He 
discussed it with Enver Ağabey and came to an agreement. As a result, 
we decided to demolish the taller buildings and rebuild them, while the 
lower buildings would be checked again after ordnance clearing. Halil 
said that we would need the old projects to prepare an offer on this ba-
sis and went off to the Chechen Construction Ministry. They told us that 
they would send us the drawings when they found them. The next day 
we all returned to Moscow.

We explained the situation to Surov. He asked us to mobilise imme-
diately, carry out clearing work in a short space of time and conduct all 
the necessary tests. He said that the design firms in Grozny should have 
the original projects for the buildings, and advised us to work with them.

Zafer became project manager, Mesrur deputy project manager in 
charge of interiors, Ünal Şahinoğlu head of field work and Okan Kırcı 
manager for administrative affairs. As they prepared to travel to Grozny, 
I went back to Istanbul to move house.

We Move into Our New House
Most of our furniture was newly-bought, so Candan and Satılmış had 
put the items that had arrived in their places. In the garden, the grass, 
the flowers and the sago palm had taken hold and started growing. We 
immediately made good the missing items that were essential for us to 
move in. On June 15th 1995, we spent our first night at our new home.

As there was no mains water supply in Dragos at that time, and no munici-
pal sanitation, we had a 10-tonne water tank that was filled from a tanker 
and a 20-tonne septic tank*. The occupancy permit had not yet been 
issued, so we used power from the worksite. Everyone in Dragos had to 

*		 Septic	tank:	Leaching	or	non-leaching	tanks	for	collecting	domestic	waste.	In	
non-leaching	varieties,	the	waste	is	extracted	using	special	pumps	and	vehicles	
and	deposited	in	the	permitted	locations.
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When I returned to Grozny, I found Zafer, Mesrur, Savaş and Okan 
getting together the last few missing items for the house they’d rented. 
It was a detached, single-storey masonry building with five rooms, a high 
garden wall and a garden with trees and flowers. It was situated close to 
the worksite.

In Grozny, we decided to set up the camp and the office in the garden 
of the museum. We decided to surround the camp with a half-millimeter 
steel wall.  We reached an agreement for the steel wall with a local firm 
and had them make a start on it. We drew up a plan for the camp. Based 
on this plan, we purchased containers to be used as sheds from a firm 
that had them in stock and ordered them to be sent in. Around the time 
of delivery, the supplier firms would bring in their own crews and assem-
ble the equipment themselves in two weeks.

The perimeter wall and the container foundations were poured and 
infrastructure connections began to be laid.

Meanwhile, Gama began to establish a similar camp, but with Mabetex 
everything had gone quiet. We went to Grozny again with İhsan Tüfekçi 
of Gama. The journey had become much more normal than before.

We spoke with the Chechen Construction Minister and the state 
project firm. They did not have the full design and engineering for the 
buildings but they provided us with some drawings. We estimated that 
we would have to undertake a total of 200,000 square meters of con-
struction work. 

That evening we ate and drank at the new house. Everyone was in 
high spirits. They said that they had heard gunfire at night but were not 
that bothered by it.

live with this patchy infrastructure, so a system had sprung up for dealing 
with it. The water tankers arrived an hour after you phoned for them at 
most and the vacuum trucks came in the next day at the latest to empty 
the septic tank. We filled up our pool with tanker water and together 
with Gökcan we gave it a first try.
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Returning to Moscow, İhsan and I reported to Surov. We gave him 
approximate prices. He found them acceptable and told us to continue.

The foundation laying ceremony for our Red Hills investment project 
took place on July 23rd. Among those present were many high-level Rus-
sian officials, Şarık Ağabey, Enver Ağabey, Sinan Tara and Sinan Bora. 
That night we had dinner at a French restaurant. Şarık Ağabey, Enver 
Ağabey and Sinan were staying at the Renaissance Hotel again. The 
dinner lasted late into the night. Then they went back to their hotel, 
and I went to my apartment in the Babushkinsky District. When I arrived 
at the hotel in the morning, Sinan Bora was anxious and very misera-
ble. He told me that Enver Ağabey had not come down and hadn’t an-
swered the door when they went up to his room. They had had the door 
opened and entered the room and found him lying on the floor. He had 
been taken to hospital immediately. It turned out that Enver Ağabey had 
passed away due to a cerebral haemorrhage. Everyone was very upset, 
but Şarık Ağabey was devastated. We were all in very poor spirits.

At the end of July the barracks and the other camp equipment ar-
rived at the worksite. Within a few days, the assembly teams had arrived 
and started work.

Trip to Thailand
In August 1995, Candan, Gökcan and I went to Bangkok and Phuket for 
a ten-day holiday. As it was the rainy season, the weather was very hot 
and humid, and it often rained.

I had visited Bangkok 14 years earlier and knew the tourist attractions. 
We visited the King’s Palace, the temples, the river and the market es-
tablished on boats on the river, the seafood restaurants and the fairs 
where there were elephant and monkey shows. The traffic was heavy 
and we went around on bicycle-driven tuktuks. Tuktuks could make fast-
er progress, driving along the sides of the traffic. Once, a tuktuk driver 
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Upon our return, I hurried off to Moscow. In Grozny, they had set 
up the office containers and the kitchen and had started to use them. 
The work on the other buildings was still on-going. A week later, they 
finished the dormitory and moved in. That’s when our problems began.

Occasionally, at night, a sniper would fire randomly at the barracks.  
The people there told me that the shots didn’t come from the Chechen 
side, but from an apartment housing Russian soldiers. At meetings with 
commanders, we were told that that this wasn’t possible, and promised 
that the perpetrators would be found, but our colleagues at the worksite 
began to encounter the same problem at least once a week. At first, 
the shots were not intended to hit anyone but simply to scare us away. 
In early September they grew bolder and started firing every evening. 
We told Surov about it, and he said measures would be taken, but the 
firing continued. We decided to evacuate the worksite. We moved the 
few people who had to stay in the city into the house we had stayed in 
before. Zafer, Savaş, Ünal and Okan moved into the house. Only the 
guards remained on the worksite. They would come to the office build-
ing during the day, but they always returned home before dark.

asked me whether I would like him to arrange a woman for me, with 
Candan and Gökcan sitting right next to me. We burst out laughing. 

From Bangkok, we took a flight to Phuket and stayed at a hotel on the 
beach, close to the city centre. It had a very nice beach of white sand, 
but we couldn’t go for a swim there, because the reef started immedi-
ately and cut our feet. Instead, we took a motorboat a few times to an 
island ten minutes away that belonged to the hotel. The sea and the 
beach there were lovely. Candan even had a massage under a canopy 
they had set up right next to the sea. We went to revues, watched Thai 
boxing matches and attended animal performances. We played a lot of 
snooker with Gökcan and went swimming in the pool, which was even 
warmer than outside. It was one of the best holidays we have ever had 
as a family.
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At a meeting towards the end of September, Surov told us that they 
had set aside a budget for Chechnya for our undertaking and that we 
would have to sign a contract with the Chechen Construction Ministry 
rather than Vineshtroyimport.

In early October, I travelled to Grozny to speak with the Minister for 
Construction. Zafer had made an appointment with him and we went to 
see him together. The minister told us plainly that they had more import-
ant jobs to spend the money on and that they would not sign a contract 
such as the one we offered them. We asked them to notify us if the work 
was not to go ahead, and to reimburse us for our expenses until then. 
He told us to provide a list of expenses and we left. When we got home, 
we heard a big explosion. Later we learned that it had occurred outside 
the Construction Ministry and that six people had been killed.

The next day I returned to Moscow and told Surov about the situa-
tion. Surov said, “Calculate your expenses then, and go and ask them 
for your money. The decision whether to invest is theirs and it is they 
who will pay for your expenses.”

I went back to Grozny at the end of October and presented our list of 
expenses and bills to the Minister for Construction in writing. From the 
way they talked, it was clear they were not willing to pay. Zafer and Savaş 
returned at the beginning of November.

Surov stopped giving us appointments. We wrote a few letters, but 
got no reply.

For me, there was nothing left to do in Moscow. Alp Doğuoğlu was 
now in charge of the investment business. As Zafer had left the Tax Of-
fice project we were running in partnership with Koray construction, Ha-
luk asked me to replace him as project manager. I told him that I wanted 
to return to corporate headquarters and that I was willing to travel back 
and forth to manage the project if absolutely necessary. Then I went 
back to Istanbul.

They gave me a room in Building 1, on the fourth floor, which I shared 
with some temporary staff. Having reached a peak in my career with the 
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Duma building, I was back in the doldrums now. The Grozny job had 
fallen through and I found myself without work. I began to wonder what 
would happen next. We started working on our bid for the Bursa Natural 
Gas Plant. First we went to Bursa for the field meeting and site viewing. 
After working on that offer for a while, I worked with Erhan Radau for a 
few months on the planned Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant job. We trav-
elled to the USA for meetings with Raytheon. We held talks with French 
and Swedish companies about a possible partnership for the construc-
tion of a dam in Malaysia. Cahit İleri and I went to Islamabad to sign the 
contract for a motorway project, but it was cancelled at the last minute 
and we returned disappointed.

Meanwhile, Sinan dropped in from time to time and tried to convince 
me to take on the Tax Office project as project manager. I told him, as 
I had told Haluk, that I wanted to work in Istanbul for a while. Finally, in 
March, Enka appointed me a member of the board of directors of the 
joint venture company established with Koray Construction. Along with 
Koray Construction’s project manager Erdoğan Turgut, I would manage 
the project from Istanbul headquarters, just as I wanted.

Gökcan’s Dog: Şeker

For his eighth birthday, we got Gökcan a Boxer puppy. By unanimous 
vote of the family council, we named it Şeker (Sugar). Şeker quickly beca-
me a fellow member of the household.

Construction of the Moscow Tax Office Building, Russia

Mehmet Gözen was made project manager for the Moscow Tax Of-
fice project, and Mustafa Bayer of Koray Construction deputy project 
manager. We made Savaş Yalçın head of workshops. Can Özsoy took on 
the construction and architectural procurement and Vasıf Sayıl was put in 
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charge of mechanical and electrical purchases. Koray Construction had 
offices on the ninth and tenth floors of Yapı Kredi Bank C block. Half of 
the office on the ninth floor was assigned to our group and the architec-
tural design personnel.

At Koray Construction, the architectural design group was headed by 
Haluk Tümay. General construction manager Abidin Ünsal helped him 
solving details. Abidin was a very good civil engineer and a manager 
with a very firm understanding of architecture. As he had always worked 
on a costs-plus-profit basis, he paid more attention to the best way of 
doing the job than he did to the budget. This style of management 
did not fit the conditions of our contract very well. Erdoğan Turgut and 
the management of Koray Construction decided that these qualities of 
Abidin’s made him unsuitable for a fixed-price, lump-sum job, and they 
kept him away from our project.

We divided the work into categories such as rough construction, brick 
walls, gypsum panel walls and ceilings, facade cladding, wallpapering 
and painting, tiles and ceramics, stone flooring, insulation, mechanical 
work, and all electrical and weak current work. We then distributed it 
to subcontractors, with us providing the materials. While we provided 
the larger pieces of equipment such as cranes, pumps, loaders and Ali-
mak worksite lifts, the subcontractors provided their own hand tools and 
consumables, and met the costs of food, board and travel for their own 
workers.

This was a different approach to the way Enka usually did business. 
During my first years there, turning over work which we thought we 
could not do very well ourselves to specialised firms had become a gen-
eral policy. In line with this approach, we had established some special-
ised subsidiaries such as Titaş, Kasktaş and Yasaş. Our aim was to gather 
together technical managers who were well versed in those fields, so 
as to build more specialised capacity, and then to have them undertake 
the jobs we would otherwise find difficult, so that we could make money 
from these kinds of jobs too. We had succeeded in this, and our subsid-
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Moscow Tax Office

iaries had become capable of carrying out orders not just from Enka but 
from other large firms too.

On this project, we were doing something different. Our aim was 
to increase our profitability by using small firms that could do work we 
could do very well ourselves, but do it more cheaply while achieving 
the same standards. This was precisely the approach we applied in this 
project. Indeed, our new budget showed that we stood to make more 
of a profit compared to our initial budget.

We travelled to the worksite once a month, observed the situation 
on the ground, identified shortcomings, determined who ought to finish 
when, and recorded all this in the minutes of our meetings.
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Deniz is on Her Way – and We’re in the USA

Around the time I was assigned to the joint project with Koray, Candan 
became pregnant with our second child. However, we did not know this 
for certain. We went to see a couple of doctors, who told us she wasn’t 
pregnant. We were disappointed. To cheer her up, I decided to go on 
the Disneyland trip I had promised Gökcan. Sinan Bora and his family 
joined us and in April 1996 we went to the USA. Sinan Bora’s children 
and Gökcan had a wonderful time. So did we adults. We joined in all 
the activities for children. Sinan spurred us all on. “We’re not old yet,” 
he would say.

We rode all the scariest rides that involved falling from heights. It was 
the “roller coaster” that moved in the dark that affected us most. When 
the car speeded up vertically as though it was falling, Candan tried to 
protect herself at the same time as grabbing Gökcan’s hair to prevent 
him from falling. Gökcan screamed with pain while Candan screamed 
with fright. I myself was left speechless. When we got off, Sinan’s spouse 
Bikem’s hair was a mess and her hands were shaking. Although she had 
quit a few years ago, she asked for a cigarette and it was a long time 
before she stopped grumbling at Sinan for bringing her to such a place.

When we returned, Candan insisted “I’m pregnant. Let’s see a doctor.” 
Time had passed and with the first ultrasound scan, it became clear she 
was pregnant. Thinking about how we had ridden the roller coaster in 
Orlando, which was off limits to pregnant women, we couldn’t help but 
feel angry towards the doctors we had visited before.

One of the challenges of our partnership in the Tax Office project 
was that our partner was reluctant to contract the work to the manufac-
turers and subcontractors who gave the lowest price. They insisted on 
awarding contracts to firms they had worked with before, even if they 
had come up with higher bids, because they believed they would do 
the best work. Tensions were sometimes high in the Board of Directors 



174

1996

meetings we held to give final approval. The firms they insisted on were 
indeed firms that did their jobs well and that we were familiar with too. 
However, there were other firms that were just as good, that we had also 
worked with before and knew all about, and that had made lower bids. 
In the end, we decided to ask for final offers from at least two or three 
firms, as a way of being able to choose between the firms we knew could 
do the work just as well at a cheaper price and the firms they insisted on. 
This approach reduced friction and resulted in positive outcomes for the 
partnership. All the firms were selected under competitive conditions 
and completed their work very well.

Deniz is Born

In September, we drove to Antalya for a week at the seaside. On the way 
back we set out very early in the morning. I had breakfast with a bagel 
and ayran in Burdur. Candan and Gökcan were asleep. Near Dinar, on 
the open road, I dozed off and hit the barrier.  We were all fine but the 
car’s body was a mess. I’m lucky nothing happened to my pregnant wife 
or Gökcan.

On November 6th 1996, our daughter Deniz, having already put up with 
so much hardship and misfortune, was born prematurely. She had to 
spend her first few days in an incubator. Even the smallest-size baby 
clothes were too large for her. For the first month, she didn’t put on any 
weight at all, but later she grew into a chubby baby.

Now the children’s rooms in our new house were occupied as planned 
and the sounds of children, which gave me so much pleasure, had in-
creased.

When Gökcan was a baby, and during his early childhood, I hadn’t been 
able to pay as much attention to him as I would have liked, as I was al-
ways busy working, and usually away on worksites. I made more of an ef-
fort to avoid this with Deniz. I did everything from changing her nappy to 
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feeding her and holding her in my lap for a long time when she woke up 
at night in order to relieve her wind. I set up a proper balance between 
my work and family life, and made the most of it. In the meanwhile, I 
made sure we did everything children of his age would enjoy with my 
son, such as going to the cinema, concerts and plays. “You’re not the 
Gökhan I used to know any more,” Candan told me.

Personal computers were becoming more common at the time. I bought 
one for my son, and told him it was a gift from Deniz. As he had been 
taking computer lessons at school, Gökcan had a lot to teach me. Can-
dan would get cross because we played games late into the night, but 
we kept at it because we both enjoyed it.  Meanwhile, although neither 
computers nor e-mails were common either at the Koray Construction 
offices or at Enka headquarters, I subscribed to Superonline for an Inter-
net connection and an e-mail address. Some of the younger employees 
at our office made use of this service too. Gradually, it became more 
common.

The Erbakan-Çiller coalition was in government. The country was in tu-
mult. There was a big reaction against political parties that tried to mix 
religion with politics and every act of the Erbakan government came 
under close scrutiny.

Issues such as mullahs being hosted at the prime minister’s residence, 
mass prayers, and the lifting of the headscarf ban in public service were 
constantly on the agenda. Everyone thought, “Are we going to become 
a fundamentalist state, like Iran?” 

It was a very difficult time, but it provided me with the opportunity to 
buy a new car. Through the free-of-charge imports law passed by the 
Erbakan government, it was possible to import a car less than five years 
old without paying customs duty, provided one deposited 50,000 Deut-
sche Marks with the Central Bank for a year. As I had deposited such an 
amount with Ziraat Bank a year before, I qualified. At the end of 1997, 
I imported a BMW 5.20 from Germany. Given that I sold it for almost 
the same price five years later, you can guess how cheaply I bought it. 
Many people around me did the same and suddenly the place was full 
of German cars.
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The Moscow Tax Office project was carried out in partnership with an-
other Turkish firm that could do its job just as well as us and to the same 
high quality. They were over-sensitive about quality and us about costs. 
It was a successful undertaking, in which we mainly used labour sub-
contractors. Our relationship with our partner was extremely successful 
and satisfying, barring a few minor problems. Once the building was fin-
ished, the employer was very satisfied with its quality and functionality.

Caspian Oil Fields

In May 1997, Sinan called me in for a meeting. He said that things 
were going well with the Tax Office and that he thought we were finally 
approaching the end of a long period of quiet on the Tengiz project in 
Kazakhstan.  He told me that Chevron had started investing that year 
and that we had signed a contract for our first major project, the De-
bottlenecking72 Project, which aimed to increase production capacity. In 
partnership with Bechtel, moreover, Enka had signed an agreement with 
the Kazakh Ministry for Transport for the Aktau Port Renovation Project 
on the Caspian. There were also ongoing negotiations for a new produc-
tion line project in Tengiz.  Sinan said that our work in Kazakhstan would 
increase and asked me to manage it in conjunction with Serdar Angın, a 
member of the Board of Directors.

From that time on, with the exception of the Romania project, in 
which I was directly involved in the worksite management, I worked at 
our corporate headquarters as a vice president, member of the board of 
directors or member of the executive board, and was engaged in get-
ting new projects, managing the projects were awarded at the highest 
level, setting up the corporate and worksite management teams for the 
projects, and monitoring programmes and budgets on more than one 
project at the same time. I think it would be confusing to write about the 

72	 Debottlenecking:	Overcoming	the	bottlenecks	to	increase	the	capacity	of	
production.
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Kazakh oil fields projects in chronological order as I have done up to the 
year 1997.  For this reason, I will take the Tengiz, Kashagan, Karachaga-
nak and Kazakhstan oil fields projects in turn, from the date they began 
until the present. After that, I will turn to the other projects in order of 
their starting dates.

Tengiz Oil Field, Kazakhstan

I worked for a few more days at the Koray Construction offices, hand-
ing over my responsibilities and passing on what I knew. Then I returned 
to the Enka offices. I settled into what has been my room ever since, on 
the fourth floor of Building 1. Tayfun Tanlak, who worked with Serdar, 
was on the second floor, while Süreyya Tanık and a few other colleagues 
were in a small section of my floor.

I immediately arranged a trip to Tengiz and stayed there for ten days. 
There I met both the managers and engineers from Bechtel and Enka 
and the managers of Chevron’s local company TCO73. The Bechtel-En-
ka team working on the existing contracts was headed by Australian 
engineer Robert Sinnott with former Çimtaş executive Giray Sencer as 
his deputy. In addition to Burak Erkasar, Mehmet Bayraktar and Murat 
Köksal, who had worked with me on previous projects, there were many 
young engineers working at the various worksites. There was a total of 
three sites, one for the construction of the pipelines connecting the oil 
wells to the main production facility and wellhead work, one for TCO 
infrastructure and camp facilities, and one for undertaking repairs and 
additional work – i.e. “brownfield” operations – within the active pro-
duction facilities. All of these had an office on the field, while our main 
worksite office, storehouses and workshops were in the village of Tengiz. 
Very close to these facilities we also had a temporary camp for 1,000 
people consisting of restored Russian buildings. While I was there, we 

73 TCO: Tengizchevroil
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received the news that the contract had been signed for Train 5, the 
project which we had bid and been negotiating for.

The rights to operate the Tengiz oil field had been obtained by the 
Kazakh company TCO, established by Chevron and its partners under 
an agreement signed with the Kazakh government in 1993. The Tengiz 
oilfield had been established and operated by the Russians in Soviet 
times using 1970s technology to extract, process and sell oil in the re-
gion. The field consisted of oil wells, pipelines and four production lines 
with a capacity of one million tonnes per year each, which had been built 
to process crude oil to a state fit for refining. There was also a power 
plant, sulphur storage areas and other infrastructure. The crude oil from 
the wells was stored in steel tanks after the water, gas and sulphur had 
been separated and was then either taken to Finland by train or pumped 
into the main oil pipeline of the Caspian Petroleum Corporation. Work 
had stopped with the collapse of the Soviet Union but started up again 
after the Kazakh government awarded the operating rights to the TCO. 
The Bechtel-Enka partnership signed a call-off contract in 1993 cover-
ing the construction of the camps, offices and infrastructure that were 
needed for the TCO to settle in Tengiz. The agreement foresaw that we 
would be present in the field, would bid for work whenever it came up, 
and would undertake whatever construction jobs we won the tender for. 
In 1993 we set up an organisation jointly headed by Öcal Özpınar of 
Enka and Robert Sinnott of Bechtel and started work, beginning with the 
establishment of our own facilities and those of the employer.  Between 
late 1994 and mid-1996, work came to a halt due to a dispute between 
our employer, TCO, and the Kazakh government. However, we decided 
not to leave, thinking we would sit out the dispute. This earned our part-
nership a great deal of sympathy from our employer.

Eventually the dispute was resolved and work slowly began to re-
sume. Meanwhile, Öcal Özpınar left to head the company established 
for the Moscow Red Hills investment project and was replaced by Giray 
Sencer.
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From then on, our facilities expanded and new additional facilities 
were built for the employer. Wellhead work resumed, and with the De-
bottlenecking Project, the work started to become more intensive.

Capacity Raising Project (Debottlenecking) 

The Debottlenecking Project was intended to increase the annual 
output capacity of the facility from four million tonnes to seven million 
tonnes.  It involved the preparation of the engineering, the procurement 
of materials and the construction of additions to existing facilities to 
increase the capacity of the four production lines, called “trains”, to 1.7 
million tonnes per year each. New equipment was being assembled, 
some equipment was being taken out and replaced with higher capacity 
equipment, and pipes and electricity cables were being connected. In 
addition, an old power production facility which had been working at 
half of its capacity was being brought up to full capacity with the instal-
lation of extra equipment. The power line in between was included in 
our contract.

Meanwhile, we had to sign a separate joint venture agreement for ev-
ery project we were awarded in partnership with Bechtel. At the time we 
had two lawyers, Memil Sarısözen, who provided support when need-
ed for contracts for work abroad, and Fulya Ademoğlu who worked on 
projects in Turkey. Naili Köksal, who was a fellow civil engineer, but had 
trained himself in this area, took care of contract work in Russia. While 
working on new contracts and partnership agreements, I learned a bit 
about these things too, thanks to the support of these colleagues.

The Debottlenecking Project was a contract under which all costs 
were to be borne by the employer up to an agreed total target price. If 
the work was completed under the target price, we would be paid the 
contractor’s profit and a bonus as set out in the contract, while if we 
overshot the target we would get no bonus and the profit would fall. The 
first six months were spent drawing up the engineering and carrying out 
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the major procurements in conjunction with Chevron project managers 
in a rented office in London.

Steel, electrodes74, consumables, and other requirements such as 
scaffolding that were not included among the major equipment and 
materials purchases carried out from London were procured and trans-
ferred to the worksite by Süreyya Tanık and his team. The Enka engi-
neering department undertook the concrete and steel parts of the engi-
neering work. Coordination between London engineering and Istanbul 
engineering, as well as the coordination of the procurement work, was 
the responsibility of Tayfun Tanlak. We assigned Derek Christian, a for-
mer Bechtel employee, as project manager and İbrahim Karaağaç, who 
was the head of the machinery workshop in Moscow at the time, as 
site manager. İbrahim Karaağaç’s deputy was Randy Cross, an Australian 
foreman. Derek was a quiet, calm and hardworking English engineer, 
conspicuous by a clump of hair on his nose. He never cut off that clump 
during the time we worked together! Perhaps it was a lucky charm, or 
perhaps it had something to do with his beliefs.

Following the completion of the engineering, the first materials 
began to arrive. It was February 1998. As the site managers, İbrahim 
Ağabey and Randy Cross began the construction and assembly work. 
As supervisors we sent in Okan Gökçenlik, an old, experienced employ-
ee, and five or six young engineers who spoke English. They were later 
joined by some experienced electricity and instruments technicians and 
engineers. Pipe spools that were too difficult to make in the field were 
imported from the United Kingdom. We established a small spool75 
workshop to correct shortcomings and errors in the pipes that were de-
livered. Thanks to this workshop, we were able to carry out some of the 

74 Electrode:  A welding material that melts with an electrical current and bonds metal.
75 Spool: In	pipe	manufacturing,	a	reference	to	sections	of	pipe	that	include	several	Ts,	

branches,	Us,	connections	for	measurement	instruments	and/or	parts	for	narrowing	
and	widening	that	are	difficult	and	costly	to	assemble	on	site.	These	parts	are	
generally	manufactured	beforehand	at	a	workshop	or	factory.
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manufacturing work in the field, and started to gain the experience we 
would need to carry out all the manufacturing in the field in future. As 
we were working within an active facility, we had to be very careful about 
safety and adjust our way of working to the working conditions at the 
facility. No night shifts were allowed, the workers were often evacuated 
from the facility due to gas leaks, and for various reasons the scaffolding 
we needed could not always be erected. Once the flow of materials 
gathered pace and we got used to the environment, we started to hold 
daily meetings with the facility managers. Due to these meetings, we 
were able to plan our daily work more accurately and realistically.

The Train 5 Project encompassed the preparation of the engineering 
documents  and the procurement and construction work for a new pro-
duction line to be built adjacent to the existing facilities, the front end 
engineering and cost studies for which were based on a capacity of 2.5 
million tonnes per year.

The Bechtel London office had started working on the construction 
detail design drawings for Train 5. We signed a contract for the Train 5 
Project similar to that we had signed for the Debottlenecking Project. 
The FEED76 for this project which was to increase oil output by 2.5 mil-
lion tonnes per year, was carried out by the American firms Fluor and 
Parsons, while all the rest of the work was included in our contract on an 
EPC77 basis.  Bechtel assigned an English project manager by the name 
of Phill Holland to the project. We made Tayfun Tanlak deputy project 
manager. We had a lot of disagreements with Phil to begin with, as he 
insisted on seeing Enka as a subcontractor rather than a partner. When 
our work at Kashagan began to increase, Robert Sinnott was transferred 
to that project. Bechtel assigned Jack Sheehan, a retired general, as 
project manager for our Tengiz OM78 contracts. Jack was a retired four-

76 FEED (Front End Engineering Design):	Feasibility	and	front	end	engineering	work.
77	 EPC:	Engineering,	Procurement	and	Construction.
78	 OM:	Operation	and	Maintenance.
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An Unfortunate Accident

In the last week of July 1998, we went to the French Holiday Village in 
Kemer with a group of friends. It was very hot and humid and it became 
unbearable around noon. Even a swim in the sea provided no respite. 
From breakfast until lunch, we spent our time in the sea and at the pool, 
and after lunch we took the children to our rooms and took a nap. Can-

star general, a rank only awarded to a very small number of people in 
the US army. He had served as NATO’s Allied Commander Atlantic and 
must certainly have been good at his original profession.  At first we 
were a bit in awe of him, but later on his experience as an administrator 
helped to bring some balance to our relations with Bechtel. With Jack’s 
help, Phill slowly learned how to work in a partnership and our relations 
became a bit better.

We had the steel manufacturing for the Debottlenecking Project car-
ried out by various firms in Turkey. The steel structures were manufac-
tured in the factories as columns and beams from steel profiles of the 
dimensions determined in the engineering documents. They were then 
assembled using cranes. During the assembly work, they were either 
welded or bolted together. Bolt jointings were usually preferred. This is 
a difficult job, as it involves working at heights, and any shortcomings or 
errors can have a big impact on the duration of the work.

The steel parts were manufactured successfully and dispatched on 
time. The engineering also envisaged considerable numbers of bored 
mini piles. These were put into place by Kasktaş before the foundations 
were laid and then the foundation concrete was poured. Initially, the 
work progressed slowly because of the lack of space and the limited 
mobility for equipment, but as solutions were found for these problems, 
the work began to gain momentum.
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dan sometimes came with us, but usually spent her time by the sea or at 
the cafeteria with a few other friends.

Satılmış Özcan, who had worked on the Hufuf, Riyadh and Bekhme 
worksites, taking care of engineers’ houses and dormitories, was now 
employed at our house. When we first started building the house, we 
had hired him as a night watchman and asked him to keep an eye on the 
work in our absence. Later, he had started to do domestic work and be-
come part of the family. After Deniz was born, his daughter Gülnaz start-
ed coming to take care of Deniz. I could describe him as a kind of kahya 
(butler), in the sense that the word is used in the southeast of Turkey. He 
solved all the problems around the house, maintained the garden and 
did the cleaning. He was alone at the house at the time, because Gülnaz 
had come to Kemer with us. That week, something blocked the sewage 
manhole in the garden. The first and deepest sewage manhole at the 
exit of the house, and the one in the lower garden, filled up with waste 
water. Satılmış tried to take care of it himself, with some help from the 
night watchman next door. While trying to resolve the issue, they fell 
into the deep sewage manhole just outside the house, and both of them 
drowned. Our next-door neighbour Gülen called to let us know. At that 
moment, we were just celebrating the news that Gökcan had passed the 
entry exam for the Koç High School. We were completely stricken with 
grief. When we told Gülnaz, she fainted. Candan and I could hardly pull 
ourselves together either. We went back to Istanbul straight away.

After the police inquiry and autopsy, we took Satılmış back to his home-
town of Çorum in a funeral car and buried him there. Before setting out 
for Çorum we visited the family of the night watchman next door to ex-
press our condolences. It was a very sad occasion and it affected us for 
a long time. The inquiry and trial went on for more than a year and kept 
reminding us of what had happened, which made us feel even sadder. 
Gökcan and Deniz were unable to go out into the garden for a long 
time. I supported Satılmış’s children and spouse until they were able to 
stand on their own feet without his financial support.
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Towards the end of the Debottlenecking Project, Chevron began 
holding meetings in London about the reasons why we had overshot 
the target price calculated according to the FEED, and I had to attend 
the meetings. Meanwhile, the general overheads costs that Bechtel had 
billed to our partnership led to a separate series of meetings and even 
more work.  I spent almost a month in London, travelling there at the 
beginning of every week and returning at the weekends.

The lead actor during these meetings was Henri Ohayon, a Bechtel 
employee of Moroccan origin and Canadian citizenship. He would think 
of all the questions that Chevron could direct at us and provide optimum 
answers for them. He also established who would answer which ques-
tion. He trained all the people who would be attending the meeting as 
though he were directing them in a play. He showed us how to pass on 
any questions which were not to be answered towards Phill or himself. 
The examination by Chevron was tough and the meetings were very 
long. The reasons for the expenditures were clear, but they had to be 
explained to the employer in detail. The main factors were the gaps and 
errors in the feasibility report calculations, the changes which the em-
ployer had demanded during the construction phase, and the increase 
in procurement costs that arose because many items that it had been 
assumed were available in the worksite storehouses proved to be unsuit-
able for the intended project. Eventually, we managed to convince them 
that the cost increases were not the result of our actions.

As for the costs incurred by Bechtel outside the scope of the agree-
ment, the negotiations went on until the end of the year. We prepared 
a protocol to be used from then on and came to an agreement on the 
conditions under which corporate office spending costs would be in-
curred by the partnership. The Train 5 Project corporate office expendi-
ture items were then calculated accordingly and paid without any dis-
agreements.
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The Debottlenecking Project was handed over at the end of 1998, 
and by the end of its first year of operation the facility had exceeded the 
production target of seven million tonnes.

Although the project appeared straightforward, the fact that it had 
to be implemented in an active facility led to a number of difficulties. In 
line with the agreed schedule, they shut down each production line in 
turn and we took out the equipment to be replaced and assembled the 
new equipment. After that, we assembled and welded the additional 
pipelines and trays using the existing racks79 and laid the cables. The 
pipes were tested for pressure using air and, when necessary, water. 
They were then cleaned up and work began on painting and insulation. 
Once the cables reached the panels, the final connections were made – 
a process known as “termination”.  It was then time for the systems to 
be tested, which involved tests for checking whether each system was 
working properly. As the production lines were only shut down for a set 
period, we had to finish all this work within the allocated time. Mean-
while, the employer’s management teams were going about their own 
tasks at the same time, and we encountered a lot of obstacles as a result. 
The slightest safety violation was punished by a work stoppage. The air 
cooling equipment at the top of the main racks was dismantled, taken to 
the repair site, and mounted again once the necessary parts had been 
changed and those that were not working properly had been replaced. 
There were weekly schedules indicating where we would be working 
each day, and in case of unexpected events, there were times when we 
could not undertake some of the work. The scaffolding crew put up sus-
pended scaffolding in the places of work with the conscientiousness of 
a fine tailor and removed it as soon as the work was done to carry it off 
to its next location. As nothing could be done without scaffolding, any 
delay on their part meant a delay to the entire undertaking. Thanks to 
very good planning and monitoring, we completed the work successful-

79 Rack: Heavy	and	permanent	scaffolding	to	bear	pipes	and	cables.
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ly with only minor mishaps. There were support teams made up of nu-
merous firewatchers, security personnel and transport crews. The num-
bers of people in the support teams was almost equal to the number of 
assembly workers. Whenever there was a gas leak alarm, everyone put 
on their gas masks and retreated to the nearest assembly point upwind 
and waited in the airtight buildings there. I should add that such alarms 
are very frequent in an active facility.

There was a long distance – 40 kilometers – between the camp and 
the project site. As the speed limit was 60 kilometers per hour, it took an 
hour to travel between the camp and the worksite. Lunch was eaten at 
mess halls right outside the facility, with food brought in from the main 
camp and distributed after being reheated. This project taught us very 
well how to work on a job which requires many workers within an active 
facility with the possibility of gas leaks. 

Construction of the Train 5 Natural Gas and Oil Production 
Facility

The Train 5 Project was so named because it involved the construc-
tion of another production line alongside the four existing ones in the 
facility. However, due to differences in technology and design, while the 
other production lines were raised to a capacity of between 1.5-2 million 
tonnes a year after debottlenecking, this new line was projected to have 
a capacity of 2.5 million tonnes a year. It was a large project involving 
steel racks in the middle that would bear the pipes, electricity and au-
tomation connection lines, with pressurised containers to the sides, and 
air coolers, pumps, pumping rooms and heat exchangers above. There 
was also to be a management building, a building for the transformers 
and electrical panels, a gas burner tower, 2x40 megawatt gas turbine 
generators, and roads. The facility would be able to draw electricity from 
the main plant as well as from the new generators.

On the Train 5 Project, we began to work with Bechtel’s Petroleum 
and Gas Facilities Department, rather than the Construction and Infra-
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structure Department with which we had dealt before. Our counterpart 
managers were completely new to us, and because they were not famil-
iar with Enka, there were significant differences in opinion when it came 
to project management.

The most senior Bechtel official in this project was Cliff Mumm, a 
former Bechtel executive and partner.  He turned every meeting of the 
board of directors into a general assembly of shareholders, had minutes 
kept and always arrived with a very hefty agenda. There were frequent 
meetings and unnecessary discussions went on forever. As Cliff always 
tried to have the last word and have the secretary put it down, we always 
had to object to many points and have them changed. Cliff thought that 
we would make a loss on the management of the Baltino rock quarry 
and I thought we would turn a good profit. He bet me a Rolex watch and 
we ended up making a good profit. He admitted he owed me a watch 
but didn’t buy it. This was the second bet I had won about a point of 
business, after the Duma building, and once again I never got my prize.

The Train 5 Project was the busiest of our projects in 1999. We started 
by pouring the foundation concrete. Then we immediately assembled 
the steel racks. When the racks were completed, the assembly of pipes 
and trays began. Meanwhile, work on the foundations for the buildings 
and equipment had also begun. But at most locations, we had to wait 
for steel materials to arrive. We also lost a lot of time correcting design 
errors in the steel that arrived.

Construction of Petroleum Facilities

We can summarise the theoretical order of the items of construc-
tion work on petroleum facilities as follows: 

-Excavation and filling work,

-Piles,
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-Lean concrete,

-Foundation concrete

-Laying of infrastructure pipes and cables,

-Assembly of racks,

-Manufacture of fabricated pipe sections,

-Assembly of main equipment

-Installation of pipes on racks,

-Installation of cable trays on racks,

-System connection of equipment with pipes,  

-Cable spanning,

-Electrical panel connections,

-Installation of air coolers,

-Assembly of steel supports for pipes,

-Cladding of buildings with panels,

-Vibrating equipment assembly and connections,

-Pipe pressure testing,

-Instruments assembly and connections,

-Equipment and pipe insulation,

-Steel fireproof plastering,

-Covered area work,

-Roads and paving,

-Equipment and vibrating equipment testing,

 -Systems testing,

-Staircases and platforms,

-Handover,

-Commissioning.

There may be changes to this sequence due to the schedule or 
urgent requirements, but this is the order we usually try to follow.
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In July the materials started to arrive regularly. In the Debottleneck-
ing Project, we had tested and used many items of equipment which 
the employer had purchased for various reasons and kept in large store-
houses outside the facility. Similarly, many of the remaining items were 
used in the Train 5 project. İbrahim Karaağaç and Tayfun Tanlak formed 
good teams with Bechtel personnel in the field and in the office respec-
tively, and were running the work very well, together with our other col-
leagues. I travelled to Tengiz and Aktau once a month and followed the 
progress on the project very closely.

The number of our projects had increased with the new projects 
awarded and the ongoing OM tasks. We decided to bring together all 
support functions – such as the camp, catering, storage and the work-
shops at Tengiz – under a single roof and set up a centralised group 
to take charge of them. The task of this group was to provide existing 
projects with better services at lower cost by re-organising the camps, 
offices, storehouses and equipment at hand in a planned manner in line 
with the demands of the projects. Thus the project management would 
not have to waste time on these issues and could focus on the work at 
hand, and would benefit from cheaper services. We needed to assign a 
manager for this task. OM Project Manager Jack Sheehan took on the 
management of this operation as well.

The most important thing I learned from working for some years with 
Bechtel and its personnel was the method of inculcation they used to 
make human safety and security a matter of instinctive reflex, beyond 
conscious behaviour. At first I found it strange that every meeting and 
talk should begin with safety issues and experiences. It even made me 
angry. But once I realised that this was a form of conditioning, to make 
safe practices instinctive behaviour, I started to think about it a lot more. 
I came to agree with them completely on the necessity and appropriate-
ness of the practice. In conversations with the retired general Jack, we 
talked about this issue a lot. He told me that the same method was used 
in training soldiers.
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The number of workers at the Train 5 Project peaked in 1999 and 
very good progress was made. As the racks and on-rack erection pro-
gressed, the installation of equipment began, together with their pipes 
and electricity connections, followed by the testing of the pipes and 
their insulation. Spools were manufactured in the UK. A high proportion 
of manufacturing orders either failed to match our specifications or ar-
rived late, so we had to modify or remanufacture many of these items 
on site. In the construction of such facilities, the tasks that usually take 
the most time are the mechanical completion tests, the electrical panel 
connections, the vibration settings for the pipes, systems testing and 
handover. This project was no exception. Towards the end of the year 
it emerged that we would be over the budget and that the total cost 
would be 40 per cent higher than foreseen in the feasibility report. We 
had to convince the employer again. As in the Debottlenecking Proj-
ect, a persuasion team was established. We practised questions and 
answers. This time, the meetings were spread out over a longer period 
of time. The issues were the same as in the Debottlenecking Project. 
There was more questioning, and they demonstrated that our materials, 
engineering and assembly costs were high. We came to an agreement 
in the end, but we were paid only the profit and not the bonus.

Our most important problem in this project was the low quality 
and efficiency of the welders and pipelayers. Pipelayers and their as-
sistants worked in teams assembling the pipes and securing them in 
their pre-welding positions with a sense of isometry. The welding for the 
pipes prepared by these teams – however many layers were required 
– was carried out by the welders, who also welded the permanent sup-
ports in place and removed the temporary ones. Numerous problems 
arose partly because all this work had to be done on a high steel plat-
form, and partly due to the shape and weight of the pipes, transport 
issues, errors in the manufacture of the spools and the delivery of the 
wrong parts. More hours of labour were expended than planned. This 
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Train 5

is a problem that is often encountered, but if the workmen are good at 
their jobs and committed to them, and work under team leaders who 
manage their teams well, efficiency will increase rapidly. In this project, 
we did not have many crafts with such qualities and we found it difficult 
going. The local firms manufacturing steel parts made so many errors 
that we had to cut and all but remanufacture steel components in the 
field. When it came to cable termination, or connections to the electrical 
panels, we noticed that the Hungarian electricians were far better than 
the Turkish ones.

Serious plans started to be made and precautions implemented 
against the problems that might occur in computer systems at the be-
ginning of the year 2000. The general attitude towards this issue, which 
was known as Y2K, was that nothing would happen. However, Bechtel 
and its technology firms sent in many experts and introduced new pro-
grammes to adjust the systems just in case. The number of e-mails I re-
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ceived about this matter at the time seemed to me to be record-break-
ing. The fears proved unfounded. I do not know whether it was because 
of the measures we took, or because we had been right to think that 
there was actually no problem. In any case, we stayed awake rather than 
having nightmares, and we got results.

Construction of Project 12 Natural Gas and Oil Production 
Facility

It was almost certain that the Train 5 Project would be completed in 
the autumn. The issue of the budget overshoot had been resolved as 
they had found our explanations justified. Not only had the air been 
cleared, but we were now much appreciated as it emerged that the fa-
cility would exceed the expected production capacity. While this appre-
ciation did not go as far as paying us the bonus foreseen in the contract, 
it did result in us being awarded a new project, Project 12.

Project 12 involved work to be carried out to have the old facility pro-
duce LPG80 in keeping with the relevant standards and to raise the ca-
pacity of eleven million tonnes of production initially planned for Project 
11 to twelve million tonnes. As the Train 5 project used units on trains 
3 and 4 of the old facility for methane and LPG separation, this project 
mainly involved additions and alterations to the old facility. Additions 
also had to be made to the storage tanks and pumping stations in order 
to increase their capacities. While we were busy with the Train 5 project, 
Chevron had had the Fluor and Parsons firms carry out the engineering 
and main procurement for this job. As the work on the storage tanks 
and pumping stations would have to be carried out before the Train 5 
Project could be commissioned, they separated these tasks and put out 
a lump-sum cost tender. We won that tender too and began working on 
it first. They signed the contract with us because we had been success-
ful in the Train 5 project, because our offer was lower than the others, 

80	 LPG:	Liquefied	petroleum	gas	consisting	of	propane	and	butane.
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and because they thought that we would be able to carry out the work 
quickly since our teams were already on site. When the engineering and 
procurement work was sufficiently advanced for construction to begin, 
the assembly work in the old facility got under way. After additional 
foundations, racks and pipes were put in, and the electrical and oth-
er equipment was installed, production stopped – again for a limited 
time – while all the connections were made. The contract for this project 
was drawn up on the same basis as that for the Debottlenecking and 
Train 5 projects, and by completing the work on time we received the 
whole profit and the bonus. All of these projects were completed in the 
third quarter of 2000 and the facility began production. Thanks to a very 
successful project and good maintenance and management, the facility 
ended up producing not twelve million tonnes, but 13 or even 13.5 mil-
lion tonnes a year, which made us very happy when we learned about it. 

There was pressure to establish partnerships with local firms or to 
be a local firm in order to win contracts in Kazakhstan, so at the end 
of 1999 we had started work on founding a Kazakh firm in partnership 
with Bechtel, as we had previously agreed. The new firm was given the 
name Senimdi Kurylys (SK), meaning reliable construction. We all chose 
this name together. We decided that it would be right to take NSS Con-
struction, which was based in Tengiz, as a partner, and to take part in the 
tenders for Tengiz second-generation projects through this partnership. 
The legal and finance departments in Istanbul, the worksite manage-
ment and staff at Bechtel corporate headquarters worked with both Ka-
zakh and Western consultants to prepare the new company’s founding 
documents and make the necessary applications. The process took a 
long time, but in summer 2000 all the work was completed and SK was 
officially established. A meeting was organised at the TCO headquarters 
in Atyrau with the participation of our upper management in order to 
inform their director general of the launch of our new firm.



194

The Builder 2000

Tension with Sinan

Sinan Tara came to Atyrau for this meeting. Jack and I were in Tengiz 
and travelled to Atyrau from there. During this trip Sinan was very cool 
and distant towards me. At the office in Atyrau, we talked about the de-
velopments among ourselves. When the time came to go to the TCO’s 
offices, Sinan said only he and Jack would be attending the meeting. 
I couldn’t make head or tail of it but I kept my peace. I stayed at our 
offices and they attended the meeting. We were to return to Istanbul 
together and went to catch our flight together. Sinan spoke with me 
very little throughout the whole journey. In our twenty-year friendship I 
had never experienced anything of this kind, and nothing had happened 
that might explain it. There were no problems with the business in Ka-
zakhstan of which I was in charge.  There had been no personal issues. 
I couldn’t understand what was happening. The chilliness continued as 
we parted after the flight.

I returned home confused. For a few days, I didn’t go to work. Then 
I called Sinan and asked for an appointment. He sounded very sincere 
when he said I could visit him whenever I wanted. Before going to meet 
him, I sat on a bench on the Bebek coast and looked out at the sea 
thought about how I might leave the company I had been working at for 
more than 20 years that day without knowing the reason why. 

As Sinan was having his room in Building 1 redecorated, he was work-
ing out of an office in Building 2 at the time. He met me warmly and with 
a smile. He acted as though nothing had happened. As we made small 
talk, I realised he didn’t know I hadn’t been coming to work. My office 
was in Building 1, and he wouldn’t have known about my absence unless 
he’d asked. It seemed he hadn’t. I broached the subject by asking him 
straight on why he had given me the cold shoulder in Atyrau. He acted 
as if he was unaware and denied any such thing. When I pressed him, he 
said it was due to problems that had nothing to do with me or Kazakh-
stan. I told him that I couldn’t believe he would act in such a hurtful way 
as to have me think about quitting for reasons that had nothing to do 
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with me.  Despite my insistence, he kept saying that I should put such 
things out of my mind and concentrate on my work.

I never found out the true reason for his coolness on that occasion. I 
occasionally brought the issue up in conversation, but he either said “It 
wasn’t anything important” or “I don’t remember.” 

Perhaps one day he’ll remember and I’ll find out what happened. All 
I know is that I came back from the brink of quitting. It’s impossible to 
know what the consequences of quitting would have been, without hav-
ing gone through it. I can only guess. My guess is that I’d have worked 
at other companies just as successfully, but not as happily.

Galatasaray Wins the UEFA Cup
In the final held in Copenhagen in May 2000, Galatasaray beat Arsenal 
in a penalty shootout to win the UEFA Cup. Candan, Gökcan and I were 
present to witness this momentous occasion for our team and Turkey. 
Later Galatasaray beat Real Madrid to win the UEFA Super Cup. 

Construction of Second Generation Natural Gas and Oil 
Production Facilities, Kazakhstan 

The Aktau Port, Train 5 and Project 12 projects had been completed 
and infrastructure works for OM projects were on-going. We continued 
to put in bids and carry out the work we were awarded, maintaining a 
presence in Kazakhstan with an average workforce of 600-700 people.

In 2001, we made an offer for the engineering and materials pro-
curement for the Second Generation Facilities in Tengiz, but we were 
unsuccessful. The Parsons and Fluor Daniel partnership produced a bet-
ter offer and was awarded the contract. This partnership began to focus 
more on local materials and firms in their new projects. They went over 
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the top with this: all their business cards read “This card has been print-
ed in Kazakhstan.”

The Second Generation Facilities were being constructed to increase 
the annual output of the Tengiz oilfield to 25 million tonnes. The work in-
cluded the digging of additional wells, infrastructure work around these 
wells, pipelines to transport the oil from the wells to the processing fa-
cility, a crude oil purification and natural gas production and separation 
facility, a power plant, a sulphur processing plant, a high-pressure com-
pressor facility that pumped sour gas from the facility back into the wells 
to increase their efficiency, and pipelines for transferring the waste gas 
to the wells. 

While we were a bit disheartened at losing out on the engineering 
and procurement contract, we still had the construction works to look 
forward to after the project and procurement stage. These were large 
enough jobs to keep us motivated. The tender packages foreseen for 
2002 were generally related to excavation, filling and piling works. We 
made the lowest bid for the excavation and filling work for the compres-
sor plant and the crude oil purification plant, signed the contracts and 
began the work. A Danish firm got the entire piling work. They agreed 
to do all the piling in the summer, within three months. They put the 
provision of camp and food services into our contract.

In spring 2001, Serdar Angın, the member of the board of directors 
with whom we had been working, left the company. Instead, we began 
to work with board of directors member Mehmet Draz. We started work 
on our Second Generation contracts in autumn 2002. However, they 
halted the work in May 2003, saying they would review the investment 
decision. Two months later we were told the decision had been ap-
proved and given the go ahead. With new contracts in mind, we carried 
out a large purchase of equipment when we resumed the work.

The four main Tengiz packages were oil purification and gas separa-
tion, the power plant, sulphur regulation work and gas injection work.  
At first they said they wanted to award these to separate contractors. As 
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The Bid File

I will now briefly try to describe what a bid file is and how bids should 
be prepared.

All requests for bids generally contain the following main sections:

1)  Instructions which describe to firms how they should prepare 
and submit their proposals,

2)  All related drawings,

3)  Price tables,

4)  Price descriptions explaining how and according to what the 
prices for each item of work are to be prepared,

5)  Matters to which attention must be paid and which must be 
addressed in describing how the work will be carried out, 

6)  General contract terms,

7)  Specific contract terms,

8)  A description of the minimum measures needed for the safety 
of employees

9)  Issues to be addressed with respect to quality and required 
tests,

10) The Technical Specifications.

this made for smaller jobs in terms of quantities and value, it led to an 
increase in the number of firms bidding and tougher competition. At the 
same time, it increased our work load because we wanted to undertake 
more and bigger jobs. We had to work harder for all the four packages, 
attending separate meetings for each and drawing up four separate pro-
posals. However, as we valued our employer, we took it all in our stride 
and welcomed the work. In June and July 2003, we made all our offers 
with intervals of 15-20 days in between each one.
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The first section includes a broad description of the work and provides 
explanations about the documents that must be included in the proposal 
folder, practices that need to be paid attention to in the country where 
the work will take place, advance payment and assurance amounts, how 
and when payments will be made and the order and level of detail of the 
documents to be prepared. 

The second section includes engineering documents drawn up in suffi-
cient detail for offers to be prepared.

The third section includes tables that show the items of work and de-
tails of how they break down into categories such as materials, labour 
and equipment, as a basis for quoting prices. These tables are generally 
provided in electronic format and in specialised software. Usually, the 
employer calculates the quantities and enters it into the tables. However, 
sometimes the bidders may be required to calculate these quantities.

The fourth section includes descriptions of prices, detailing what must be 
included in the price for each item of work and what sort of work will be 
undertaken under this item.

In the fifth section, a detailed description is required of how the concrete, 
steel, equipment assembly, piping, mechanical, electrical and architec-
tural works will be undertaken, to be used in rating technical knowledge 
and capability. This section also usually requires a detailed programme 
of work, a run-down of the equipment pool, the number of direct1 and 
indirect2 workers to be employed and a description of how critical items 
of work will be executed. Also required are, a chart showing the organ-
isation that will undertake the work and the résumés of key personnel.

In the sixth section, the general terms of the contract may be given in the 
form of a contract drawn up by the employer or in the form of an interna-
tionally accepted standard contract, such as FIDIC3.

1	 Direct	Worker:	A	worker	who	contributes	directly	to	production.
2	 Indirect	Worker:	A	worker	who	contributes	indirectly	to	production.
3	 FIDIC:	An	organisation	established	in	Switzerland	by	consultant	engineers	

that	produces	contracts	and	contract	standards	for	legal	entities.
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If a standard contract is to be used, the seventh section contains the addi-
tions to be made to this contract to account for the special circumstances 
of the particular project in question.

The eighth section should contain a detailed description of the health and 
safety conditions that will apply during work in the field.

The ninth section contains details about the specifications that will apply 
when the quality control plan is prepared, and about the tests that must 
be carried out.

The tenth section establishes the technical specifications necessary for 
carrying out the work. It generally contains references to standard specifi-
cations such as ASTM4, DIN5 or BS6 with some specific additions.

Depending on the distribution of work within the team that is to prepare 
the offer, all team members should thoroughly read and gain a good un-
derstanding of the sections relevant to their work and any other sections 
which their section references. A group is formed to visit the location and 
inspect the site. Research is carried out for the procurement and trans-
port of materials, workers and equipment. A report is prepared regard-
ing what can be procured regionally or from the country and what needs 
to be brought in from abroad.  The prices in the region are obtained and 
stated in the report.

Prices are ascertained by the disciplines, and drawings, price and mate-
rial descriptions written in the tender document. The materials with the 
most suitable characteristics and prices are selected and their prices are 
entered into the table. The labour hours needed to complete each item 
of work are also entered into the table, based on previous experience. 
Work to be given to subcontractors is identified, prices are obtained and 
these too are shown in the tables.

The planning group formulates a detailed programme of work and ad-
justs and corrects it by reviewing it with the relevant disciplines.

4 ASTM: American Construction Standards.
5 DIN: German Construction Standards.
6 BS: British Construction Standards.
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The total direct work hours calculated is distributed by weeks or months. 
Planning is carried out for indirect workers in cooperation with the tech-
nical and administrative management. The number of workers to be em-
ployed on the worksite is found for every month. The expenses for the 
camp, food and travel are calculated accordingly.

The technical team selects the methods and equipment to be used on 
the job. It determines the items of equipment that will need to be pur-
chased for the purpose of the work, those to be obtained from the pool 
and those to be leased. The costs of the equipment are calculated, in-
cluding purchase prices, depreciation7, leases, fuel costs, prices of spare 
parts, operator expenses and mobilisation and demobilisation costs. The 
technical team prepares texts describing the methods they have select-
ed, based on the technical specifications.

Costs are calculated according to the nationality and cost of the workers 
and management to be employed and their monthly work hours. All this 
information is put together by the costs team.

The direct labour hours, labour costs and subcontractor costs for all the 
items of work are entered into a table. The costs of indirect workers, 
management and administrative teams, camp arrangements, food, travel 
and the letter of guarantee8, as well as the costs to be incurred at head-
quarters, are included in the indirect costs section. The total cost for 
these is distributed by direct work hours for each work heading.

In some projects, a lump sum price is required for indirect and time-re-
lated costs while the direct costs have to be distributed by item of work.

The group working on the contract terms reads the contract thoroughly 
and becomes fully conversant with it. It examines the limits to the respon-
sibilities of the contractor, insurance terms and what direct losses may 
accrue. If greater responsibilities are to be taken on than those required 

7	 Depreciation:	The	annual	cost	of	wear	and	tear	on	equipment.	
8	 Letter	of	Guarantee:	A	written	document	declaring	that	if	the	deliveries	

pledged	in	the	contract	are	not	carried	out,	the	bank	will	pay	the	stated	
amount	to	the	employer.	
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by FIDIC contracts, these have to be written down as changes to the 
contract. It is of the utmost necessity and importance not to take respon-
sibility for indirect losses. These should always be the responsibility of the 
relevant parties themselves. If there are to be interim deliveries, the fines 
for delays in these deliveries are another important matter. It is best for 
there to be no fines for interim deliveries. If money is withheld to be paid 
at the end of the job according to the contract, it is very important for 
the cash flow of the project that this amount should be kept to a reason-
able level or alternatively that no money should be withheld in exchange 
for a letter of guarantee. The letter of guarantee for the construction 
should amount to 10 per cent at most for short-term jobs and 5 per cent 
for longer-term undertakings. There should be an advance payment in 
keeping with the expected cash flow; if not, such a payment should be 
demanded.

Insurance personnel should review the terms of the insurance required 
and its consistency with their standard policies. If the terms are different, 
either changes should be proposed in the bid or the additional costs 
should be added to the proposal price. The suitability of health and safe-
ty conditions is very important for people working in the field. As em-
ployers tend to stick by their experiences, they will not change the condi-
tions they have set. If the conditions result in additional costs beyond the 
measures normally taken by the firm, the extra cost should be accounted 
for in the price proposed.

The organisation, tests and controls demanded for quality purposes can 
vary greatly. If any of them diverge from the standard quality plan of the 
firm, the additional costs must be accounted for.

Technical specifications generally require compliance with the standards 
of a Western country, or in the case of Russia or a former Soviet republic, 
compliance with Russian specifications such as SNIP or GOST.   Addi-
tional specifications may also be required. Therefore, this section of the 
bid file needs to be read carefully and any additional costs that will arise 
should be added to the price.

Once the total cost has been calculated through the work of the project 
team, it is increased by a certain percentage to account for unforeseen 
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costs, risk, corporate expenses and profit, and the bid price is deter-
mined accordingly.

Finally the team breaks down the price proposal into tables as demand-
ed by the employer. All other required documents are collected and the 
proposal is drawn up. These days, proposals are generally submitted 
electronically, so the file is uploaded to the employer’s website, or sent 
as an e-mail if it is not too big a file. The file size will most likely run into 
gigabytes. 

The documents I’ve mentioned above will serve as the basis for checking 
the progress and costs of project construction. Once your proposal is ac-
cepted and a contract is signed, you will have to carry out your planning 
and cost monitoring with these in mind.

The programme of work included in the proposal, and which may be 
subject to changes before the contract is signed, will serve as the basis 
for planning your work schedules. 

Some items of work may be cancelled and new ones added at the con-
tract signing stage. Similarly, the duration of the work may change or 
the start of work may be delayed for various reasons.  The employer will 
require all these changes to be set out and included in an annex to the 
contract. Once the contract is signed, the programme of work schedule 
has to be followed, perhaps with more detail added. This programme is 
produced electronically, generally using software such as Primavera or 
Microsoft Project.

Employers generally require the resources (direct workers, equipment, 
materials, indirect workers) that will be needed to carry out each item of 
production to be shown separately, and based on this they may want to 
see the total amount of the internal resources that will be needed. Such 
details can cause problems in keeping track of the programme. For ex-
ample, while following the programme, direct workers and materials may 
be distributed easily and practically. However, the correct distribution of 
items such as direct and indirect equipment, indirect workers, auxiliary 
materials and transport is quite difficult and generally not as accurate 
as expected.  When it comes to costs, contractors therefore tend to put 
their own systems into effect. For employers, the numbers of workers, 
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the types and numbers of pieces of equipment and the amounts of ma-
terials may be sufficient to keep track of the work, but contractors need 
to be able to calculate their costs accurately too.

The percentage indicating the ratio of the direct working hours for each 
item of work to the total direct working hours gives the weight of that 
item of work within the total volume of work. By dividing this weight by 
the time necessary for the item in question to be completed, it is possi-
ble to obtain the ratio of the work done each week or each month to the 
total amount of work. The subtotal for all the items of work establishes 
the percentage of progress on the work which it is planned to make on a 
monthly or weekly basis. This percentage is then divided by the quanti-
ties for each item to give the effect of production under each item on the 
progress of the work. The ratio of realised production to planned produc-
tion constitutes the realisation ratio. In this way, you get to compare your 
progress on the programme to the planned schedule, and are able to 
assess the situation, identify which items are moving forwards and which 
are delayed, and to take the necessary measures.

When contractors undertake cost calculations, the items of work in their 
bidding calculations are separated into groups on the basis of disciplines 
and a table of direct materials costs is drawn up. The materials costs indi-
cated in the bid are entered next to each item of work in this table. The 
sum of these shows the total planned cost for direct materials.

If subcontractors are to be employed, the distribution of subcontractor 
costs by item of work is displayed under the title “Subcontractors”. 

For certain items of equipment, the months or weeks during the period 
of the work when they are to be used has to be determined, together 
with the total length of time for which they will be used, and the depre-
ciation costs calculated accordingly. The costs of fuel, motor oil, filters, 
spare parts and operators for the time for which each item of equipment 
will be used are also written down, together with the costs of transport-
ing it to and from the project location. If leased equipment is to be used, 
the leasing costs are entered next to them as well as the operating costs 
listed above. In this way, the equipment costs table is produced. Tables 
are also produced for equipment maintenance workshop labour, the 
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costs of hand tools and consumables, pay roll costs for direct and indi-
rect workers and technical and administrative teams, the costs of camp 
and worksite buildings, the purchase, transportation and instalment of 
furniture, infrastructure and operating costs, and indirect costs such as 
the costs of food, travel, visas and permits, safety clothing and tools for 
the workers, the letter of guarantee and bank charges. The total of the 
costs listed in this table gives the cost of the project for the contractor. 
All these tables are brought together and costs are distributed by month. 
As claims (dues) are determined by the amount of work done per month, 
a monthly cash flow table is also drawn up for planning purposes. As all 
of these figures are valid at the bidding stage and are liable to change 
depending on the course of the construction work. Costs should there-
fore be updated every three months. Each update should be assigned a 
revision number.

Every alteration that takes place between the budget determined at 
the bidding stage right through to the final revision should be shared with 
the company’s accounting and finance divisions, and meetings should be 
held to assess them whenever necessary. In this way, both the company 
and the worksite management will have all the necessary information 
about the course of the project and will be able to take the necessary 
measures on time.

Deniz Begins Primary School
Busy as I was with the construction and bidding work for Tengiz and the 
islands, I didn’t realise how quickly time had passed. Meanwhile, my 
daughter Deniz had turned six and we had begun to look for a school for 
her. Enka Schools was an option, but it was so far away from home that 
she would be spending all her day travelling. As Gökcan was attending 
Koç High School, moving to the European side of the Bosporus was 
not an option for us to move. She was entered for the draw for the Koç 
Schools. If she won, she would start there. If not, she would go to one of 
the good schools on the Anatolian side. We began to look for a school 
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Negotiations on the bids we had made for the Tengiz packages be-
gan in July. They talked individually with each firm that had made a 
bid and examined their proposals from the technical, contractual and 
pricing aspects. They then eliminated all but two firms for each pack-
age. Later, only three firms remained for the four packages. For three 
of the packages they were holding discussions exclusively with us, while 
they were discussing the sulphur package with another firm. Finally they 
combined the three packages they had interviewed us for, made some 

to enrol her in if she did not win the draw. In the end, Deniz’s name did 
not come up for the Koç Schools, so in the autumn of 2002, we enrolled 
her at the Private Sezin Primary School in Çekmeköy, which we had iden-
tified after a long search. They were in good, new, purpose-built premis-
es and we had heard good things about her classroom teacher from var-
ious sources. Deniz successfully made it to the second grade that year. 
She also won the intermediary class entrance exam for the Koç Primary 
School, thanks to the efforts of her teacher and her mother taking her to 
private classes four hours a week. Our son and our daughter were now 
attending the same school and it was closer to home.

After the death of Satılmış, we found it very difficult to find a family 
that would take care of our house. We went through many families over 
three years, but none of them lasted, whether for reasons related with 
us or because we could not hit the right note with those we employed. 
Finally, Ivan and Fedora, a Gagauz Turkic couple from Moldova, came to 
our aid, and things began to improve. We had tried Turkish, Turkmen, 
Moldovan and Uzbek families before, but couldn’t make it work. As I 
often travelled to Atyrau, Aktau and London, Candan and the children 
suffered the most difficulty and this made me very uncomfortable. Fi-
nally the confusion came to an end and good order was re-established. 
For the first time in a long time, we enjoyed the Aegean cruise we took 
without having to think about what was going on at home.

It had been a very difficult period and now it was over, it increased my 
motivation too.
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changes to the conditions and asked us for a new price. While working 
on the new price, we travelled to Tengiz with the employer’s technical 
teams to explain how and where we would carry out spool manufacture 
in Tengiz. As we had explained that we would develop the facilities of 
our partner NSS and increase local output, they wanted to tour that fa-
cility first. They were not very satisfied. Together with Çimtaş we imme-
diately proposed an alternative involving the large workshop building 
within our facilities and its extensions. In the meanwhile, NSS imposed 
unacceptable conditions for the use of its facilities anyway. This resulted 
in the partnership we were considering with NSS to fall through before 
it had even begun. The technical team was on board with our new plan 
and their only condition was that we should carry out the work through 
Çimtaş. Later, they had another careful look at the Çimtaş spool fabri-
cation facilities which they had visited earlier. It seemed the outcome 
was positive. They called us for a meeting in London. For about ten 
days, I, Hakan Kozan and the team worked on the new prices and spool 
manufacture – with them by day and among ourselves at night. After a 
series of tiring meetings, we were told we would be awarded the job. 
Meanwhile, Bechtel executive Andrey Polunin discussed contract terms 
with a separate team and they came to an agreement.

The negotiations went on until December. Everything was prepared, 
the contract was finalised and all that remained were the signatures. 
We signed the contract and sent it to them. As it had to be approved 
at various levels, it would take a long time. Tired out by the long work, 
everyone took a holiday.

Trip to California
In December 2003, I took Candan and the kids to California. It was a 
good time to visit the Disneyland there with the children and to take 
advantage of the springtime climate to drive along the coast from San 
Francisco southwards.
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Returning from holiday, I started on the organisational work for the 
new undertakings in Tengiz. İbrahim Karaağaç was to be the deputy 
project manager for the joint venture, Hakan Kozan was to be head of 
internal affairs, and Alp Göl would be responsible for the OM work we 
took on, serve as the deputy general director of SK and provide corpo-
rate support for all the SGP81 work. Experienced Enka and Çimtaş staff 
member Ali Ergül would take care of the pipe work and would have 
deputies from Çimtaş.  In contrast to our previous practice at Tengiz, the 
racks in this project were to be assembled externally first and brought in 
as modules, the pipe and cable trays would be fitted first and even the 
cables would be laid before the racks were lifted up by large cranes and 
placed in their final locations. It was a bit complicated, but we had to 

81 SGP: Second Generation Plant.

In San Francisco, we toured the city by streetcar, visited museums and 
went to concerts. We tasted food from various countries. We rented a 
minivan and while driving along the coast to Los Angeles, we stopped 
in places where there were flocks of seals and penguins and walked 
among them to take photos with the children. It was an unforgettable 
experience for them. We stayed at a pleasant hotel in a beautiful, mod-
ern seaside town. The ocean view was wonderful and I felt I had had a 
good rest. 

The next day, we arrived in Los Angeles by a route with similar views. 
Deniz and Gökcan had a lot of fun at Disneyland, and we started acting 
like kids with them too. We liked the movie studios the best. They held 
short shows for visitors in studios where movies were shot, which you 
could watch live and which were like the real thing. We had our fill of 
prawn and lobster. Just as we were having such a famous time, news 
arrived that TCO had signed the contract. This news made the last few 
days of our holiday even more enjoyable. We returned to Istanbul in the 
first week of January. 
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accept that it was an important aspect of the programme. For this, we 
would employ the Çimtaş steel assembly team.

I Become a Member of the Board of Directors

It was at this point that I became a member of the Board of Directors. 
I was to be in charge of the Kazakhstan and Romania projects, but my 
main job would be the Romania Motorway Project. Organisational work 
was carried out so that while I was in Romania, Mehmet Draz Ağabey 
could be more closely involved with the work in Tengiz, while I would 
support him. In April 2004, I relocated to our office in Cluj.

Continuing with Tengiz

When I returned to Tengiz from Romania in August 2005, I found 
that there had been some disagreements with the employer related to 
increases in the work due to significant changes to the project, and to 
delays in deliveries of materials and project items.  Thanks to the hard 
work of Deputy Project Manager Hakan Kozan, supported by Sinan Tara, 
talks had resulted in an agreement. We had accelerated the work with 
the deployment of additional workers, equipment and engineers.

As the project flow and materials deliveries became more regular, the 
work started to run on schedule. Çimtaş President Asaf Yener had trust-
ed no one else to carry out spool production to the best quality and on 
time, and had relocated to Tengiz to direct the work personally. A plant 
every bit as good and well-ordered as the one Çimtaş had in Gemlik had 
been established, and equipment had been brought in that was even 
newer and technologically superior. Automatic welding machines had 
been purchased in greater numbers than we had previously considered 
and the sandblasting and painting sections established were larger and 
of greater capacity than we had initially planned.  We had kept all the 
promises we had made to the employer when we bid for the work and 
had delivered even more. For this we were appreciated and compli-
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mented. We were also carrying out manufacturing at very high quality 
and on time. The spool process was very well organised from the man-
ufacturing itself to the plant stockyard, and from there to the stockyard 
in the field and the assembly work. A percentage of all pipe connections 
was examined by X-ray to check the quality of the welding. In this way, 
welding errors were identified. Errors had to be below the acceptable 
industry threshold. Our welders proved very successful in this regard.

During my first visit to Tengiz, upon my return from Romania, I was 
very impressed. Çimtaş had played a considerable role in this. Before 
the contract was signed, in making certain promises to the employer, we 
had all had our doubts. But with Asaf heading the work and with Vedat 
Mimaroğlu chipping in, we had broken new ground. Hakan at Internal 
Affairs, Field Manager İbrahim Karaağaç, Head of Pipe Works Ali Ergül 
and his deputies Osman Karaosmanoğlu and Orkun Sarısoy, and Head 
of Electrical Works İlhan Hunca were all working very effectively and in 
complete tandem with the Bechtel personnel. 

Of course, there were some issues, as always. Due to the demands of 
the employer, we employed an excessive number of inadequately-qual-
ified local personnel. The local workers whom the employer had trained 
at the facilities of local firms and sent in to work on the project simply 
couldn’t produce the expected results. The Chevron work monitoring 
system didn’t allow us to begin work on any process before all the de-
signs and materials had arrived at the departments known as work pack-
ages. Due to routine delays to materials and projects, we became quite 
incapable of planning. Delays set in, and so did the search for solutions.

The SGP project consisted of four main facilities. These were the 
Crude Oil Production Facility, the Natural Gas Production and Separation 
Facility, the Sulphur Separation Facility and the Power Production Facility. 
The Indian firm Punj Lloyd was undertaking the construction of the Sul-
phur Facility while we were responsible for all the others. One of the most 
important characteristics of the facilities was that they were not designed 
to be spread out over a wide, horizontal field, but as vertical facilities 
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that took up less space. The pipes and the electricity system carried by 
the racks were preassembled at one side beforehand in sections. The 
pipes and cable trays were fitted and then hoisted into by a high-capacity 
crane. After the steel, pipe and trays for each section had been connect-
ed with the other sections, the cables were laid. Finally, the equipment 
was installed in the relevant section, and work began on the related con-
necting pipes and cables. Electrical panels were then put in place, cable 
termination was completed, the pipes were filled with water section by 
section to test for pressure, current tests were carried out for the cables, 
instruments were installed and the testing of the equipment began.

Instruments are very important components used for systems control 
and automation. The flow in the system, changes in heat and pressure 
and level controls are all measured using instruments, which then send 
the data to the control rooms to send signals to automatic valves to 
control the facility. The correct functioning of the system depends on 
measurements made by instruments. For this reason, the settings of the 
instruments are checked and adjusted before they arrive at the site. This 
process is known as calibration. The instruments and their weak current 
cables are connected to the control room via local panels and collection 
boxes. This is a very important job that needs to be handled delicately.

The tests were complicated, and for as long as the problems arose, 
adjustments had to be made. This was a phase in which little work was 
done with many workers. Although the equipment was different, the 
work proceeded in this way at all three production facilities. Once the 
tests were completed, the painting on the pipes was completed and 
the insulation work began. Infrastructure facilities providing water, ven-
tilation and electricity were laid in underground trenches, which were 
then filled in. This was followed by landscaping, roads, street lighting, 
pavements, and the staircases and catwalks for the racks (permanent 
scaffolding). And eventually the project was ready for delivery.

The Gas Injection Facility, which was a separate job, situated far from 
the other facilities, was intended to inject unused gas back into the wells, 
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raise the reservoir pressure and increase the output of crude oil. The 
construction of the facility consisted of work on the construction of two 
large compressors for injecting incoming gas into wells at high pressure, 
the laying of the pipes which brought in the gas for these compressors 
from the main facility, the laying of pipes with distinctly thick peripheries 
for carrying the pressurised gas to the wells, and the installation of the 
pipes, cable trays and equipment which distributed the necessary elec-
tricity, water and air for the functioning of the facility. This type of gas 
injection work had been carried out for the first time in Kazakhstan by 
Bechtel in Karachaganak and had proved successful. At this facility too, 
the assembly work followed the order described above. 

In early summer 2006, the delays in the arrival of materials and draw-
ings had lessened, and the work was able to flow according to the pro-
gramme. However, the employer wanted to define new priorities. They 
wanted to have all the welders from all the facilities work on a single 
unit, the Crude Oil Production Facility, in order to begin producing oil as 
soon as possible. Of course, there was no way of meeting this demand 
efficiently. We were expending too many man-hours. The number of our 
workers had exceeded 6,000, but we could not reflect this onto our re-
ceivables. Acting with much goodwill, the employer decided to convert 
our contract to a costs-plus-fixed-profit type of contract, thereby under-
writing all the costs.

Gökcan Graduates from High School

In June 2006, I slipped on the wet stairs in my garden and broke two 
lumbar vertebrae. “Let’s try treatment by corset and medication for a 
while. If it doesn’t work, we’ll have to operate,” Professor Azmi Hamza-
oğlu told me at the Florence Nightingale Hospital. I duly wore a corset 
but my movements were extremely slow and painful. Travel had become 
torture for me. Even though I used Enka’s private plane, I couldn’t travel 
as much as I needed to.
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Gökcan graduated from high school in June and we decided he should 
attend university in the USA. He wanted to study industrial design. In April 
we travelled to the USA as a family, visited the colleges to which he had 
been accepted and tried to come to a decision. Finally, we settled on the 
School of Design at the Pratt Institute in New York and registered Gökcan 
with the school. The term began in August with orientation training.

When we went to New York in early August to settle Gökcan in, I visited 
the Hospital of Special Surgery on Şarık Ağabey’s advice, and was exa-
mined by Joseph Lane, the physician I trust the most even today.  He 
immediately took me in for surgery and filled in and froze the sections 
between the broken bones using an injection method. From the hospital 
which I had entered the previous day doubled up with pain, I walked out 
straight-backed and without the slightest discomfort. As I had advanced 
bone loss, the doctor advised Forsteo, a drug which had only just been 
approved by the FDA*. This form of medical treatment, which could only 
be applied once in a lifetime, required me to inject myself with a needle 
every day for two years. I returned to Istanbul in top health and feeling 
very well.

My only concern on my way back was that Gökcan had now become a 
university student and had taken the first step towards building his own 
life. As I knew from my own experience, once he was at university, he 
would never come back home for good, and after he finished studying, 
he would embark on his own life and his own career. Little Gökcan had 
left the nest.

By the time I had completed the two years of medical treatment which my 
doctor had prescribed for bone loss, my bone density had leapt up by 22 
per cent. Afterwards, we went to New York to see my doctor and to visit 
Gökcan. The doctor advised me to move onto a drug called Aktonel. As 
I understood it, this medicine was intended to protect, rather than incre-
ase, bone density.

*  FDA	(Food	and	Drug	Administration):	the	organisation	attached	to	the	US	
Department	of	Health	which	is	in	charge	of	approving	food,	medicine	and	
related	products	and	the	machinery	and	equipment	used	in	these	sectors.
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The employer told us not to worry about avoiding losses, but to con-
centrate on completing the work in line with the employer’s priorities.  
The employer began directing all work in the field and resolving any dif-
ferences that arose with other groups. We focused entirely on carrying 
out work of the highest quality to the specifications demanded.

In early October, tensions between Turkish and Kazakh workers in 
Tengiz resulted in fighting and an uprising. Dozens of Turkish workers 
were injured. The police arrived at the worksite. We had to send many 
injured workers back to Turkey by air for hospital treatment. Many of our 
employees grew afraid after this incident and returned to their countries, 
never to come back. Most of our Indian workers also resigned and left, 
fearing that the same would happen to them. A simple exchange of 
insults had led to all this. This had provoked some young Kazakhs, who 
attacked and beat up all the Turks they could find, turning the worksite 
into a battlefield.

Tengiz Second Generation Facilities
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For two months, we couldn’t work as we wanted. Prosecutors, police 
and bureaucrats made much of simple reasons and looked for deeper 
causes. This was a clear example of how group psychology can turn 
normal behaviour in human relationships into negative behaviour. The 
employer acted very maturely and professionally and took all the neces-
sary precautions. Work stopped entirely for a week. While things slowly 
returned to normal, they were not at all accusatory about the whole 
affair and accepted all the resulting damages and loss of time.

After all this, I celebrated my 50th birthday late and in low spirits with 
my friends – mostly fellow executives from Enka.

It was four months before our normal pattern of work resumed. All 
people harmed were given physical and psychological treatment and an 
effort was made to meet their losses fairly. After a while, the incident was 
forgotten and most of the workers either returned to Tengiz or applied 
to return.

This was a very important experience for me, for the workers and for 
Enka on how things can get out of control and on the awful consequenc-
es this can have.

Some local officials tried to lay the blame on the Turkish workers and 
our partnership. There accusations were based on presumptions of dis-
crimination. However, once the investigation revealed that this was not 
the case, the issue was left to cool down.

In April we brought in additional workers to complete the remain-
ing work, mainly from India. By supplementing the Turkish workers who 
had decided to remain with a small number of new workers, and relying 
mainly on local workers – whom we thoroughly assessed – we restored 
our manpower to the level we desired.

The Tengiz Second Generation Gas Injection Project was delivered in 
its entirety at the end of 2007. Most of the work remaining on the SGP 
was completed. We assisted with the completion of the Sulphur Sep-
aration and Condensation section undertaken by the Indian firm Punj 
Lloyd through manufacturing work done by Çimtaş in Gemlik and con-
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tributions which we made to the assembly work ourselves. The facility 
produced its first oil in June 2007.

In 2008, we completed the final minor job that we had been awarded, 
in addition for the full completion of the SGP. This project was the largest 
oil production facility construction project we undertook in Kazakhstan. 
When the facility entered production, annual oil production reached 26 
million tonnes. This was also the second largest facility we completed in 
Tengiz, after the first facility we constructed under Programme 12. When 
it started production, it was the third largest facility ever commissioned 
in Kazakhstan, behind the facility that had been completed in Karacha-
ganak in 2006. The total cost of the SGP project to Tengizchevroil is 
said to have been around USD 7 billion. The local costs for this project, 
in which local materials and labour were prioritised, was around USD 2 
billion, or some 30 per cent of the total. The total cost of Programme 12 
(Debottlenecking, Train 5 and Project 12) was around USD 1 billion and 
its local spending was also around 30 per cent of the total. This was the 
same as for the SGP Project, which focused so heavily on prioritising the 
amount of local materials used. Of course, the SGP was a larger project 
and its local expenditure was much higher in absolute terms. It therefore 
contributed more to the national economy. In Karachaganak too, the 
project was also completed with a local contribution of around 30 per 
cent. If these percentages, calculated with so much precision, remained 
the same across all the projects, it suggests that this is the limit of what 
Kazakh industry can supply. Perhaps new projects can achieve better 
results.

The project generated significant lessons on contract implementa-
tion from the contracting stage through to construction and commis-
sioning. The employer had had another firm carry out pre-engineering 
and feasibility work and later handed us the entire detailed engineering, 
procurement and construction work on a turn-key basis. With the costs 
rising significantly above those foreseen in the preliminary report, they 
decided on a different strategy. They decided to give the engineering, 
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procurement and construction management work to the firm that had 
carried out pre-engineering and feasibility and to have the construction 
work carried out by different firms in separate packages. From Project 
12 onwards, they implemented the programme in this manner. One of 
their reasons for this was that by splitting the construction work into 
smaller packages, they hoped to ensure that local firms would do more 
business. They awarded wellhead construction work, work on pipelines 
that connected the wells to the production facility and general construc-
tion work on workers’ camps to firms with high levels of local ownership. 
However, they did not want to take any risks on the four large packag-
es, of which we undertook three. In addition to many local engineer-
ing firms, they created business opportunities for numerous small local 
construction firms. With the exception of those that failed very badly, 
they showed these small firms much goodwill and tried to help them do 
business. They tended to see rising costs as a form of support for the 
Kazakh economy. However, local workers were employed in very inflated 
numbers. The approach was transformed from an effort to support the 
training of qualified employees who did their work properly and effi-
ciently into a strategy of using the project to provide benefits for many 
local businesses and people, whether they deserved it or not. We were 
also very badly affected by the confusion created by the presence of 
a crowd of workers gathered together without heed for their qualifica-
tions. The emergence of social conflicts resulted in unwanted incidents 
and caused the work to be halted for a long time, with a serious impact 
on costs and on the duration of the work. 

We had those of our employees who were injured and had had to 
return to Turkey during the incidents treated as well as possible. Other 
than one person who suffered brain concussion due to trauma, the other 
casualties recovered their health quickly. The worker who suffered con-
cussion took longer to recover. An interesting development occurred at 
this point with the emergence of a group of solicitors, resembling those 
in the USA of the 1970s, who tried to take advantage of the situation. 
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The chain of lawsuits which was set in motion with claims of material 
and non-pecuniary damages due to the violent incidents led on to other 
lawsuits involving claims of unpaid severance pay and overtime. The 
contract article “The law of the country of work applies” was interpret-
ed to mean “If the employer and the employees are both Turkish, the 
law to the benefit of the employee applies”. We had to deal with many 
such lawsuits. We are still dealing with them. Under the circumstances, 
we decided gradually to reduce the numbers of Turkish workers we em-
ployed on international construction projects, where we are operating 
amid very tough competition, considering how expensive they are, and 
to concentrate on workers from the Far East and the local country.

We learned from experience that we needed to plan the tests and fi-
nal work needed to complete the project more carefully, and to calculate 
the costs more accurately. These were not an issue because we had an 
employer that focused on the high quality of the work and on complet-
ing it on time, and that approached us with much goodwill and knowl-
edge of its business. Things may have turned out very differently if we 
had had an employer, as we had had many times before, that focused 
on finding a culprit other than itself for every mishap, even if was its own 
fault, instead of focusing on the completion of the work and correcting 
its own mistakes. 

From 2008 onwards, we had less work. We continued working on 
those infrastructure improvement packages we could get contracts for. 
In 2008 and 2009, we got the larger packages on the Project for In-
creasing the Use of Gas and the Project for the Development of Sulphur 
Separation and completed them successfully.

In 2009, the Second Generation Projects in Tengiz had been com-
pleted and the employer started making preparations for tenders for the 
pre-engineering and feasibility work, as well as detailed engineering, 
procurement and project management for the third generation work. 
Our general infrastructure contract was still in force and we were still do-
ing infrastructure work. We followed the developments closely. We re-
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ceived word from the TCO that the new tender would take place in 2010, 
that a very high proportion of local expenditure would be required, and 
even that a local partner would be obligatory. We were invited to the 
meetings, and we started initial preparations with Bechtel.

We made contact with many local firms, toured their facilities and 
measured their capacity. KSS was the best candidate among them. 
Bechtel looked into this firm very thoroughly. It took time for a decision 
to emerge and a partnership agreement to be signed. In line with the 
demands and directives of the employers and local administrations, we 
came to an agreement that we would make joint offers for contracts for 
future work in the Tengiz, Kashagan, Karachaganak and Central Caspian 
region and would undertake them together if we got them. We formed 
a tripartite partnership to this end. We visited the employers to explain 
the situation and they were all very pleased. 

KSS was mainly experienced in pipeline work, but had only been ac-
tive in oil production facilities work for a few years. In this way, we began 
working with a local partner on projects in Kazakhstan.

In spring 2010, we were sent the tender package for the FGP82 engi-
neering, procurement and project management work. Teams were set 
up in Almaty, London and Istanbul. Each team calculated the price for 
the parts of the work assigned to them. We had to provide separate pric-
es for three different stages – namely, estimating the cost of the project 
for the employer through pre-engineering work, detailed engineering 
work, and construction management. First, we calculated the number of 
drawings, the number of engineer hours required, the engineering and 
management hours that would be needed for the project management, 
the offices that would have to be set up and the subcontracted de-
signers we would use, if any. As local expenditure was encouraged, we 
needed to select sub-contractors from among Kazakh engineering firms. 
We chose a few suitable ones that had previously done business with oil 

82	 FGP:	Future	Generation	Projects.
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firms. We sent them the necessary documentation and asked them to 
write down their hourly rates and the number of hours they would spend 
on the job, to add their profit margins and to make us separate offers. 
Besides the work to be undertaken by local firms, we identified the work 
that would have to be done in London, Istanbul, Tengiz and Almaty. 
Once the work on the calculation of prices and hours was completed, 
we revised the distribution of the work in accordance with our shares in 
the partnership shares and settled on a final price.

The issue of how the work would be undertaken was very detailed. 
The main issue was identifying the modules, most of which would be 
manufactured off-site, the manner in which they would be transported 
to Tengiz and the way in which the assembly and connection work would 
proceed. We considered that it would be cheaper and more appropriate 
to manufacture most of the modules in Kazakhstan. The technical part of 
our offer was produced on this basis.

In July we made an offer for the technical part, which was very de-
tailed and which we thought was very cheap. An intensive series of 
meetings in London and Atyrau followed.

Later the tender meetings diminished and in late October we were 
told that another partnership had been selected. The main reason was 
that we were going to undertake the manufacturing of modules in Ka-
zakhstan. There were rumours that we had not been awarded the con-
tract because we had not fully understood what was conveyed in the 
tender documents. This was not the first Chevron tender that we had 
failed to win. We started waiting for the tenders for the construction 
work. 

When one loses a contract after one of these tough bidding process-
es, it is impossible not to think about all the time and effort wasted, and 
difficult not to feel upset. However, it is a part of our business and we 
need to live with it.



220

Relationships in Construction Work

Working relationships and the experience gained from them are a kind 
of lesson learned for firms and their employees. Here, I will try to sum-
marise the experience I have gained through these lessons.

The projects I worked on were mainly carried out in partnerships and we 
usually worked with Western employers and local administrations. The 
only projects which I worked on in Turkey were the Kırıkkale Refinery 
which I worked on when I first started out and the Berke Dam.. 

I can safely say that I matured in business in a complex network of ex-
ternal relationships, that I worked with difficult partners and employers 
with diverse and different approaches to business and management, 
who spoke different languages and came from various traditional back-
grounds.  I would not be exaggerating if I were to say that I was as 
involved in international relations as the civil servants at Turkey’s Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs. However, it should not be forgotten this is quite 
normal within an international firm such as Enka, which contracts and 
carries out most of its work abroad.

It is very important to act confidently in the knowledge and awareness 
that you are not alone in dealing with all this work, and that a powerful 
company stands behind you. Not only project management but con-
tract management, relations with the government and the bureaucracy 
in the country where you work, relations with the local administrations, 
relations with local or international judiciaries and arbitration bodies, 
and with banks, social groups and workers’ unions are all a part of your 
life. It is necessary to establish relations with a broad range of people 
and to attend meetings with them.

In construction work, relations broadly fall into four categories:

- General business development work and partnerships,

- Relations during the tendering and contracting phase of the work,

- Relations during the construction phase of the work,

- Relations during the completion and delivery of the work.
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General business development work and partnerships:

This heading refers to a category of work and relationships that will oc-
casionally come in useful, and the results of which are seen in the long 
term, but which have to be entered into in any case. It includes work 
such as ensuring that you’re included before the work tender is issued, 
getting onto the list of contractors who will make bids to employers 
for future work, obtaining information on jobs that may come up in the 
short and long term and beginning the preparation work.

It can be tiresome to engage in such efforts, knowing that the results 
are always obtained in the long run. However, if you want to undertake 
work in a new country, work on business development is very important. 
It requires frequent travel, meetings and correspondence. The most im-
portant part is to reach the executives who make the decisions.

Depending on how things go, work on business development and con-
tracts could lead to you seeking a partnership. The partner might be 
a local company, a specialised company that undertakes work many 
others cannot, a company the employer demands you work with, or a 
strategic partner.

Whether they are Turkish or foreign, partnerships between firms are 
always problematic. Every firm believes that its own way of doing busi-
ness and its own management style are the best, keeps its own interests 
in mind, and wants its own executives be in the majority and hence to 
have the higher stake. As the other partner thinks in the same way, fric-
tions begin. When the partnership contract is drawn up, the parties do 
their utmost to ensure that their own approaches are reflected in the 
terms. Unless you determine your “sine qua nons” well at the contract 
stage, the problems could go as far as the partnership falling through.

Typical points of disagreement are the treatment of company overheads 
as project costs in the accounts, and the assignment of company em-
ployees to the organisation. Overheads may appear to be a minor cost 
item which should not become a problem in a good partnership, but it 
can lead to many disputes in the future. The line between what are proj-
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ect overheads and what are not becomes gradually more blurred, and 
each company may seek to be reimbursed for more so as to increase its 
own profits. It is always best for overheads to fall under the costs of the 
firms themselves, rather than under those of the project.

Regarding the choice of managers, it is best to look into the candi-
dates proposed by the other party thoroughly, to accept those you are 
sure are good and to focus on trying to have those about whom you 
are undecided, or are convinced are not good, replaced. Insisting on a 
management model in which the project manager and deputy manager 
take decisions together yields much better results than insisting that the 
project manager must be one of your own.

In partnerships, everyone in key management posts, from field and 
section heads upwards, should be positive and cautious when dealing 
with managers and workers assigned by the partner. A partnership will 
succeed if it prioritises the concept of the “rights of the partnership”, 
rather than the “rights of the companies”.

I will quote Şarık Tara on his understanding of partnership. He would 
always say: “But most important of all, partners should benefit only and 
only from the partnership. If one party is benefitting more than the oth-
er, the partnership won’t survive.”

Successful partnerships widen your business geography and bring in 
new work. Therefore, the issue of partnership relations is just as im-
portant as that of relations with employers and it needs to be managed 
well. However, it is very damaging to persist with a partnership in which 
disputes have become the norm, and ending such a partnership is for 
the better.

In all these relations, it will make your work easier if you make a distinc-
tion between those who are trying to do their work well and those who 
are trying to create problems. An agreement is only possible among 
people who are willing to agree. You must first convince your counter-
part to come to an agreement. This is a bit like convincing someone 
who thinks the prevailing conditions are to his benefit that this is actu-
ally not the case.
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Relations during the tendering and contracting phase of the work:

It is possible to categorise employers at the contract stage into three 
groups as follows:

 -Employers who have made up their mind beforehand and act accord-
ingly, 

-Large employer’s organisations who know how to do the work, but 
would like to review and understand your approach and assess it along 
with your price, 

-State tenders.

Those who have already made up their minds will have carried out their 
preliminary studies and chosen the contractor they are going to award 
the work to already. They will compare your offer with those of other 
bidders with a view to awarding you the work at a price that conforms 
to their own budget or a little bit over. The longest negotiations might 
well be over contract details. Whether they have chosen you or some-
one else, employers of this kind will not require you to undertake un-
necessary or lengthy work. They will decide in short order. You will not 
be challenged unduly or unnecessarily.

A subcategory of this type of employer is the employer who will award 
the contract to the lowest bidder. If you bid low you get the work. There 
is no long process involved. However, this type of employer may prove 
difficult while the work is being done.

The second category is the category of employers who know how to do 
their work and are organised accordingly. With this type of employer, 
the technical talks, pricing bases and contract terms will require a very 
long work process. Several meetings will have to be held involving large 
numbers of knowledgeable individuals from both the contractor and 
the employer’s organisation. You will need to convince them that you 
will do the work as they think it should be done – only better, due to 
your experience. Both you and your team will need to work hard and es-
tablish very good relationships. As long as the price you quote to such 
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employers is within the budget, it will be their least important priority. 
You can seek and obtain amendments to details of the contract.
The third type of employer is either the state or companies that work on 
behalf of the state. Technical meetings are very seldom held. This is be-
cause they will have given you a certificate attesting to your suitability 
on the basis of the documents you provided beforehand. You may only 
obtain changes to their terms and the contract under very exceptional 
circumstances.  The most important thing is the price. If you have quot-
ed the best price, there may not be many meetings. The meetings are 
generally intended to understand how compatibly you can work with 
the government in power or the local administration. These meetings 
could lead to outcomes such as the cancellation of the tender or the 
award of the contract to the second best bidder.

Relations during the construction phase of the work:

These relations are multi-directional. Very few people in the tender 
group of the employer whom you worked with before will still be in-
volved in this phase. The highest-level management and the manager 
in charge of reporting to them are usually the same, but they will set up 
a new project team and for the most part your project management will 
have to deal with this team.

Depending on the country and the region where the work is taking 
place, municipalities, security forces, trade unions, provincial or district 
governors’ offices, banking executives and social groups concerned 
about the protection of the environment are always involved. There will 
be a lot of meetings with these people and a lot of talking to be done. 
Your expectations and theirs will diverge to varying degrees. Usually, a 
middle way can be found. These relationships are generally conducted 
at the project manager level. However, as the counterpart managers 
often wish to speak with the upper management and even the boss, the 
company’s upper management and bosses may need to contribute to 
these relationships.
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During visits to the worksite by the company’s upper management, it 
will often go a long way towards resolving current problems if they hold 
meetings with the employer’s project management and local adminis-
trators. A willingness to compromise just a little at these meetings will 
make solutions easier to find.

Relations during the completion and delivery of the work:

This process has a lot to do with the extent to which you have pleased 
the employer. If the work you’ve undertaken has been well liked, and 
there haven’t been too many problems, the release of your temporary 
guarantee, the payment of problematic receivables and the expecta-
tions of the employer during the maintenance period, if there is one, 
can all be managed very easily. If the employer is experiencing budget 
issues, promises will be made that these will be resolved, and they usu-
ally will be. Permanent relations may be established and you can start 
talking about – and getting – new work.

If employer satisfaction is below expectations, things will get more dif-
ficult, but will be resolved over a longer period of time.

 If the employer is dissatisfied and there are budget issues, then things 
can turn nasty. These will be tense meetings. The list of works that has 
to be completed will grow longer. They will become unwilling to pay 
your remaining receivables, and won’t even want to talk about problem-
atic receivables. This process requires crisis management. Depending 
on the circumstances, you must sometimes accept outcomes to your 
detriment and take decisions to ensure that the work is completed with 
the least possible negative impact. There will be long meetings with 
different people. It is very important to resolve matters before lawyers 
become involved. Lawsuits are long processes and their outcomes are 
difficult to foresee. It is always better to opt for a reasonable outcome, 
somewhere between the worst and the best, and to resolve the situa-
tion accordingly. These are the most problematic types of relationship 
and if your employer has been acting in bad faith from the beginning, 
the upper management needs to become more involved so as not to 
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Future Generations Plant (FGP) Tank Farm Project,  
Tengiz, Kazakhstan

From 2011 onwards, the infrastructure, excavation and foundation 
concrete works for Tengiz Future Generation Plant began to be ten-
dered out in small packages and the annual turnover from the work we 
undertook began to multiply.

A tender was held in mid-2013 for the FGP Tank Farm Project, and 
we won it. The design work was to be carried out at the Bechtel offices 
in London. This was the most conspicuous sign that new work would be 
announced. 2014 was a good year for us at Tengiz, due to this undertak-
ing and other infrastructure work.

Under this project, we were responsible for the construction of three 
floating-roof crude oil storage tanks with a capacity of 50,000 cubic me-
ters each and of one fixed-roof storage tank with a capacity of 30,000 
cubic meters, along with related infrastructure and the connection be-

prolong them. Under such circumstances, not only can there be no talk 
of new jobs, but the present work should be ended as soon as possible.
New awards, agreements, celebrations, disputes, tensions, criticism, 
praise, discussions, rewards and punishment all form a part of these 
relationships. They do not teach you at school how to manage such 
situations. You manage them by developing your understanding of hu-
man behaviour, reading, attending training activities and drawing on 
your experiences to come up with ways and means. In the last resort, all 
these experiences remain minor details in the grand scheme of things 
and are not known to many people other than those you work with 
closely. However, the rule of being a good executive is to overcome all 
this and to increase the company’s turnover and profitability.

2011-14
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2015-18

tween the existing and the new facility. In the first year, uncertainties 
about the FGP meant that the scope of the project did not become 
clear and the engineering work didn’t make as much progress as we 
hoped. The design and main procurement work was carried out during 
the course of the following year, and we finally began construction in 
winter 2015. The tank foundations and backfilling took until the middle 
of 2016. As the engineering work was being done in tandem with the 
projects for the new plant, parallel changes were sometimes made in 
the plans, so the work proceeded rather awkwardly and work on the 
two tanks that belonged to the new facility had to be halted from time 
to time. After frequent stops and starts, the project was only to be com-
pleted at the end of 2018.

In addition to the work on the tanks, we were awarded the concrete, 
piling and infrastructure work contract for some of new well platforms in 
Tengiz in 2015 and the construction of the Third Generation Gas Injec-
tion (3GI) project in 2016. 

In spring 2017, they separated the mechanical and electrical assem-
bly works for the main facilities into four packages and tendered them 
out. They were all large packages. They comprised the Assembly Work 
for the 3GP Crude Oil Production Facilities, the Assembly Work for the 
3GI Gas Injection Facility, the Oil Pipelines from the Wells to the Facility, 
and the entire construction, mechanical and electrical works on the well 
platforms except for those wellhead platforms which we had already 
undertaken. The competition was between seven main ventures: our 
partnership SK (Bechtel, Enka), KazStroy-Service (KSS), the Gama-Tekfen 
partnership, CCC83 of Greece, CB&I84 of the USA, Velesstroy of Russia, 
and Italy’s Bonatti with Sicim. Once more they informed us that only one 
contract would be awarded to each chosen contractor. For a year, we 
worked separately on all four packages preparing our bids and attend-
ing meetings and presentations as before. We were one of the last two 

83	 CCC:	Consolidated	Contractors	Company.
84 CB&I: Chicago Bridge and Iron Co.
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bidders for all packages. First the wellhead platform work was awarded 
to the Gama-Tekfen partnership. Then the pipeline project went to Bon-
atti. Two packages and a limited number of companies remained. There 
were times when we felt pessimistic about getting any work. First there 
were rumours that SK had been awarded 3GI. Then the employer divid-
ed the largest package, 3GP, into two parts and requested fresh bids. In 
the end we were awarded the larger package for the 3GP, which was the 
largest of all the packages. We signed the contract in May 2018. A large 
team led by Hakan Kozan and consisting of personnel from the Tengiz 
and Georgia groups worked very successfully day and night alongside 
Bechtel personnel for this tender. They made countless journeys be-
tween Atyrau, Tengiz, London and various cities in Europe in order to 
attend meetings. They prepared dozens of presentations and buried 
themselves in spread sheets. I have no doubt that we will build on their 
successful efforts by completing the work on time and to the very high-
est standards.

We have been working on the Tengiz oilfield for 25 years. It looks 
like all the exploitable reserves will have been commissioned upon the 
completion of this project and that there will be no new construction 
work for major facilities. However, our presence there will continue for 
many years to come due to infrastructure, maintenance and repair work.

1997

Construction of Aktau Port, Kazakhstan

Our second move in the Caspian region, following Tengiz, was the 
Aktau Port Project in May 1997. I travelled to Aktau right after my first 
visit to Tengiz. On my return, I attended the first Bechtel-Enka Board of 
Directors meeting, which involved Sinan, Serdar and myself, and Don 
Marshall of Bechtel.
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We reached an agreement with Don Marshall to assign Burak Erkasar 
as the project manager for the Aktau Port Project. Erkasar was working 
in Tengiz and had played a big part in us winning the contract. They ap-
pointed a British engineer, Bernard Brignall, as deputy project manager. 
Bechtel also made Henry Jones the head of the London office for this 
project.

As were doing the Aktau Port Project in partnership, we later had a 
series of meetings with Henry Jones to discuss what procedures would 
apply and how we would undertake the design and organisational work. 
We chose Istanbul as the main procurement office.

Mechanical engineers Şinasi Ayas and Tansu Şener, electrical engi-
neers Şerafettin Memiş and Hüseyin Yeşilsev, and Oğuz Gülbaş as head 
of steel work, moved to the Istanbul Corporate Aktau group from the 
central office of the Odessa Project which had just ended.

As the water level of the Caspian Sea had risen by two meters, the ex-
isting port at Aktau had become inoperable.  Due to the rise in the sea 
level, the quay was lower than it should be and no loading or unloading 
could be carried out. Our contract involved raising the quay by two me-
ters, constructing additional open and covered storage facilities, a new 
administrative building, a new railway connection and a new workshop 
building, and the purchase and assembly of higher capacity cranes. 

The roads and open storage spaces were to be paved with con-
crete paving stones on sand filling over 20 centimeters of concrete. 
We brought the existing quay five meters forward, put in new sheet 
pile-walls and connected them with structural steel anchors to the new 
concrete quay we were to pour. Except for the administrative building, 
all the new buildings were steel-framed buildings with insulated steel 
cladding. The perimeter of the port area was to be surrounded by a 
concrete wall and an entrance gate and gatehouse were to be built. Our 
work also encompassed a ten kilometer rail connection from the main 
station in town to the port.
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As head of the worksite, we assigned an old employee, Yaşar Kahra-
man, who had worked on the construction of a port in Cyprus. We rent-
ed out a large student dormitory in town on a long lease and renovated 
it to make it suitable to accommodate workers on the lower floors and 
engineers and white-collar personnel on the upper floors. We installed 
separate cafeterias for workers and white-collar staff. We renewed all 
the toilets and bathrooms and added new ones to be able to meet the 
needs of 400 people. We immediately bought prefabricated compo-
nents for an office, storehouse and workshop building, sent them in and 
assembled them within the port area. As the employer was late sending 
its approval, components for their office were sent in later.

By the end of October, all worksite facilities had been prepared and 
enough detailed drawings had been drawn up to allow us to begin the 
construction work. As there were no aggregate quarries or cement plants 
in the immediate region, we transported almost all of the crushed stone 
required for the project from the Aktubinsk region, which meets the 
needs of all the western Kazakhstan, and brought in cement from vari-
ous cities in Kazakhstan, all by rail, to meet the needs of the programme. 
For this purpose, we established railway wagon unloading facilities on 
the worksite. We bought machinery for manufacturing curb stones and 
paving stones and established a covered manufacturing facility. We held 
a tender and subcontracted the Turkish firm Alko, which was owned by 
a former Enka employee, to do the manufacturing and installation in 
parallel with one another.  

In October Kasktaş began to put in the first sheet pile-walls. They 
had some difficulties at first due to the hardness of the bedrock and 
the type of hammer. However, despite the tough winter conditions they 
kept apace of their programme and put in the necessary quantity of 
sheet pile-walls and anchored them below the quay concrete.

In December the facility we had established to manufacture paving 
stones began to operate. However, as the winter was particularly harsh 
and snowy, excavation and concreting work was delayed.
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We subcontracted another Turkish firm, Burçoğlu, for all the work on 
the steel and masonry buildings. As the foundations could not be ex-
cavated in winter due to the frozen ground and heavy snow, we were 
unable to make much progress on the construction of the buildings.

We decided to undertake the quay concrete work ourselves, with-
out using subcontractors. As Kasktaş completed work on the sheet pile-
walls, sub-foundation concrete piles and steel anchors, our teams were 
able to begin work on the lean concrete, rebar, formwork and concrete 
work for the quay.

With the tough winter over, and the coming of spring, the excava-
tion, lean concrete and concrete works at the Aktau Port project could 
all begin. As the work on the sheet piles-wall and concrete piles under 
the quay concrete was completed, together with the steel anchors that 
connected the piles with the sheet pile-wall, we started to fill the sea 
between the old and new quays with single-size aggregate. The lean 
concrete and quay concrete work was carried out over this filling.

The steel to be used in the construction of the buildings began to 
arrive at the worksite. The excavations and foundations for the steel 
buildings, which it had not been possible to carry out in the winter, were 
completed rapidly, together with the foundation connecting beams, and 
once the foundations had been backfilled in, the steel assembly work 
began as well.

In 1998, while work on some parts of the project was delayed by 
comparison with our programme, other parts move ahead more rapidly 
than expected. We realised that we had many shortcomings in terms of 
field organisation and the monitoring of the work, so we made workshop 
head Savaş Yalçın field manager. A part of our work involved disassem-
bling the existing Takraf brand cranes and assembling the new cranes 
bought by the administration.  When we found it difficult to disassemble 
the Takraf tower cranes, we had called in Savaş to carry out the work. 
He had done this properly in conjunction with the supervisors and con-
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tinued to work with us as the head of the workshop. Now he was to be 
field manager. We had subcontracted the construction of the subsidiary 
railway line connecting the main line with the port to a local firm. How-
ever, the subcontractor could not begin because the excavation and 
backfilling work we needed to carry out had not been completed. Savaş 
began his new job by resolving this issue.

When the excavation, backfilling and concrete work for some of the 
roads and storage areas was complete, the paving and curb stones be-
gan to be laid. A five centimeter layer of sand was placed over the 20 
centimeters of concrete that had been poured, the paving stones were 
placed on top of this, sand was poured in between the stones, and com-
pacting was done with a hand compactor.

Sezgin Oğul, who had just finished work at Bautino,85 became the 
project manager at Aktau Port towards the end of the summer. Sezgin 
was someone who had difficulty acclimatising to new locations and 
needed a lot of convincing to take on new assignments. It took him a 
long time to make up his mind to accept this new position, but the out-
come was positive. He was well motivated, monitored the completion 
of the various items of work very closely, and generally conducted the 
work well with his on-the-spot style of problem solving. Relations with 
the administration improved.

Work was now going smoothly on the concreting and paving of the 
storage area, the quay concrete, the assembly of the construction steel 
and panel cladding, the assembly of the cranes and the railway ballast 
and crossovers. In order to be able to carry out interior architectural, 
mechanical and electrical work in the winter, the facades of the hangars86 
and buildings needed to be covered up, insulation work completed and 
the interiors heated. This work was completed with a few minor defi-

85 Bautino: A town in south western Kazakhstan
86	 Hangar:	A	storage	area	that	is	covered	from	above	but	open	at	the	sides.
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ciencies, and taking advantage of the milder winter, we made very good 
progress.

For the deepening of the harbour, we selected a Russian company. 
They dredged to an average depth of ten meters and got the port ready 
for ships of the intended tonnage. Using floats, we completed the elec-
trical and signalisation work. 

A diver carrying out underwater welding work from the floats was 
injured by an electric shock. We had subcontracted this job to a special-
ised company from Turkey. Although the contract stating that it was the 
responsibility of the subcontractor firm to ensure compliance with work-
er health and safety rules and take the necessary precautions, they had 
failed to fulfil their obligations in this respect. Later, the firm disappeared 
completely. The address they had provided was false and they didn’t an-
swer the phone. The high level managers we had made the agreement 

Aktau Port Project
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with were nowhere to be found. We had to take responsibility for the 
injured diver. In order not to find ourselves in a similar situation again, 
we introduced new criteria for the selection of subcontractors. The diver 
received treatment and he had no long-term effects except for a slight 
loss of sight in one eye.

The quay was completed and the steel components that had been 
manufactured to prevent ships from being damaged as they moored 
were assembled. The work on the covered storage area and the archi-
tectural, electrical and mechanical work on the buildings were complet-
ed. We began deliveries in summer 1999 and the first ship moored at 
the port in September.

Aktau Port was the first port project we had undertaken in a long 
while. We made every effort to find the best options, but apart from 
that we didn’t encounter any major problems. The employer and the 
consultant made substantial contributions to accelerating the work. We 
had small but manageable problems with receiving payments. We em-
ployed local workers and engineers as far as possible. It was a worksite 
within a town that offered better social facilities than in rural areas. We 
completed the work successfully and on time.

Straight afterwards, the possibility arose of some work on renovating 
and lengthening the breakwaters, but this was later postponed. By the 
time we left the port area, it had long been forgotten.

Construction of Artificial Islands in Kashagan Oilfield, 
Kazakhstan 

The bid which we made in June 1998 succeeded and we got our first 
job at the Kashagan Oilfield, for which a partnership of oil firms headed 
by Shell owned the operating rights. The contract for the initial rock fill-
ing for the islands to be constructed in order to drill oil wells and build 
the necessary facilities in this field in the north east of the Caspian Sea 
had been won by the Dutch firm Boskalis. Our first job was to operate 
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the quarry that would supply this firm with the necessary rock material. 
We were also to carry out the procurement and assembly work for the 
administrative camp which was to be established at Bautino by OKIOC, 
the Kazakh company set up by the oil firms. The camp comprised a large 
office building, dormitories for engineers and administrative staff, social 
facilities and a broad quay that would be used to load and maintain the 
ships that would service the well-drillers. 

We had to complete the rock production work by the end of the 
summer and the camp by the end of the year. Sezgin Oğul, one of the 
first young engineers to start working in Tengiz in 1993, was appointed 
worksite manager, while Ahmet Atay, who had worked as head of Qual-
ity Control at Brega and later served in the upper management of the 
Military Residences and Odessa projects, became the Istanbul corpo-
rate project head. In the belief that there would be more work to come, 
Bechtel reassigned Robert (Bob) Sinnott from Tengiz to act as project 
manager.

Enka subsidiary Titaş took on the operation of the rock quarry. They 
subcontracted the work to the company owned by Erhan Yücel which 
had operated the rock quarry for the Ankara-Gerede Motorway Project. 
We purchased the sheds, the steel construction and all the materials 
we needed from Turkey and had it delivered. For concrete work, we 
deployed a mobile concrete facility which had been used in the con-
struction of the Ankara-Gerede Motorway project undertaken in part-
nership with Bechtel. The Aktau Project provided support for shingle 
and cement.

We subcontracted the dynamite procurement and explosives work at 
the quarry to a local firm. They used small amounts of explosives sparse-
ly distributed in order to produce large pieces of rock. Erhan Yücel’s 
team separated and stocked the exploded material by size. The rocks 
produced were transported to Boskalis’s temporary quay in local trucks 
and from there to the Northern Caspian Region in barges. This taught us 
how to undertake this type of work.
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It was a project that needed to be carried out very fast and for an em-
ployer with high expectations in terms of quality. Between them, Ahmet, 
Sezgin and Robert Sinnott carried out very good work that completely 
satisfied the employer. This was our entry point to the Kashagan Oil 
Field. 

In summer 2000, work on the Shell-operated Kashagan Oil Field 
gathered pace. The first job was the construction of the artificial islands 
necessary to drill the oil wells. The project included transporting rocks, 
separated by size, from weak limestone quarries in and around Bautino 
to the North Eastern Caspian Region in barges, filling in the sea to form 
islands of the required sizes, and constructing of quays and infrastruc-
ture. It required large quantities of maritime equipment. Boskalis com-
pleted the first underwater island in 1998, transported the drilling barge 
to the island and secured it there. The employer’s new plans included 
the completion of the filling, sheet pile-wall and infrastructure work for a 
new island every year to pave the way for drilling.

We had no prior experience of such work, with the exception of the 
Yeşilköy Beach Project we had carried out with Boskalis, which was a 
simpler job.  Bob Sinnot convinced both me and the Shell management 
that we would be able to do the work. Citing maritime work previously 
performed by Bechtel, we qualified to put in a bid.

We established a large team of employees and began work on pre-
paring our proposal. We held long meetings with producers and market-
ers of seagoing vessels in Turkey, Europe and North America to decide 
on what sort of fleet we should establish. We negotiated with experi-
enced Russian firms about flags and routes and the sizes allowed at ca-
nal locks and the permits required, and collected proposals from them. 
As the work was to take place in a very shallow sea, we worked very hard 
at finding seagoing vessels of suitable draughts.

Having decided on the equipment we would purchase or lease, we 
came to agreements involving guarantees that, if we were awarded the 
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contract the equipment would be released for our use at the start of the 
work.

We made very detailed calculations and put in our bid. Within a cou-
ple of weeks the question-and-answer phase began and meetings were 
held in The Hague. The employer was doubtful about whether we were 
capable of completing such a job. We were very well prepared and were 
able to satisfy them both technically and price-wise. Talks on the con-
tract began. That part was completed in short order. In December 2000, 
we signed the contract. According to our contract, we were to carry out 
at least 200,000 cubic meters of rock filling at sea, and the sheet pile-
wall and infrastructure work related to at least one island every year. We 
were to begin work every year in April, when the ice melted, and finish 
in November, when the water began to freeze. Our contract was for four 

Speaking at the opening ceremony for the Bautino compound
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years, with one year being optional. We immediately began to mobilise 
the ships – the hardest part of the job.

Our organisations and key managers had been approved exactly as 
we presented them to the employer during the bidding phase. Robert 
Sinnott was the project manager and Sezgin Oğul his deputy. Alan Walk-
er, who had worked for many years at Bechtel and had experience in 
maritime work, was the worksite manager. Survey engineer Ertan Şahin, 
who had worked successfully on our work in Tengiz and our first job in 
Bautino, was to be head of islands construction. Nureddin Gündoğar, 
who had worked with us for many years as a workshop manager, was 
given the important position of workshop and marine equipment repair 
and maintenance manager. Enis Erdirik, an old manager at Enka became 
deputy manager of internal affairs and Burak Erkasar was the head of the 
Istanbul corporate organisation. 

Floating so many ships in the Caspian at the beginning of the nav-
igable season required very tight monitoring, detailed contracts, reg-
istration or re-registration of the ship classes87 and maintenance work 
in dry docks. In addition to our group, the entire Istanbul Corporate 
Machinery Group and Legal Group began to work on this. If we had let 
Bechtel deal with this job, they might have done it better, but there was 
the possibility that it wouldn’t be ready in time. While conducting these 
procedures for the equipment we had been able to find, we travelled as 
far as South America to view equipment which we had still not been able 
to find and buy or lease. We had to search hard for the team transport, 
logistical support and dormitory vessels. Finally, we decided on ships 
we had found in Slovenia for team transport, in Denmark for logistical 
support, and in Murmansk for the dormitory ship, and went ahead and 
bought them. It was the dormitory vessel that gave us the most trouble.

87	 Ship	class:	Categorisation	carried	out	in	accordance	with	a	ship’s	type,	tonnage,	
dimensions and build.
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The dormitory ship was the Kalavela, an old Russian river-going ship 
that had been declassed. It had long been abandoned at the port of 
Murmansk. In order to get it reclassed, we put it in a dry dock there. 
We brought the 3,000-tonne capacity self-propelled rock barges which 
we had purchased in Ukraine to Turkey and to repair and maintain them 
at the Tuzla shipyards and arrange their classes and flags. A tugboat88 
we bought in Russia underwent repair and maintenance in Astrakhan. 
We also rented a Dutch-built tugboat that had been leased by Boska-
lis and sent it from Bautino to Astrakhan for repair and maintenance. 
We bought two domestically-built tugboats in Turkey, one small and 
one large, and began work on changing their flags. We purchased three 
2,000-tonne barges from various locations in Russia and sent them to 
Astrakhan. We also bought a 2,000-tonne barge from Çimtaş in Turkey 
and had it maintained in Istanbul. As we had very limited time for the 
purchase of ships, we had to work with multiple intermediaries. The ship 
owners treated these intermediaries as different buyers and raised their 
prices. We spent a lot of office hours pulling down the prices to their 
proper levels. We were to produce the rocks ourselves during the first 
year of the project. In later years, this job was to be undertaken by local 
firms. We gave the task of operating the rock quarry to Titaş, which had 
done this kind of work successfully in the past, and had the equipment 
they were to use dispatched to Kazakhstan. We were going to operate 
the same quarry we had used in 1999. We came to an agreement with 
the local explosives subcontractor. We began production and stocking. 
We leased a large site in Bautino where we would establish our camp 
and offices and build a quay for use in loading rocks and maintaining 
the ships.

88	 Tugboat:	Strong	seagoing	vessels	used	to	tow	barges	and	ship	at	sea.
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The 2001 Economic Crisis

At the time, the DSP-ANAP-MHP government was in power in Turkey. 
Although I couldn’t follow developments very closely, I knew that things 
were not going well. Towards the end of February, there was a row be-
tween President Necdet Sezer and Prime Minister Bülent Ecevit over 
an inquiry which the president had ordered and whether he had the 
constitutional right to order it. The row ended with the Constitution lit-
erally being thrown around. The next day, one of the worst economic 
crises in Turkey’s history began. Overnight interest rates rose to 7,500 
per cent and the lira went into freefall against the dollar. Some of my 
savings were in Turkish lira, and the day after the crisis, when the dollar 
was 800 to the lira, I exchanged my lira for dollars. Before that, because 
I had switched from the dollar to the lira and put the money in an in-
terest-earning account, I had made a big loss. I recouped some of this 
when the dollar rose to 1300 to the lira. Although I was not completely 
wiped out in my first attempts at investment, I learned the lesson that I 
must act much more cautiously in the future.

The crisis caused great problems for the government. New parties be-
gan to be established. Among them, the Young Party and the Justice 
and Development Party (AK Party) looked the most noteworthy. Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan and Cem Uzan made shockwaves in the 2002 elections, 
and the victory went to the AK Party. Cem Uzan of the Young Party 
got 7.5 per cent of the vote and the MHP, ANAP and DSP all failed to 
pass the electoral threshold.  Because the AK Party gave prominence 
to issues of religion and the Islamic nation in addition to its democratic 
discourse, there was talk about whether a government resembling that 
of Erbakan-Çiller in 1997 was in the works and whether we would end 
up like Iran. I must say I was one of those who found these concerns 
credible.
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I had to devote most of my time in 2001 to the Bautino Project, as it 
was a difficult job and something we hadn’t done before.

Based on the requirements we had to follow and the plans we made 
ourselves, the process of constructing artificial islands was as follows:

The rocks quarried using explosives were separated into large and 
medium size, delivered by trucks to a stockyard next to the loading quay 
and stored there. Trucks were also used to load the rocks on to the 
barges that had been towed to the quay by tugboats and moored there. 
During loading, backhoes on the barges distributed the rocks equally all 
over the barge to ensure a homogenous distribution of the load. The 
loaded barges were then towed off by the tugboats to the island con-
struction zone, which was 48 hours away. There, the filling was lowered 
into the sea using backhoes and spread out at the desired height with a 
dozer. The filling was brought as close as possible to the pile-plank area, 
and then the work on piling the pile-planks began. After the pile-planks 
had been anchored to the steel profiles that were driven into the filling, 
the area between the half-fill and the pile-planks was also filled in.

Once this work was completed, the necessary embedded mechanical 
and electrical lines were laid. Later, the island floor was covered with 
precast paving concrete and as the employer began to place its drilling 
machinery and containers on the island, our work would come to an 
end. As no-one was allowed to stay on the island, all the workers and 
managers working on the job were accommodated in at the dormitory 
vessel that was anchored nearby and went to work on the island by team 
transport boat. Teams newly arriving for work and those going on leave 
were taken to and from Bautino in faster, long-distance team transport 
ships. In Bautino, we had a management office and a camp which was 
used by workers and managers working on the loading and quarrying 
operation and by those who were just arriving or leaving. According to 
our plans, there would be a maximum of 1,300-1,500 people staying in 
the camp and the dormitory ship at the peak of work, and that was just 
how it turned out.
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The maritime vessels which we had purchased were brought into the 
Caspian one by one starting in late April, when the Volga Canal became 
navigable. This canal began at Rostov, on the Don in Russia and led via 
the Volga at Volgograd down to Astrakhan and the Caspian. The ships 
sailed from Istanbul, over the Black Sea and the Sea of Azov to Rostov. 
They then entered the canal system there to make their way to Astra-
khan. They remained in Astrakhan while any planned work, such as re-
pairs, classification were done. Then, when they were called in from the 
worksite, they made their way over the Caspian to Bautino.

In Bautino, the construction of our own facility had begun and the 
pile-planks were piled for the quay construction. Rocks were being 
stocked at the logistics site.

By the start of July, we had become capable of carrying out work on 
flags and the classification of vessels, leasing contracts and ship repair 
and maintenance work without need for any intermediaries.

After the quay was completed and the port authority brought in civil 
servants to Bautino for customs work, the vessels which had been ser-
viced in Astrakhan began to set sail for Bautino for customs clearance 
and certification.  By mid-July, most of the fleet was in Bautino.

Our dormitory ship in Murmansk took a long time to become sea-
worthy. It had a lot of deficiencies and the work on it never seemed to 
end. We decided to carry out some work while the ship was en route. 
Then the remaining work and the final classification procedures could 
be done in Astrakhan. In early August, having overcome innumerable 
administrative hurdles, we had the ship sail out with a tugboat to make 
its way over the rivers to Astrakhan. The Russian team that had worked 
on the ship while it was docked continued working on it en route. Many 
jobs had to be carried out on the way, but while the boilers were be-
ing tested, one of them leaked water. As it needed specialised welding 
work, another difficult task was added to the list of jobs we had already 
planned to have done in Astrakhan.
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The Kalavela dormitory ship reached Astrakhan in the third week of 
August and work began immediately on the remaining tasks and the 
classification inspections. As Bob and Sezgin had no alternative, they 
implored us to send the ship on to the worksite, saying they wouldn’t be 
able to do any work if it didn’t arrive.

They had started work on filling in the islands and were carrying out 
some pile-plank work, but they could not send in workers to the area 
to speed up the work because they had no place for them to stay. The 
workers already there were using the limited number of bunks we were 
allowed on the OKIOC’s dormitory vessel.

Our equipment manager Ünal Ağabey was supervising the work in 
Astrakhan in person, but it simply would not come to an end. Welding 
was done on the boilers, but they leaked during testing. We overcame 
this problem by sending out welders from Turkey on temporary assign-
ments and increasing the quality of the welding. In the second week of 
September, the classification procedures were completed and the ship 
sailed for Bautino. In Bautino, while the customs and registration busi-
ness was being carried out, bunks and kitchen equipment were installed 
to make the ship inhabitable. At the end of September it reached the 
island filling area and dropped anchor, which was a great relief for us all. 
We managed to complete the filling and pile-plank work we needed to 
do by the end of the working season that year. We completed some of 
the infrastructure, prepared the site for the first well drilling equipment 
and handed it over. OKIOC began assembling the drilling equipment. 

During the winter season, we reviewed all the work carried out that 
year which had proved challenging and decided to purchase some new 
equipment and replace some of the equipment we had leased with new 
purchases or leases.

We had stepped in successfully to a very important new field of work 
for Enka and had achieved considerable success in our first year. We had 
somehow sailed more than 20 ships into the Caspian Sea, employed 
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their captains and crew, dealt with a host of issues related to the mari-
time law of various countries and completed the year’s operations in full. 
We had ensured that the equipment and workers at sea were working in 
a safe environment, abided by the environmental protection rules and 
finished every task demanded of us that year without exception. In addi-
tion to our presence in the Tengiz Oilfield in 1993, which Sinan Tara had 
made so much effort to ensure, we were now present in the Kashagan 
Oilfield and had engaged in the first of a series of long-term contracts. 
For this reason, I regard the years 1989, 1993 and 2001 as turning points 
in Enka’s history which witnessed the beginning of new and important 
processes.

Thyroid Surgery
During a health check in April, some nodules* were identified in my 
thyroid gland. The blood tests for thyroid gland secretions were normal. 
I had a scintigraphy and a biopsy.  Nothing problematic was encoun-
tered. A few specialised doctors and well-known professors I consulted 
said that such nodules presented a risk for cancer and were better re-
moved. I was operated on by the surgeon recommended by the doc-
tor who had previously operated on my ears in June 2001. The day I 
underwent surgery, the two self-propelled barges that we had bought 
in Ukraine sailed through the Bosporus for Bautino having undergone 
repair and maintenance and had their flags arranged. There were no 
complications other than difficulty and pain in swallowing for the next 
couple of days. I make up for the lack of this important organ with a pill 
I take in the mornings on an empty stomach. There are some who claim 
this may be one of the reasons for my significant loss of bone density. 

*		 Nodule:	Formations	that	differ	from	the	tissue	structure	of	the	organ	they	
appear	in.



245

2002

Trip to Australia

In February 2002, we spent the school holiday on a family trip to Austra-
lia. We flew to Singapore via Bangkok with Turkish Airlines. As our flight 
was delayed by a few hours, we missed the Qantas flight to Sydney. 
We had to wait for the next day’s flight, so we were put up at a hotel 
in the city centre. We spent the entire afternoon looking around the 
city. Singapore was a very clean, planned and bustling trade centre. 
We walked along wide avenues among tall buildings. “No Smoking” 
signs had been posted along the squeaky clean avenues. We visited a 
large botanical garden where we walked among all sorts of gorgeous, 
sweet-scented tropical plants. At night we had a delicious seafood meal 
at a very nice restaurant by the sea.

The next day we flew to Sydney. As vegetable and animal products are 
not allowed to enter Australia, we had to go through a thorough search 
at customs that included looking for soil under our shoes.  Then we set-
tled into our hotel in a seaside suburb of Sydney. We walked along the 
wide beaches. Due to the hole in the ozone layer, everyone wore long 
sleeves and knee-length trunks when they went swimming.

Having spent a night there, we took a train to the capital Canberra, 
where we visited Candan’s brother Şevket Alasya and his family. Canber-
ra was a small, clean city of government buildings. There was not much 
to see other than a few lakes and a shopping centre. After catching up 
for five days, we all went back to Sydney by car. This time we stayed in 
a hotel in the city centre. We toured the city, the opera building and the 
large zoo. The crowded restaurants in the harbour were pleasant and 
enjoyable.

We returned to Turkey on a journey just as long and tiring as the out-
ward one.
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The construction of the Kashagan artificial islands entered its second 
year. With the experience of the previous year in mind, we started work 
rapidly in April, as soon as the canals became navigable and the ice in 
the northern Caspian Sea melted. We were able to deliver our new-
ly-purchased maritime equipment to the worksite via the Volga more 
quickly than the previous year. By May, the tugboats and barges had be-
gun to transport the rocks and the precast concrete paving that covered 
the islands. One of our tasks that year – which we were to carry out for 
the first time – was the underwater filling for the construction of what we 
called “hidden islets”, which did not rise above the surface of the water. 
The drilling barges carrying equipment for drilling wells would land on 
these islands and be secured there. For this, we needed to fill in rocks 
up to a few meters below the water line and smoothly grade the higher 
levels with granular material. No sheet pile-wall or other construction 
works were to be done on these islets. However, the work involved dif-
ficult underwater filling and delicate grading work that required special 
measurement instruments and equipment on board specialised boats. 
We found it very difficult going on the first islet, but we completed the 
work in time. As usual, the subsequent ones were easier going.

Turkey Comes Third in the 2002 World Cup

Football matches, especially those involving the national team, were a 
shared interest at all our worksites. We had great fun watching the games 
all together and then discussing them. At the time of the 2002 World Cup 
held in Japan and South Korea, I was travelling a lot for business. I got 
to watch some of Turkey’s matches at worksites, and it proved to be an 
enjoyable adventure that brought everyone closer together. In the group 
stage, we lost to Brazil, drew with Costa Rica and beat China to move on 
to the next stage. In the semi-finals, we faced Brazil again and when we 
lost, we played the hosts South Korea for third place. Winning this game 
2-3 was one of our greatest successes in national football and the whole 
country was very happy
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The Kazakh state attached great importance to the prevention of sea 
pollution and the protection of the sturgeon, famous for its caviar. Any 
violations were met with severe reprimands and fines. It is a fact that 
ships which have not undergone careful maintenance carry the risk of 
causing sea pollution. By carrying out strict repairs and maintenance, 
we ensured zero leaks of engine oil, diesel oil and bilge89. We used ad-
ditional logistical ships to provide constant maintenance and diesel oil 
and engine oil support to those vessels that remained constantly in the 
island construction area, and we avoided stocking engine oil and diesel 
oil other than in the vessels which we used for this express purpose. 
Bilge and used oil would be removed to storage facilities on land in 
Bautino owned by licenced firms to which we had been directed. The 
firm in question would then take delivery of these and transport them to 
specially-prepared sites where there was no risk of leaks.

Besides completing the filling and infrastructure work for the islands 
ahead of time that year, we also completed many urgent additional tasks.

In the meanwhile, there was an unfortunate incident. Bob Sinnott, 
who had motivated us to undertake the job, crossed the line in an argu-
ment with Mehmet Draz, a member of our Board of Directors, and Sinan 
had to become involved.

Sinan asked Bechtel to remove Bob and assign another project man-
ager. They replaced Bob with another Bechtel employee named Mike 
Whelan. Later, Mike retired. We made Sezgin project manager and 
another Bechtel employee, Franklin Fernandez, was made his deputy. 
Franklin Fernandez was later replaced by Bernard Brignall, who had 
worked as Sezgin’s deputy project manager on the construction of Aktau 
Port. Sezgin had acted successfully as project manager for many years 
on the same project.

89	 Bilge:	Harmful	waste	produced	during	the	operation	of	ships.
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2003 was a busy year. We did a lot of work on the main project ten-
ders at Tengiz and the tenders for the next stages of the work on the 
artificial islands, which had entered its last year.

We made a bid for a new three-year contract on the Kashagan islands 
project in 2003.  We were very sure of ourselves, but the Boskalis-Archi-
rodon partnership made a different offer which did not take full account 
of the idle time in winter and overestimated the working time in the 
summer. This made the employer confused. As our competitor’s offer 
was much cheaper than ours, the employer signed the contract with 
them immediately in order to allow sufficient time for quick mobilisation 
in the region. 

They also extended our contract by a year just in case the new part-
nership could not perform the work. That later turned out to have been 
a wise move. At the end of 2004, when the other partnership proved 

Construction of the Northern Caspian Islands
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unable to perform the work, they made a new, three-plus-two-year con-
tract with us on the basis of our initial offer.

Due to the nature of the job, there were frequent problems during 
the execution of the work, such as urgent, additional works, storms and 
changes in the water level. However, the management team of Sezgin, 
Burak and Çağrı dealt with all these very well.

After signing the new contract in Kashagan, we carried out all the 
construction work in 2005. The previous contractor packed up and left. 
In 2006, work on the assembly of modules began. They awarded this 
work mainly to Saipem and CCC and the local firms that were their sub-
sidiaries. They wanted us to focus on our own work around the islands, 
but they had us do all the incomplete and delayed work as well. In ad-
dition, we began to construct islands the only function of which was to 
act as ice barriers, so that the intense ice movements in the winter would 
not damage the islands and the installations on them.

The Kashagan Islands Project achieved one of the highest annual 
turnovers ever in 2006. Furthermore, the employer signed a new three-
year contract with us starting from 2007. 

In May, a Kazakh worker staying on one of the dormitory ships went 
missing.  Everyone on board was sure that he had been on the ship and 
was last seen smoking. The man had been reported missing a while lat-
er. We stopped all work for a few days to look for him, but unfortunately 
we couldn’t find him. The Kazakh government also carried out a search 
operation, which found nothing. He was recorded missing. As I write 
these lines, the man has still not been found. A few bodies have been 
swept ashore at various locations, but they have been identified as be-
longing to other people.

2008 and 2009 were very successful years at Kashagan. We now had 
a very firm grasp of the work and were able to respond to the employer’s 
demands rapidly, positively and with high quality production. Kashagan 
continued to be a successful Enka project that was unaffected by the 
crisis.
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Our contract was extended by the employer for another year in early 
2010. We started work again in April with a very busy schedule. We con-
tinued to undertake similar work. In October we were granted a further 
year’s extension, under the title “completion work”. 

From then until 2012, the work was not as busy as it had been, but 
we performed more complex tasks, as well as various minor completion 
tasks. As we were now able to find many kinds of equipment available 
for short-term lease when it was very urgent, we returned many of the 
ships we had leased during our busier periods. Towards the end of 2012, 
by which time we were working on repair and maintenance alone, they 
extended our contract for another year, telling us that this was really the 
final year.

I Become Vice President of the Executive Board

A law adopted in early 2012 introduced new rules for the boards of 
directors of companies. One of the new conditions was that the boards 
of directors should have independent members numbering no fewer 
than a third of the total members. While Sinan and Haluk remained on 
the Board of Directors, all the other members were transferred to the 
Executive Board.

As I remember it, the upper management of the 1980s consisted of 
Şarık Tara, Sabahattin Gülçelik, Sinan Tara, Enver Çetmeli, Ali Kuşi, Eşref 
Denizhan, Temiz Üstün, Nejat Gül, Cahit İleri, Niyazi Galipoğulları and 
Yücel Erdem.

In the 1990s Şarık Tara, Sinan Tara, Eşref Denizhan, Enver Çetmeli, Ali 
Kuşi, Nejat Gül, Cahit İleri, Mehmet Draz, Haluk Gerçek, Öcal Özpınar, 
Alp Doğuoğlu, Ali Gülçelik and Serdar Angın served on the Board of 
Directors.

In the 2000s, Sinan Tara, Ali Kuşi, Nejat Gül, Mehmet Draz, Öcal Öz-
pınar, Alp Doğuoğlu, Fikret Güler, Şan Gürdamar, Burak Özdoğan, Uğur 
Koyunoğlu, Zafer Gür, Özger İnal and myself were the members of the 
board.
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Sinan Tara, myself, Şarık Tara, Mehmet Tara and Haluk Gerçek

Since 2012, the executive members of the Board of Directors have 
been Sinan Tara and Haluk Gerçek. Mehmet Tara, Şan Gürdamar, Burak 
Özdoğan, Özger İnal, Zafer Gür, Fehmi Bayramoğlu, Oğuz Kırkgöz, Cem 
Çeliker and I have been on the Executive Board. In 2018, Şan Gürdam-
ar retired and Hakan Kozan and İlhan Gücüyener were assigned to the 
Executive Board.

As these changes were made, the family chose me to become the 
Vice President of the Executive Board. This decision made me feel very 
proud and motivated me greatly.



252

2012

Sinan Tara

I first met Sinan Tara when he came to work as a field engineer on the 
Jubail project. At the time there were no limits to the working hours of 
the field engineers on the project. We came to work as early as possible 
and stayed out in the field until late into the night. Our social activities 
were limited to chatting about work, politics and sports while eating the 
meals delivered to those working in the field or during Kasktaş’s mid-
night chicken barbecue parties. Among our social activities, we might 
also mention our occasional visits to shopping centres, and drinking cof-
fee and discussing such things as who had generated the biggest reve-
nue while we did our paperwork at the field engineers’ office where all 
the engineers shared desks.

We used to work for 14-15 hours a day. When Sinan arrived, he start-
ed working the same long hours as we did. He established a very close 
relationship with us, as if he had been working with us right from the be-
ginning. The person in charge of daily procurements would visit all the 
field engineers in the morning and receive their purchase orders. After 
obtaining the required approvals, he would then go off to purchase the 
materials with an advance drawn from the accounting department. He 
would usually begin with purchases in Jubail, which took him until noon. 
After delivering these to the site, he would travel to Dammam, a town 
one-and-a-half hour away, to make additional purchases. Sinan would 
cause confusion by giving the procurement guy cash out of his own 
pocket and telling him to go to Jubail immediately and buy the materi-
als on his list, deliver them and then begin his daily routine. If we were 
around, we would go up to him and inform him of the urgent materials 
on our list, and then these urgent materials would arrive within a couple 
of hours. I never saw Sinan get reimbursed from the worksite for the 
cost of the materials he had purchased. Worksite manager Seçil Ağabey 
would get cross and at meetings he would call for the established order 
to be preserved. But as there was benefit in this, he made little fuss and 
acted tolerantly.
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No one refrained from taking any materials belonging to other en-
gineers lying at site out of control, as everyone wanted to get as much 
work done as possible during the day. Watering hoses, formwork ma-
terial and submersible pumps could all be “borrowed” in this way, and 
while the work of one engineer slowed down, another’s went faster. Of 
course, all the supervisors began to take precautions in order to avoid 
their materials being taken by someone else. However, there was always 
something left out without attention and there were those who would 
take advantage of it. I don’t remember any complaints being made to 
the management about this matter. On the contrary, it was much talked 
and joked about. Sinan fitted in with the pattern right away. 

Later, we worked together at the Hufuf worksite for a while. When he 
became president, he transferred the position of worksite manager at 
Medina to me before returning to Istanbul.

When he was appointed in 1984, Enka was experiencing the second 
major surge in its growth since the 1960s, and was really enjoying one 
of its best periods. We had numerous construction contracts in Saudi 
Arabia, Libya, Iraq, Jordan and Turkey and the turnover was high. Before 
Sinan, the profits from these projects had been invested to purchase 
industrial firms. A number of factories had been bought at overvalued 
prices, and manufacturing and industry had become more prominent 
than construction in the company organisation. 

A few years after Sinan became president, the manufacturing firms 
came to be headed by Enka Construction executives with appropriate 
qualifications. At the time, I viewed these moves as attempts to improve 
the poor management of business. It was not right for our company, 
which was in the construction business, to diversify into different fields 
and move away from the main line of business that it should be focusing 
on. Later Sinan made more radical decisions and either shut down the 
manufacturing firms or sold them off. The early 1990s were spent trying 
to make up for the long accumulated losses of the manufacturing firms. 
When there was a lull in construction work between 1988 and 1991, 
Sinan’s job became even more difficult.
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He set up organisations that would manage each project as though 
it was a different company and either dissolved or downsized the cor-
porate support teams. Project managers came to make independent 
decisions about their projects as though they were company presidents. 
Sinan trusted his managers and ensured that they built on this trust to 
make full and proper use of their powers. This resulted in significant re-
ductions to the company’s corporate expenditure. Sinan made a plan to 
pay off the instalments of large debts using the dividends from the proj-
ects, and within a few years he had paid them all off. By 1993-1994, Enka 
began to make giant strides towards growth as a company free of debt 
and with more income than expenditure. From 1995 onwards, Sinan di-
rected our investments towards commercial and residential real estate in 
Russia and later towards power plants in Turkey. Before the 2008 global 
economic crisis, Enka had become the fourth largest company on the 
IMKB 30 index of the Istanbul Stock Exchange.

I don’t know how much support Sinan received from the other part-
ners in all this. The family is very discreet about these matters and there 
is not much gossip. However, I know Şarık Ağabey supported him very 
openly and clearly.

From 2007 onwards, Sinan began to spend more time for himself and 
to transfer the business to his son Mehmet, with the support of Haluk 
Gerçek. For a few years, the main burden of business fell on Haluk. From 
the beginning of 2010 onwards, Mehmet began to take on greater re-
sponsibility.

Sinan still acts as a guide and a supervisor. Meanwhile, Mehmet is 
moving towards setting up his own order with the support of Sinan, Ha-
luk and myself. He is the kind of manager who is capable of achieving 
his goals in the shortest time possible. He has inherited all the good 
qualities of his father and grandfather. He is a good manager and is 
developing himself rapidly. As for Sinan, after having spent 30 very busy 
and tiring years in business, he now rightly gets to spend more time for 
himself. 
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The Builder 2013

While Şarık Ağabey was extremely sociable, attached great impor-
tance to social relations, could easily establish sincere relations with lots 
of different people, and liked to host events and be hosted, Sinan has a 
personality that is sociable when necessary. He is cautious in human re-
lations, has few friends but true ones, and avoids social events as much 
as he can. Both Şarık Ağabey and Sinan are known to have achieved a 
very high success rate in the selection of company executives. Howev-
er, Sinan is more cautious about this and waits for the circumstances to 
ripen before he makes his decision. Şarık Ağabey was a bit hasty, while 
Sinan is patient. They are both good with numbers and at maths. Sinan 
was able to draw on the experiences of his father too, and I think he 
managed the company better in terms of supervision, implementation 
and getting results. While Şarık Ağabey had high expectations of every-
one working at the company, Sinan only has high expectations of people 
he estimates to have high capacities. Both are usually very tender but 
can be harsh and unforgiving on occasion.

Socially, Mehmet is extroverted and talkative, like Şarık Ağabey. He 
is good at summarising issues and coming up with succinct conclusions. 
As far as I can tell, he is choosing the right people as he establishes his 
own team. Statistics show that as long as there are children who are up 
for management and develop their abilities accordingly, family compa-
nies continue to succeed. With Mehmet and his brother Ömer, we have 
cause to think that this virtuous circle will continue unbroken at Enka for 
at least another half-century. 

The Builder 2013

Work on the Kashagan Oil Field Declines

By the end of 2013, our contract with Kashagan had ended and we 
had no more work left to do. We were only doing a few small jobs for a 
project which Saipem, an Italian company, was carrying out for the Rus-
sians in the north of the Caspian Sea, leasing them ships and equipment. 
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Gurhan Çelebican Passes Away
On December 26th 2013, Gurhan Ağabey passed away. He had worked 
for many years in Enka’s upper management and made important cont-
ributions to the company. We did not get to work closely. I remember 
him for his distinct style, which was always very sincere yet nevertheless 
made you feel that that there was a distance between you, and for his 
persistency and fondness for good food. 

In 2015, we leased out much of our equipment and our camp in 
Kashagan to two other companies, Van Oord and Teniz Service, for use 
in the seabed dredging work that they were undertaking for Tengizchev-
roil. When the quay and harbour that are to be constructed in parallel 
with this dredging work are completed, the modules which are to be 
manufactured in South Korea for the Tengiz future generation facilities 
will be brought in by sea, before being unloaded, land transported to 
the facility and assembled.

As the workload declined in mid-2014, we asked project manager 
and vice president Sezgin Oğul to continue his work from Istanbul, while 
Çağrı Ertürk would become project manager in Bautino. Sezgin said that 
he didn’t want to live in Istanbul and change the lifestyle he had es-
tablished with his family, who lived in Trabzon, so he decided to leave 
Enka. We were very sad to hear of the departure of a colleague who 
had worked so compatibly with a demanding Western employer for 15 
years and successfully overcome the many challenges of a project that 
required a large organisation and included much work that we were un-
dertaking for the first time.  However, we could do nothing other than 
respect his decision and wish him all the best for the future. Çağrı Ertürk 
was successful as his replacement and still runs our business there.

Due to a leak in the undersea pipelines laid by the company Agip, 
new pipelines were laid. We were given the excavation, backfilling and 
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sheet piling work at the locations where the new pipelines were to be 
connected to the islands we constructed.  We completed all this work 
in 2015.

They also modified some of the islands to serve functions other than 
those they were initially designed for. In this context, we were awarded 
the modifications on one island, while a local firm got the work for an-
other. We completed the work successfully at the end of 2016. Negotia-
tions continue for the third island, for which the employer is in no hurry, 
because it is optional.

Our employer, the partnership which was first founded under the 
name OKIOC, then became Agip KCO and finally took on the name 
NCOC, is still trying to complete the project and tender preparations 
for the upcoming compressor island in Kashagan. Then the Kashagan 2 
project will begin, according to the plans.

While Çağrı Ertürk manages this business from Istanbul, Mevlut 
Köseoğlu, who started out at Enka as a quality control technician, is act-
ing as project manager. We continued to keep young co-workers, whose 
potential we believed in, at site for the sake of future projects. 

While we await new work in Bautino, we take on small jobs and lease 
out our equipment. We want to take on more maritime projects, devel-
op our abilities in this field further and become very successful in this 
very high-potential line of business.

Shell is working to develop a new field, named Pearl, that will be op-
erated using wells on artificial islands, just like at Kashagan. We are as-
sisting the design firm undertaking the preliminary project work with the 
experience we gained during our activities there. I think we will stand 
a high chance of succeeding, once the tenders are issued. We are also 
keeping an eye on the artificial islands project being planned by BP in 
the Caspian region south of Baku.
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Construction of Karachaganak Oilfield Oil Production Facilities, 
Kazakhstan

Early in the summer of 1999, we were informed that an oil production 
facility with a capacity of six million tonnes was to be built at the Kara-
chaganak Oilfield, in which Texaco, British Gas and Agip were partners, 
and that the tender documents would be distributed in August. Bechtel 
had previously won the FEED and EP90 parts of the project in conjunction 
with the Snamprogetti firm, and had been working on it for more than 
a year. As its business in Europe and Asia had been expanding, Bechtel 
had established an office in London to pursue and manage trans-Atlan-
tic oil and natural gas jobs. The office was headed by Bip Desai, a British 
engineer of Ugandan descent. In the few meetings we held with him, 
he told us that the administration was warm to the idea of us contesting 
the new tender as the Bechtel-Enka partnership, and that should we 
get the contract, it could be merged with the engineering and procure-
ment contract they held together with Snamprogetti.  He said that it 
was important for the employer for the Bechtel-Enka-Snamprogetti part-
nership to shoulder responsibility for all engineering, procurement and 
construction work and that he thought it was possible. I told him that 
according to our own risk analyses, such a venture might be possible, 
provided the conditions were compatible with the terms of the Bech-
tel-Enka joint venture. Such a partnership could give us the edge over 
our competitors. At the time, the leader of the investment partnership 
was the Italian company ENI, and Bechtel’s partner Snamprogetti was 
an ENI subsidiary. Later it emerged that one of the potential bidders for 
the tender was a partnership between CCC and another ENI subsidiary 
Saipem. In this event, two ENI subsidiaries would be contesting the ten-
der in separate partnerships. The Bechtel executives were concerned 
about the complicated consequences this could have, as well as some 

90 EP: Engineering and Procurement.
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The Earthquake

One evening in mid-August 1999, we had a barbecue in the garden 
of our house. It was a very warm and stifling evening. Unable to take it 
anymore, we went into the pool with the children to try and cool down, 
and stayed up late. Just as we were falling asleep, around three in the 
morning, I was woken up by a powerful tremor. We were in the middle 

negative factors that emerged during talks with ENI, and they decided 
not to enter the tender.

As one of our competitors was the partnership between CCC and ENI 
subsidiary Saipem, ENI might show a preference for them in deciding 
the tender. Meanwhile, ENI’s desire to merge the EP and construction 
contracts could come up again once the construction tender had been 
completed. In that case, our partnerships with Bechtel could prove just 
as valuable as Saipem’s relationship with ENI. If we could find a suitable 
partner, we could remain in the race to the last. We began to look for a 
suitable partner. It was just then that we were sent a partnership request 
letter from Cimimontubi, a very experienced firm undertaking the me-
chanical and electrical work on the industrial facilities of Techint Italy. I 
travelled to Milan to hold preliminary talks with the representatives of 
both Techint and Cimimontubi. It was a good firm that had carried out 
a lot of similar work. We decided to establish a consortium in which the 
three firms would share out the work and the pipeline work would be 
carried out by their parent company Techint Argentina. 

The resignation of my secretary, who had been finding it hard to keep 
up with the heavy workload, was giving me a lot of trouble at the time. 
My search for a new secretary had not produced very good results ei-
ther. Finally, Sinan Bora offered to transfer Neslihan Özen, who worked 
in his group, to work as my assistant.  I accepted and found myself with 
an assistant who tries to do the best possible work. 
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of a major earthquake. Candan and I wanted to go and get Deniz and 
Gökcan and get out in the garden. Drowsy and stumbling, we collected 
the children and rushed outside.  I don’t remember when the earthqu-
ake stopped, but there was no damage to our house. We sat outside in 
the garden for a while and called our loved ones. We were relieved to 
find out that they were all OK. Just as we thought it was over and were 
climbing the stairs to go back to bed, there was another forceful tremor. 
This one was also quite powerful, and we were even more afraid. Althou-
gh we called them insistently a number of times, neither my parents nor 
Candan’s wanted to come over. My brother Urçun and his family came. 
We sat outside in the garden for a while, chatting. Urçun and family left 
after dawn, saying it wouldn’t happen again. Early in the morning, we le-
arned from the radio and television news that the Gölcük area had been 
the epicentre of the earthquake.

Zafer’s parents and siblings lived in Gölcük. I called him immediately. 
He said he hadn’t been able to make contact with his family and was on 
his way to Gölcük. I asked Zafer to pick me up on the way. He told me 
that he wanted to go and take a look at the situation and that he would 
call back if he needed anything. They lived in Ataköy at the time, and 
he asked me if I could go and get his spouse Selmin and their children 
Zeynep and Sarper and take them to our place. Before I had a chance 
to fetch them, Selmin arrived with the children. The news said that the 
situation in Adapazarı, İzmit and Gölcük was grim. Traffic in the Gulf of 
İzmit area was at a standstill.

I didn’t think it would be wise for me to drive on my own and asked for 
a car from the company and told them I was going to Gölcük. Şan was 
in the car that arrived and we set out immediately. Until we approac-
hed İzmit, things looked normal. However, there were black columns of 
smoke rising from the TÜPRAŞ refinery. As we cleared the bend of the 
Gulf and faced towards Gölcük, the scenery changed completely. The 
buildings had collapsed and there was a tailback ten kilometers outside 
of Gölcük. In their haste and panic, the people who had gone looking 
for their friends and relatives had occupied both the inbound lanes and 
the outbound lanes and no-one could move. There was nothing else for 
it: we walked the last ten kilometers.
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Most of the buildings lining the road we walked towards Gölcük had col-
lapsed and there was a certain stench in the heat. We found Zafer near 
his brother’s house. The area where the house stood was completely 
submerged in seawater. The building in which Zafer’s brother lived had 
collapsed and was submerged in the water too, with the exception of 
the few upper floors.

We obtained a backhoe from our subsidiary Kasktaş, which was carrying 
out piling work at the Ford plant at the time, and started clearing the 
debris from the top down to reach those under the rubble. We soon 
saw that the floor on which Zafer’s brother lived was only partially under 
water. We took hope from this, but had great difficulty lifting that part 
of the rubble. The next day, when we made it to the floor we wanted, 
we had to remove the bodies of Zafer’s brother and his spouse from the 
bedroom. Zafer was devastated. For a long time he suffered psychologi-
cal problems. It took him a long time to recover. There were no other 
losses in Zafer’s family.  As we left after the burial, the corpses had be-
gun to stink and the municipality had begun to collect and carry off the 
debris with whatever equipment it could put together. On our way back, 
we called at Adapazarı at Sinan’s request. The hotel housing our workers 
there had collapsed, but there were no issues apart from some minor in-
juries. I then made a stop in the eastern part of İzmit, where most of the 
Kasktaş team were staying. There was no damage or casualties there. I 
made a note of their needs and returned to Istanbul.

It was a major disaster. According to the official figures, 18,000 people 
were killed. Informal reports put the number killed at 35,000-40,000. 
The things I saw there and the nightmare I went through still lies deep 
in my memory.

The lower storeys of buildings had collapsed, and the upper storeys had 
collapsed in the opposite direction to the movement of the fault line. 
The top few storeys were generally not destroyed but had shifted and 
turned on one side. If those living on the upper storeys had gone up 
to the top floor instead of going down the stairs, they’d most probably 
have saved their lives. This is one of the foremost pieces of advice which 
they give on how to react to an earthquake in Japan and it was possible 
to see at first hand why it was so. 
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I was also struck by the sight of buildings that stood side by side, and 
had clearly been built by the same contractor, judging by their outside 
appearance. Of these, some had collapsed and others stood in good 
shape.

These buildings appeared to have been built with the same design and 
it was highly possible that the same materials had been used. The conc-
rete had been manufactured at the same facility, the rebar had been 
fixed to the same project specifications and even if a subcontractor had 
been employed, it was probably the same subcontractor for all the buil-
dings. Why then, had these buildings reacted differently to the earthqu-
ake? The reason lay in the ground on which they were built. Foundations 
that were closer to firmer ground had had to bear a lower dynamic load, 
while those built on alluvium or scree had had to bear a higher dynamic 
load. From what I observed, the collapsed buildings were of the latter 
kind.

The area at the entrance of the Ford plant was where the fault line was 
most clearly visible. One side of the fault line was higher than the other 
and there was a rift in between. Something similar had happened in 
the area where Zafer’s brother lived: the coastal filling had given way, 
the area had been submerged and almost all of the buildings there had 
collapsed.

I still remember the thoughts that crossed my mind while I took in this 
terrible view.

The earthquake zone was an area generally settled by Caucasian mig-
rants. Most were of Georgian and Circassian descent. These groups ini-
tially lived in mountain villages and engaged in agriculture and livestock 
rearing, but later they moved to the larger towns in the area and the 
populations of these settlements and the numbers of buildings had inc-
reased.  The buildings and other construction work were not built to 
withstand the force of an earthquake, and so these people who had 
lived in villages for centuries, and only so recently become a part of the 
urban population, fell victim to uncontrolled urban expansion. I heard 
that many of them returned to their native villages after the earthquake. 
However, this would not bring back those who had died – only offer the 
survivors a sense of security.
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It was for this sense of security that they had abandoned their homes 
during the Caucasian War, fleeing the communists after the Bolshevik 
revolution and the nationalist guerrilla wars of the region and come to 
Western Anatolia, which they saw as more peaceful and secure.  They 
had fought as citizens of Turkey in the War of Independence, had adop-
ted to the identity of this country, had suffered hunger and want, and 
just when they thought they had found a peaceful life, the earthquake 
had struck thousands of them down.

Some Thoughts After the Earthquake

Having experienced the earthquake, it was impossible not to think of the 
significant role geography plays in people’s lives and in the lives of the 
communities they establish.

Saudi Arabia, my first place of work abroad, is not a place to be envied, 
with its heat and its deserts. The people living here did not attract much 
attention until the arrival of Islam, and their disputes did not affect major 
populations. The Umayyad State established after the time of the Four 
Caliphs supported the expansion of Islam, and they undertook conqu-
ests from Iberia to Central Asia. The Umayyads and Islam drew a lot of 
attention from the rest of the world. Islam spread quickly, and its holy 
cities of Mecca and Medina attracted many visitors. In spite of its limi-
ted water and food resources, this region became an important centre 
of trade. With the discovery of oil, fortune smiled for a second time on 
the people of the region. The Saudi State, which owns all this, was es-
tablished with British support after minor wars among the tribes in the 
region, and took its place in history as a kingdom and custodian of all 
this wealth. At the time I was there, they had become a lazy community. 
They lived comfortably off state support, did not need to work much, 
thought that this would last forever, and looked down on other people.  
The people who worked and produced something and made the wheels 
of the state turn were all imported from other countries. All business de-
alings were carried out with people of other nationalities and the Saudi 
authorities were only applied to for final decisions. If you happened to 
be the party demanding its receivables during one of those meetings, 
you were treated as a wretch that was trying to take advantage of the 
wealth of Saudi Arabia. It upset me very much the way they treated the 
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people working there not as the people who ensured their welfare but 
as their slaves. The major epidemics, the great wars which saw massive 
armies clash and large numbers of people killed, the natural disasters 
that left multitudes dead had always occurred outside of this region, 
and they had never had to go through these challenges. With the ad-
ded influence of the warm weather, they were kind of people who were 
slow to act. They had become quarrelsome and arrogant characters who 
worked little while enjoying the bounty of the money spent by those tra-
velling to their country to fulfil the tenets of Islam, and of the proceeds 
of the underground wealth below their feet.  

The Libyans were a more energetic and carefree community, ready to 
give or receive assistance. As an Arab nation closer to the Mediterrane-
an civilisation, who had lived alongside Carthage, Rome, the Umayyads 
and the Ottomans, and had always been in close contact with Europe-
ans, they placed importance on trade. The mild climate of the long Me-
diterranean coast had given rise to agriculture and animal husbandry in 
many regions. They were a talkative people who worked the land them-
selves and sold their produce and animals at roadside markets. While 
western Libya was inhabited by calmer, cooler-blooded people, the pe-
ople of eastern Libya were gruff and hot-tempered but still friendly. At 
the worksite, Libyan employers, engineers and civil servants would visit 
our cafeteria and we would discuss many things at length as we drank 
our tea or coffee. Some of the Libyan managers I met then are friends 
of mine whom I still keep in touch with. This was a region of major wars 
and massacres. The people overcame those tough times somehow, and 
became a more mature community because of it. The government gave 
income support to families out of its oil revenue. This was a policy of 
Gaddafi which promoted laziness. I don’t know the situation now, but at 
the time they were on the verge of degeneration.

In Iraq, although we were working in the Kurdish Region, there was a 
mixed population including Arabs, Turkmen, Yazidis and Assyrians and 
it surprised me that so many people with different characteristics could 
live together despite the relatively low density of the population.  

The state institutions and the bureaucracy were far more competent and 
developed than in Saudi Arabia and Libya. They were kind, respectful 
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people who could easily make friends. These people liked to host and 
be hosted, and to eat and drink together. They were just as hard working 
as we Turks and had the strength of character to make their living the 
hard way. I can say that the most enjoyable period of the time I spent 
on work sites was spent here. The current situation in Iraq breaks my 
heart and it is my earnest desire that the people there should attain 
peace as soon as possible. The workers at the Yugoslavian company 
which was our partner in Iraq were a mixed group of Serbians, Bosnians, 
Croatians and Slovenians. They were no different from us or the local 
people. It appeared to me that as they were the dominant people in 
Yugoslavia, the Serbs looked down on the others. Truth be told, I did 
not want to believe that these people slaughtered one another during 
the disintegration of Yugoslavia. I much enjoyed drinking Turkish coffee 
with them and having meetings with them over dinner. As they were a 
very hardworking community and one of the long-suffering communities 
of South Eastern Europe, I saw them as a carefree group who derived 
happiness from their work.

The Russians did not fit their description as a cold, hard people. It is 
true that their resistance to a harsh climate and natural conditions and 
their experiences under communism have led to these connotations. 
However, many of them are very warm and friendly. They like to eat and 
drink, have fun, listen to music and work. They did not make it a matter 
of pride that we were better at construction than them, even though 
they were a major power; instead, they accepted the fact maturely, gave 
praise when due, and assumed they would soon reach the same level of 
competence. They gave us the impression that we were there not beca-
use we needed to be, but because they needed us there. Although our 
meetings with management always turned into shouting contests, frien-
dship weighed more heavily at the end: things would return to normal 
and all would be forgotten the next day. 

The Russians are a combative people. The principle of “not kicking so-
mebody when they’re down” does not apply to them. I have to say that 
they are vicious enough to continue hitting someone until he passes out 
or dies during a fight. I think this is a regional characteristic, as it was 
with the Vikings.
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The team we established for the Karachaganak bid began work in 
mid-September. The partnership talks were held in Milan and Istanbul. 
First we completed the Consortium Agreement and then we distribut-
ed the work. Each firm then oriented its work according to the division 
of labour. We tried to resolve disputes over the general terms. Issues 
such as leadership and the conditions applying to it, relations with the 
employer, the responsibilities of a delayed party to the other party, and 
how the work should proceed in such cases all took time. Enka was to be 
responsible for the concrete and steel structure work on all the facilities 
and for all the work on the relatively small Unit 2 facility.

Every month, the employer held meetings in London regarding ten-
der documents and bidding conditions. These meetings were always 
attended by a number of representatives from all partners. We would 
choose a different person to lead the group depending on the subject of 
the meeting, but I had to attend many times anyway. We had not carried 
out any work with Agip before and we weren’t doing any at the time, so 

Chechens, Dagestanis, and even Kazakhs are nations that have a very 
different outlook on events and on life. Nothing they take to be true is 
up for discussion. They are very stubborn and will easily pick fights. They 
are helpful and friendly, but will not display these qualities in an environ-
ment which they mistrust. I can say they are very fearless.

Anatolia is a place where different peoples have intermingled to form a 
mosaic. They are trying to smooth out the rough edges through friction 
and to become a homogenous society.

As natural and regional hardships have made us tough characters, the-
re is never any lack of fighting. Natural disasters bring people closer 
together, as everyone sets aside their differences to help the others. This 
makes it easier for us to live together.
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during the tender process we tried to gather and evaluate information 
about our rivals and about the employer’s priorities and plans for the 
tender through these meetings. 

At first, the bids were to be handed in at the end of October. They 
then postponed the deadline to January 2000 and finally to February 
2000. As we had the time, we prepared a bid with a very competitive 
price and very carefully highlighted the changes we wanted in the con-
tract terms and tender conditions.

Once you hand in your price and conditions, Western firms often 
hold a series of meetings with you so that you can fully explain your bid. 
The bids are separated into two parts as the price offer and the technical 
submittal. First, they grade the technical part – that is, the implementa-
tion plan in which you explain in detail how you will carry out the work, 
the programme of work drawn up in line with the required format, your 
plans for worker safety and the use of local labour and materials, your 
organisational proposals and the resumes of your key managers. After 
three to five meetings, if you’re deemed satisfactory from the technical 
point of view, your price bid is disclosed and meetings on that issue 
begin. After a few more meetings, they come to a conclusion. Although 
they tell you that they only look at the price offer after dealing with the 
technical part, I think they take a look, but they may not share it with the 
team that prepares the bid reports.

While we were preparing our bid, we thought that Agip would some-
how award the contract to the partnership including Saipem. This opin-
ion was only strengthened during the question-and-answer sessions 
held after the bids were handed in. We were told – in between the lines, 
not directly – that we were leading in terms of both pricing and tech-
nical matters. However, the questions and demands for explanations 
were intended to undermine our strongest points. They questioned the 
programme we had prepared for 38 months and underlined that the 
time foreseen might not be enough. Although our stated contribution to 
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the Kazakh economy was not that high, they asked questions doubting 
whether we would achieve even that. I have to hand it to both Cimimon-
tubi and Techint, who had prepared for the bid just as well as we had, 
and I think we answered all the questions correctly.

A lot of meetings were held on contract terms and with the exception 
of some minor outstanding disputes a contract emerged that could be 
signed should the project be awarded to us.

In early-April rumours emerged that our consortium had been select-
ed for the construction of the project. In fact, the highest executive of 
CCC, the partner of Saipem, called me to congratulate us. However, at 
the end of April we got a letter thanking us. The job had been given to 
the Saipem-CCC partnership. No reason was given, but from what we 
learned afterwards, although our bid was cheaper, our rivals had handed 
in a programme that lowered the 38-month duration by six months and 
when the added revenue from the sale of oil and natural gas over these 
additional six months was taken into account, not only was the price 
difference between the bids covered, but theirs became cheaper than 
ours. Under these circumstances, Agip selected them in its capacity as 
the operator and then convinced British Gas (BG), which they were just 
handing over to as operator, to go along with its decision! The maths 
was correct on paper. However, during meetings held with Agip and 
BG both before and after the bids were handed in, they regularly ques-
tioned whether 38 months would be enough time for the construction 
of such a large facility. If the Saipem-CCC partnership could not com-
plete the project in the time they promised, would they pay the invest-
ment partners for the lost production? To find out, I asked for meetings 
with the highest level managers of the investment partners working on 
this project. The Agip and BG executives said that these risks were un-
der control, but the Texaco executive had doubts. In the end nothing 
changed, and they signed the contract with our rivals. The previous plan 
to combine the contractors for the EP and construction work and to 
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merge all the work into one never came back onto the agenda. They 
never mentioned it again. I was very upset at not getting this job for 
which we had spent nine months working so intensively before and after 
the bidding date.

The assertion made by brain researchers that bad memories are more 
quickly forgotten does not apply to me, it seems. I remember every-
thing to the smallest detail. The upside is that I experienced many of the 
problems that could possibly be experienced while working with large 
multinational oil firms, and this experience became a major asset for me. 
Later, we secured just as big a contract from another consortium of the 
same firms. 

In May and June, we sent a small team and some equipment to Ka-
rachaganak and established a small camp and workshop in the hope of 
getting some work from the Saipem-CCC partnership, as they had not 
yet been able to mobilise. We won a state tender for a small bridge and 
began construction. We did some minor work for CCC, but they avoided 
giving us any major work. We moved our dormant equipment from Ten-
giz to Karachaganak. As Saipem-CCC was late in starting up, we leased 
a lot of equipment to them on a long-term basis.

The Saipem-CCC partnership completed the project with a delay of 
eight months, which meant that it took them longer than the time we 
had proposed. After commissioning, a recurring problem occurred with 
pipe welding and I heard that they were still dealing with it for a long 
time afterwards. Nevertheless, they got to construct the second largest 
facility in Kazakhstan.
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Fikret Sılay

Fikret Sılay Passes Away

In April 2000, our colleague Fikret Sılay, Vice President for Finance and 
Accounting passed away after suffering a heart attack in Moscow. I was 
very saddened, like everyone else, by the passing of this colleague who 
was so well liked in the community for his hard work and personality. Du-
ring the meetings we held with our employers and partners, he would 
always suggest a middle way to solve problematic issues and allow us 
to achieve results.

I always used to see him sitting at his desk in his glass-walled office, 
both hands on the table, staring at the ceiling, deep in thought. That is 
the image of him that still appears in my mind.  He was a very successful, 
hardworking friend and an asset to the company.
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In early summer 2006, the bids we had made for work such as the 
improvement of the production facilities and the building of additional 
offices and storehouses in Karachaganak were accepted by the employ-
er KPO and we signed a contract.  As in the Tengiz Debottlenecking 
project, we were to replace some equipment, install some new equip-
ment and carry out the related piping and electricity work. We set up a 
small but capable assembly team, as well as forming pipe and electricity 
teams from among our workers in Tengiz, and assigned Rıfat Işıl, who 
had worked on several of our projects, as project manager. In August, 
the team carried out the first shutdown91 successfully. İbrahim Karaağaç 
stayed there for about a month and made a major contribution to the 
successful undertaking of the work. Two more shutdowns were carried 
out before the winter and we also finished our work on the operating 
facility. Other teams set up the office and storehouse buildings and we 
successfully delivered the project in early 2007.

Visiting Our Worksites in Kazakhstan

In spring 2006, we had ongoing projects in four different regions of 
Kazakhstan. I prepared an itinerary that would enable me to visit all the 
four worksites in one go, see the work on the projects at first hand and 
hold meetings with employers, using the Enka aeroplane. My father, 
who for a long time had wanted to see what we were doing in Kazakh-
stan, took part in the six-day tour. 

Our first call was Aksai. As the incoming wind was from one side, we 
had a tough landing. Everyone on the plane, including the pilots, was 
very scared. As our worksite was some distance away, I left my father 
with the pilots at the airfield. They toured the town, observed the local 
way of life and had some good food. My father even bought some local 
clothes.

91	 Shutdown:	Halting	production.
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We went on to Almaty, the largest city of Kazakhstan. As the Esentai 
Project was at the initiation stage, there were many problems that need-
ed to be dealt with and I could not leave the worksite. Some of my col-
leagues there took my father to a skiing course, an Uzbek restaurant and 
a shopping centre. On our last day there he came on a brief tour of the 
worksite and observed the work we were doing. From Almaty we flew 
to Atyrau, on our way to Tengiz. As the two-way journey to the worksite 
took eight hours by car, my father once more stayed in the town. They 
toured the town with the pilots. When I got the opportunity to call him 
in between the field visit and meetings, he sounded like he was enjoying 
himself very much.

Finally, we flew to Aktau to visit Bautino. We took a two-hour car ride 
from Aktau to Bautino. While we attended meetings, they took my fa-
ther on a boat ride in the harbour. They ate and had tea and coffee on 
deck. He was very happy when we met up again in the evening. As we 
dined together, he recounted his memories of my uncle, who was a sail-
or. We played music and sang folk songs with the workers at the site. As 
he went to bed, my father said he was very happy. To travel to the artifi-
cial islands, both a permit and training were needed. As we did not have 
the time, we could not visit the islands. When we returned to Istanbul, 
my father said that it had been a very enjoyable but short trip and that 
he would like to take part in a longer one if the opportunity came up.

My Relationship with My Father

It is difficult for me to describe my relationship with my father. As an or-
phan, he studied at the Darüşşafaka from his first year in primary school 
onwards. He graduated from the Darüşşafaka high school as well. Since 
he didn’t have the funds to support himself, he had to choose a uni-
versity course that offered a scholarship and boarding facilities, so he 
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chose Istanbul University’s Faculty of Forestry, which seemed to him the 
most suitable. After graduation, he entered the civil service and served 
in many districts and provinces of Anatolia. He met my mother at uni-
versity. They got married and went to the district of Göle together. The 
three of us were born there. Having experienced financial and personal 
difficulties, he is a strict man, like any other Darüşşafaka student. As I’m 
very much like him, we clashed more often than he did with my siblings. 
He rose up the ladder as an honest and hardworking engineer and finally 
retired as a ministry undersecretary. He later started trading in forestry 
products, which he knew all about, and he and my brother Urçun carried 
on this business together for 25 years.

When I was a child, my father went to the USA and Germany for applied 
training programmes under international agreements and stayed there 
for months. He brought us nylon lumberjack shirts and tergal trousers 
which were then very much in fashion in the USA. I wore them through-
out middle school and high school, claiming they brought me luck. In 
the end, my mother and sister had hidden them away, which led to a 
longstanding dispute.

As with any father and son, we are very much alike in many things. This 
was the reason for our earlier conflicts. The various elements of my out-
look on life include many ideas and approaches I picked up from my 
father. As I grew older, we both became more tolerant and better able to 
understand each other. When we come together, we have closer conver-
sations and share our opinions. He and my mother quarrelled constantly 
at one point, and there was talk of separation, but they made it up in the 
end. I realised after my mother’s passing that my father was truly in love 
with her. As I thought of my mother as weaker than him, I would always 
take her side and blame my father. I later saw in my own marriage that 
all of it was normal, and that people who love each other very much 
can come to love each other even more after serious quarrels. After 
my mother’s death, I was really touched by the way he always kept her 
memory alive. My respect and love for him increased many times over. 

The trip to Kazakhstan was really good for both of us. As he had found 
it short, we decided to take more of these trips.
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Karachaganak was a project in which we couldn’t implement the busi-
ness plan we had undertaken, but where we maintained a presence by 
carrying out a few small jobs and leasing equipment. We got the op-
portunity to work with new employers, British Gas and Agip. Although 
our work was not major, we earned their approval and appreciation. We 
gained more experience of shutting down a working facility for a limited 
period and carrying out the necessary urgent work as quickly as possible 
and to the highest possible standards.

There weren’t many more projects there after that. In 2017, we ap-
plied to bid for a tender but because our Kazakh partner KSS applied 
for pre-qualification on its own, and because the employer was taking 
previous pre-qualification applications into account, we didn’t qualify. 
We were unable to bid, and the work went to Italian companies.

Later, we made preparations for a newly issued tender. We were 
pre-qualified this time. However, our partners were working on the proj-
ect hesitantly, as they thought the Italians would get the contract any-
way. By the bidding deadline, we still hadn’t come to an agreement with 
KSS on the distribution of work, and so we were unable to bid. There are 
some doubts now over the future of our partnership with KSS, but we 
shall have to wait and see what the outcome is.

2004

A New Assignment in Romania

In the beginning of 2004 while I was busy with the new work we had 
taken on in the Tengiz Second Generation Plant Project, Sinan Tara men-
tioned that we had signed a contract for the Romania Motorway Proj-
ect in partnership with Bechtel and that the project manager would be 
George Alsop of Bechtel. He asked me whether I would agree to take on 
the position of deputy project manager. He added that it was a very big 
job, that it needed to be completed in five years and that a very strong 
team would be set up for it.
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Our new work in Tengiz seemed to have been overshadowed by Ro-
mania. The Tengiz contract was worth a third of the Romania Motorway 
Project and was to be completed in three years. Both jobs had good 
core teams working on them who had done similar jobs many times be-
fore. I therefore agreed, thinking that Sinan would not offer me such a 
position while I was already busy, if he did not have a valid strategy of his 
own. He later asked me how I would feel about my present work and the 
Romania corporate work being undertaken by another executive.  I then 
realised that what I thought was a valid strategy was actually a matter of 
turning to me as an alternative as the executive in question did not want 
to go to the worksite. I told him that such an approach was not compat-
ible with my working standards and that I could not accept the offer.

The question was brought up many times later on. In the end, Sinan 
said that I was the more suitable executive for this job and that was why 
I had been selected. He said that the organisation would be formulated 
accordingly and insisted I accepted the position. I became member of 
the Board of Directors responsible for Kazakhstan and Romania. There 
was no need for me to abandon the work in Tengiz and Kashagan.

I know that whenever an important project was taken on, Sinan and 
Şarık Ağabey exchanged views on who to appoint as its highest-level 
manager, and that Şarık Ağabey guided and advised Sinan in his deci-
sions. Following the developments I outlined above about my assign-
ment to Romania, Şarık Ağabey called me in for a meeting. Alluding to 
misunderstandings during the course of events, he told me that they 
had made the right decision. Between complimenting me on my qual-
ities, he asked questions to gauge whether I was still undecided, and 
told me stories and anecdotes to motivate me for the new job. 

Şarık Ağabey

During my time at Enka, the most senior management has gone 
through three generations. Şarık Ağabey set up the company along with 
his classmate and brother in law Sadi Gülçelik. In the founding partner-



276

2004

ship, it appears that there was another person or firm who had a small 
stake but who later left. Sadi Gülçelik was the husband of Şarık Tara’s sis-
ter (Vildan Gülçelik). As they were brothers-in-law, they named the com-
pany Enka, using the first two letters of the Turkish words for brother-in-
law: enişte and kayınbirader. Sadi Ağabey’s brother Sabahattin Ağabey 
also took a small stake in the company and became their partner.

Among the first employees of the company was Ali Kuşi, who started 
working there due to Sadi Ağabey. Gurhan Çelebican, Nejat Gülen, Ne-
jat Gül, Eşref Denizhan and others joined later.

The first president was Gurhan Çelebican. Depending on the course 
of events, the upper management consisted sometimes only of the 
Board of Directors and sometimes of a Board of Directors and an Ex-
ecutive Board. In the 1960s and 70s, Şarık, Sadi, Sabahattin, Gurhan, 
Ali, Eşref, Nejat and Enver Ağabeys held various positions in the upper 
management. 

When I started working at Enka on the construction of the Kırıkkale 
Refinery, Şarık, Sadi and Sabahattin Ağabeys were the company’s top 
executives. Yücel Erdem was the president and the people I listed above 
as the first employees were members of the Board of Directors and the 
Executive Board.

When Sadi Ağabey passed away in a plane accident in 1980, new 
arrangements were made. After graduating and working at the Medina 
worksite for a while, Sinan became president. Şarık Ağabey supported 
Sinan from the time he became president to the mid-1990s as the Chair-
man of the Board of Directors. Later, he continued to provide support 
when needed as the honorary chairman. This arrangement lasted until 
his passing.

I first met Şarık Ağabey during my two months at headquarters be-
fore I left for Saudi Arabia for the first time. One Saturday, he visited the 
bid preparation group in which I was working. He asked us what we were 
doing and gave us a few pieces of advice. Only a couple of months had 
passed since Sadi Ağabey’s death in the aeroplane accident and his first 
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piece of advice for us was to take a good look around on domestic Sau-
di Airlines flights to check whether there was anything dangerous, such 
as gas canisters, on board. Sadi Ağabey’s plane had caught fire after a 
gas canister exploded and those on board had burnt to death as they 
couldn’t escape. His second piece of advice was, of course, to work hard 
and become good managers and his third piece of advice was to get 
married and have children.

We had some quite sincere conversations with him during his visits to 
the worksites where Sinan and I worked alongside each other. We real-
ised that he used this pretext to keep a close eye on the managers and 
engineers at the worksites. I later noticed that he frequently visited sites 
and derived great pleasure from chatting with the engineers. During 
these conversations, he used to speak very openly and frankly about de-
velopments at Enka and about the company’s aims and politics. He used 
to say that Turkey needed to prioritise energy and transport urgently 
and should spare no expense in these fields. He said that if this was 
done, investment would increase and foreign capital would undertake 
the greater share of this investment. Then Turkey would develop very 
quickly. He gave examples of other countries and backed up his claims 
with exact figures both for those countries and for Turkey. He was very 
precise with numbers and had a very good memory.

The first half of the 1980s was a time when Enka did very good busi-
ness and achieved a very high turnover. At the time Şarık Ağabey had 
chosen to take the path of growing Enka along contractor-manufactur-
er-exporter lines by buying up some industrial enterprises which were in 
difficulties. According to some, he was prompted by Turgut Özal. How-
ever, with the transformation to a free market economy, factories that 
had been established under the conditions created by import substitu-
tion policies were unable to compete on international markets. Between 
1987 and 1990, Enka underwent a significant process of consolidation, 
and most of its stakes in these investments were either sold off or liqui-
dated.



278

2004

Şarık Ağabey devoted a lot of time to the development of the firm 
and the country. He would spend days and nights poring over figures 
and numbers. At the time, Şarık Ağabey concentrated more on indus-
trial investment and exports, while Sinan spent more time on Enka Con-
struction. Şarık Ağabey worked like a voluntary ambassador for the rapid 
development of Turkey, making unending efforts to revitalise relations 
with Greece, increase cooperation with Japan and the Balkan countries, 
and achieve full membership of the European Union. I would advise the 
reader to consult the works in which Şarık Ağabey talks about all this, his 
international contacts and his life story92.

Towards the end of the 1980s, Enka passed through a difficult peri-
od marked by falling investment in Arab countries, the Gulf Crisis and 
losses on industrial investments. We needed to find alternative fields of 
work. In 1980, when Süleyman Demirel was Prime Minister and Turgut 
Özal deputy prime minister and acting undersecretary of the State Plan-
ning Organisation, the “January 24th decisions” had been taken to open 
Turkey up to external markets. When Turgut Özal became prime minister 
in late 1983, he started implementing these decisions, thus beginning 
the transformation to a free market economy. This was accompanied by 
an export drive and search for new markets. The Natural Gas Agreement 
signed with the USSR93 in 1984 created new job opportunities for Turkish 
contractors in this country. From 1984 onwards, Şarık Ağabey began to 
make efforts to obtain work in the USSR. He prioritised exports to Russia 
through Enka Marketing. When the Natural Gas Agreement came into 
effect in 1987, Enka was the first Turkish contractor to get work in Rus-
sia. A project for a hospital with a capacity of a thousand beds and the 
renovation of the Petrovsky Arcade went a long way to raising Enka’s 
profile. Enka then successfully completed mass housing contracts for 
soldiers returning to the USSR from East Germany after the fall of the 

92	 Çiğdem	Tüzün	and	Sühan	Muratlı,	Şarık Tara Beyond Borders,	Enka,	March,	2014.	
Çiğdem	Tüzün,	Şarık Tara in his own words,,	Enka,	March	2016.

93	 USSR:		Union	of	Soviet	Socialist	Republics.
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Berlin Wall in 1989. When it completed and delivered these construction 
works ahead of schedule, the company found new doors opened for it 
in this market. The founding of Mosenka, in partnership with the Munici-
pality of Moscow in 1991, to invest in real estate and land development 
in Russia, was a very bold decision at the time. Russia was the right 
target and what took us there was Şarık Ağabey’s foresight. Of course, 
he cannot have taken the decision without discussing it with the upper 
management of the time, and with Sinan, but the idea was originally his.

Thanks to the investments and new projects in Russia, as well as a 
number of rapidly-completed projects in Libya, we left those troubled 
times behind. During this period, Sinan managed the company really 
well in financial terms. Şarık Ağabey supported Sinan and his internal 
reorganisation of the company fully. He backed Sinan up without any 
hesitation over ending our investments in industrial firms.

Enka’s star began to rise again with the Russian White House and Par-
liament Building projects. Şarık Ağabey showed Balkan countries exam-
ples of motorway investments in Turkey and encouraged them to make 
similar investments. As a result, we took our place in the region with the 
Croatia Motorway Project. He set things in motion for continued growth 
by preparing the ground for the later Albania, Kosovo and Romania mo-
torway projects. These projects also led to the growth of our partnership 
with the American firm Bechtel, which Şarık Ağabey had started. Later, 
Sinan continued the relationship Şarık Ağabey had initiated and con-
tracts were signed in conjunction with Bechtel for the construction of oil 
facility projects in Kazakhstan and Russia.

Şarık Ağabey was a leader who supported both the management 
and the employees with his ideas on every issue. His advice, “Let’s be 
generous but not wasteful” was always very apt and has often been put 
into practice. He worked hard to make Enka a major company investing 
in construction and energy.

Today Enka earns much more income from its investments in energy, 
offices, residences and shopping centres than it does from its contract 
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construction work. The vision has been established so well that Mehmet 
Tara, who has taken over the business, has no chance but to succeed.

In summary, in Şarık Ağabey I see a personality who is significant not 
just for Enka, but for the whole of Turkey, and indeed for the world at 
large. 

Construction of the Romania Motorway

Sinan’s words and Şarık Ağabey’s support put the doubts in my mind 
to rest and I began to work on adapting to my new job. Together with all 
the personnel assigned to Romania with me, we moved into our offices 
in the detached house behind building 3 in the Enka compound.

The Romania Motorway Project started at the town of Oradea on the 
Hungarian border and ran over 415 kilometers to the town of Brasov 
north of Bucharest. It was a major project involving the construction of 
three lanes in each direction and hundreds of viaducts94, culverts, under-
passes and overpasses. The project consisted of three main sections, of 
which the two sections between Oradea and Targu Mures were to be 
constructed first. The employer was to decide on the construction of 
the section from Targu Mures to Brasov within two years and the entire 
project was to be completed in five years. The main items of work were 
the relocation of 150 million cubic meters of soil, and the pouring of 
1.5 million cubic meters of concrete and four million tonnes of asphalt 
surfacing.

At the end of January, a group of Bechtel executives came to Istan-
bul. Most of them I had met before, but it was the first time I had come 
across Mike Adams, who now headed Bechtel’s construction work. Sinan 
asked me to host a party at home for the Bechtel and Enka executives to 
celebrate both the Romania and the Tengiz projects. As it rained heavily 
on the day of the party, it was very difficult hosting one hundred people. 
Şarık Ağabey attended, despite not being in very good health. We held 
a very nice, unforgettable celebration.

94	 Viaduct:	A	high	bridge	that	crosses	a	steep	valley.
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My Mother Falls Ill

In the first week of February, my mother started losing consciousness 
because she was having difficulty breathing, and we had to put her in 
hospital. Her problems only got worse. They told us that she would have 
to have a breathing tube inserted into her trachea and be put on a ven-
tilator most of the time. At first we thought we should wait to see if 
she got better, but the doctors convinced us and went ahead with the 
operation.

After my mother had spent two months in intensive care at the Florence 
Nightingale Hospital, we were told that her condition was chronic, and 
it would be better if we could arrange for care and take her home. We 
transferred my mother to the Maltepe University Hospital where a doc-
tor friend of the family worked, and which was close to our home.

I never met any of my grandparents. They all passed away before I 
was born. When I was little, they had taken me a few times to the old 
two-storey wooden house in Kumkapı, where my mother and her family 
had lived for a long time. I remember the small courtyard with a small 
pool with ornamental fish in it, and the creaking wooden staircase. The 
goldfish in the pool had captivated me and my siblings. In front of the 
house was a sloping road paved with concrete. From there you could go 
down to the main street in Kumkapı and take some side streets to the 
shore, which was then a beach. When we visited in the summer, they 
took us there to bathe and bought us ice cream on the beach. In my 
mother’s family, Aunt Feriha was the oldest sibling. My mother was the 
second oldest, followed by aunts Süheyla and Nimet and uncles Cevat 
and Şemsettin.

From the time when my mother finished high school until she got mar-
ried to my father, she worked at the title deeds office. After that, she had 
to keep moving around Anatolia with my father – something she always 
grumbled about. At least once a year she would go to Istanbul to visit 
her siblings, with or without us. Her family used to visit us in Anatolia 
too. These gatherings were great fun, and jokes and anecdotes were 
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It was hard to take care of business during my mother’s illness. Nev-
ertheless, I travelled to Bucharest and Cluj regularly for meetings and 
tried to establish a team of Enet personnel for the project office in Bu-
charest which it was especially urgent to get organised. As Sinan took 
a special interest in this project, he assigned high level executives to 
all the positions. He wanted the worksite groups to be able to do their 
own work without shared support groups, in the same way that Enka 
was organised internally. He wanted an organisation to be set up that 
was managed by discipline, with the project managers for those disci-
plines responsible for the profit and loss. Bechtel, however, wanted a 
centralised organisation, and argued that this was how we had succeed-
ed on previous road construction projects. There were many contentious 
meetings for this reason.

The Board of Directors met every three months. Normally these 
meetings should have been attended by the members of the Board of 
Directors, the project manager and deputy manager and the relevant 

told one after another. As we grew up and my mother grew older, these 
occasions became less frequent. We saw less of her family after we set-
tled down in Istanbul. First Uncle Şemsettin passed away, and then Aunt 
Nimet and Aunt Süheyla. My mother didn’t go out any more due to her 
illnesses. She would sometimes go out for a picnic, to have tea by the 
Bosporus or to take in the clean air somewhere outside Istanbul, but 
only if we, her children, pushed her to do it. Despite having a very good 
memory, she had completely withdrawn from social relationships and 
became a person who lived alone with her TV. When I visited, she would 
tell some of the jokes I remembered from my childhood, and I would 
laugh at them again, despite having heard them many times. When she 
was conscious during her illness, I would tell her the same jokes and she 
would smile and stroke my cheek.
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lower manager should there be a specific issue to discuss, but in a de-
parture from the usual practice all of the members of Bechtel’s central 
and worksite organisations used to attend them. Under the circumstanc-
es, I had no option but to invite the Enka managers serving in equivalent 
positions in the worksite organisation. As a result, the meetings would 
veer out of course, there would be a lot of unnecessary discussions and 
the agenda would change completely. The same thing happened in the 
daily and weekly worksite meetings. I therefore began to view the meet-
ings negatively. I didn’t attend those meetings which I didn’t believe 
would produce results.

As the asphalt work on the Croatian road project was not going well, 
George had to go back. In his place, Bechtel assigned Walker Kimball, 
Manager for General Construction Work. It was easier to communicate 
with Walker than it was with George and we saw eye-to-eye over many 
issues. The number of meetings and the number of people attending 
was minimised. We solved many issues between ourselves, without oth-
ers trying to direct us.

In June, the Adrian Nastase government, which had decided to un-
dertake the project, held an early election and lost. As no new govern-
ment had yet been established, there was speculation about the future 
of the project. Some local administrators and bureaucrats in Bucharest 
began to state openly that it would not be right for the project to go 
ahead, that it was not being funded by the European Union in any case, 
that the government would have to fund it since the available Ameri-
can Exim Bank credit was not suffficent. The newspapers even began to 
write that an alternative route that had previously been approved by the 
EU, and that would pass through the middle and south of the country 
to Hungary, would be the better choice, and to argue that the current 
project should be cancelled.
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Mother Leaves Us for a Better Place

I visited my mother twice a week, while Candan visited her every day to 
keep a close eye on the situation. She was still in intensive care and at-
tached to a ventilator. The doctors had convinced us that this would al-
ways be the case. Sometimes she was very well and could communicate 
to us in a whisper without the ventilator, but sometimes she seemed to 
have difficulty breathing even with the ventilator. She must have de-
cided that she couldn’t continue living like this, so she passed away 
in intensive care on June 16th 2004, a short time after we had left her 
room. We were informed of her death by telephone in the morning. We 
were allowed to see her one last time before her body was washed and 
wrapped in the burial shroud. Her face reflected the agony of not being 
able to breathe. We buried her with a congregation consisting mainly 
of Enka employees. Sinan was one of the last to carry her coffin, which 
increased my love and respect for him.

As I cast soil into her grave, I thought, “Such is life. You feel death ap-
proaching, but can do nothing about it.” That’s how it had been with 
my mother’s death: we could find no care or treatment that could make 
her better.

Although she never expressed her satisfaction, she led a relatively good 
life and had a family who supported her to the end. May she rest in 
peace.

I was extremely depressed during my mother’s illness due to a mixture 
of sorrow and my inability to do anything about it. I lost nearly ten kilos 
and my wife convinced me to visit a doctor. I took antidepressants for 
the first time. Body scans showed that my bone density was very low 
and I was advised to consult an endocrinologist.

The doctor I found after much searching was certainly caring, but was 
not so good at coming up with a treatment. He put me in hospital once 
to provide some medication. He told me to come back once a year.
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I returned to Romania. We had to start the project from two separate 
locations. To the west was Oradea, Cluj lay in the middle and Brasov, 
north of Bucharest was the final stop. For the last part, the employer was 
to make a decision within two years, without altering the duration of the 
contract. 

In July and August a new government was established and we began 
to receive signals that they wanted to go ahead with the work.

Zafer was at the Oradea worksite, along with Mukul Bhushan of Bech-
tel, who had worked with him at the power plants in Turkey, which were 
Enka’s own investments. According to the initial plan, separate central 
support units were to be set up in Cluj and Oradea and the organisation 
would be managed by discipline managers. The organisation in Oradea 
would report to us in Cluj. At meetings with Walker, we had arrived at 
the conclusion that the work at both centres should be managed by dis-
cipline managers based in Cluj, so as to lower the costs of our large or-
ganisation, due to the budgetary and political problems. The discipline 
managers would set up their internal organisations accordingly and then 
we would seek the approval of the Board of Directors to go ahead. All 
central support work would be carried out from Cluj and there would 
be no need for a separate organisation in Oradea. While all the sup-
port units such as those responsible for design, reporting, receivables, 
accounts, contract management, camps and food would be run from 
the main centre in Cluj, all matters related to procurements, financing, 
planning and equipment would be managed by the discipline officers in 
the two towns. The discipline managers would set up their own organi-
sations and would be responsible for all cash flow, profit and loss.

The land nationalisation work advanced slowly and could not keep 
up with the five-year programme. While a ten kilometer section of the 
route in Cluj was released towards the end of the summer, which had 
been nationalised and was available for working on, nationalisation had 
not been completed in the area in Oradea where we wanted to start 
our main work. There they were working on making a few unconnect-
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ed kilometers workable. In those sections that had been released, work 
was under way on bridge and viaduct concrete, culverts, excavations 
and – in those places where the material on the ground was suitable – 
backfilling. The detailed design work needed to be altered in line with 
the new situation because it had been done on the basis of promises 
made regarding nationalisation and now had to focus on new locations. 
Efforts were made to get the excavation and backfilling work done, but 
tests often showed that that the excavated material was not suitable for 
backfilling.  We started to do tests on how to make backfilling material 
by mixing cement or lime with the material excavated.

For the viaducts and bridge sites which had already been nation-
alised, we would start by building access roads. Foundations were ex-
cavated and bored piles 80 centimeters in diameter and 25 m in length 
were constructed. The heads of the piles were then broken off and the 
lean concrete was poured. Then PERI formwork foundations were put 
in place, rebar was fixed and the foundations were poured. These foun-
dations could be of different sizes, depending on whether the bridges 
had single or double footing. Later, the empty box viaduct columns, 
surrounded by walls 25 centimeters or 35 centimeters in thickness, were 
poured in sections of 3-5 meters using raisable PERI wall formwork. 
Finally, the 2.5X4 meter corrugated column heads on which the large 
beams were to be placed were poured to the width of the road using 
special steel forms. The beams cast at the pre-casting site were pre-
stressed95 and post-tensioned96, and six to eight of them were placed 
in every section, depending on the width of the road. Then the floor 
concrete was poured.  

The beams were manufactured in various sizes and in I, U and T 
shapes on concrete platforms, the sizes of which we had determined ac-

95	 Pre-stressing:	Stressing	weight-resistant	cables	before	pouring	concrete.
96	 Post-tensioning:	Tensioning	weight-resistant	cables	after	pouring	concrete	and	

filling	the	tubes	with	slurry.
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cording to the number of casts per day and the time needed for curing 
(heating with steam). Steel formwork was put up and the rebar was fixed. 
For the pre-stressed beams, 15 millimeter pulling cables were used to 
place them under 200 kilonewtons, while for the post-stressed beams 
the plastic piping foreseen in the projects was put in place and high 
dosage concrete was poured. The cables for the pre-stressed beams 
reached the desired strength in the short space of within one to three 
days as a result of steam curing. After that, the cables were cut and 
transported to the beam storage site. For the post-tensioned beams, 
the cables passing though the plastic pipes were partly stressed before 
being taken to the storage field. Once they were strong enough, they 
were stressed fully in the plastic pipes, which were filled and sealed with 
cement slurry. 

For transport to and from the storage sites and positioning, special 
cranes or placers and trailers were used. The special placers picked 
up the beams stored by the viaduct, hoisted them into place and then 
moved onto the next row supported by the beams they had already put 
in place.  In order for these placers and the beams to be transported, the 
excavation and filling works along the road route had to be completed. 
Beams that were of suitable weight could be assembled at viaducts that 
were not too high by two strong cranes working from the foundation 
level.

Storm water culverts under fill areas were produced in two ways: as 
pre-cast structures or cast in place. Casting on site followed the same 
model we had used at the Brega worksite, while the precast culverts 
were produced to the desired width in lengths of six meters, transported 
and placed on top of the previously-poured lean concrete by crane. The 
gap between two elements would be serrated, and the gaps would be 
filled from the inside and the outside using joint filler.

During the engineering work that was going on at the same time, 
there was debate over whether the motorway would be of the flexible or 
non-flexible type. The flexible type would have a sub-base of river mate-
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rial, an underlying base of crushed rock mixture, an asphalt base, and a 
surface course of binder97 and wearing course; while in the non-flexible 
type there would be sub-base, an underlying base of cement and broken 
rock, an asphalt base, a surface course of binder and wearing course.  As 
the motorway generally rested on backfilling, it seemed that the flexible 
type would be the right way to go. However, this decision had not yet 
been made. There were many landslide zones along the route, so the 
structures needed to prevent landslides had to be correctly designed.

Towards the end of October, it became certain that things would not 
go according to the initial programme. The administration kept stating 

97 Binder:	A	binding	layer.

Romania Motorway Project, Cluj
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that there would be problems with payments and warned us to pro-
gramme according to the annual budget. The 2005 budget would be 
established at the end of November.

We planned to reduce the number of workers to reduce costs. It 
was at that time that George finished the work in Croatia and came 
back. He was completely opposed to management by discipline and 
he started making efforts to move back to central management, on the 
grounds that the new circumstances were not conducive to manage-
ment by discipline.  From the perspective of where and how to do the 
work as cheaply as possible, it would be better to gather all the work 
under a central organisation rather than to establish separate large or-
ganisations to work in limited areas. This new system was approved by 
the Board of Directors. The re-organisation took place during the two-
month winter break when conditions were unsuitable for work. A new 
system was established in Cluj, from which Oradea would be managed, 
and the Oradea organisation was shut down completely. Many people 
were released, from both Cluj and Oradea. We decided that Tamer Perk 
should be responsible for soil and drainage work, Mehmet Gözen for 
bridges and viaducts, and İdris Mirza of Bechtel for surfacing. The Ora-
dea worksite became even smaller, in proportion to the work available. 
The personnel numbers for its internal affairs were lowered even further, 
based on the workload.  Meanwhile, the budget for the coming year was 
set at USD 200 million. This showed that financing conditions would not 
allow for the work to be finished in five years anyway. Furthermore, this 
budget had to include items such as nationalisation, infrastructure and 
relocation. Morale became very low.
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A Trip to South Africa
When the school term ended towards the end of January 2005, we went 
to South Africa with the children. We stayed a few days in Johannesburg 
and Sun City and went on a five-day long safari at the Kruger National 
Park. We got up before dawn, toured the beautiful nature reserve full 
of animals in a jeep until dusk, ate the packed lunches we were given, 
and watched the lovely view of the river and chatted as we sipped on 
something in the afternoons. Every night we ate grilled meat until we 
were full to the brim and barely made it to bed. We then went on to 
Mauritius for a pleasant holiday by the sea, on the way back, we took 
the train from Johannesburg to Cape Town. This meant crossing the en-
tire Republic of South Africa by land, taking in the sights. The train was 
suitably fitted out with glass sides and ceilings. The children got bored, 
but I enjoyed it a lot. The different towns, pastures, fields and forests 
formed beautiful vistas. We stayed in Cape Town for two days. We went 
to Cape Horn and took in the infinite sea view in very strong wind at the 
point where the two oceans meet.  We did a bit of shopping and ate 
at restaurants on the pier. Finally, we took a direct Turkish Airlines flight 
back to Istanbul. The children and we got some rest and we all had an 
enjoyable holiday.

When the winter pause in the work was over, I returned to Romania. 
At locations which had been nationalised, we could undertake excava-
tions but not backfilling. The tests we ran for lime added filling material 
did not satisfy the Design Institute, which was the approving authority. 
They told us they would allow for a two-kilometer section to be back-
filled with this material and then they would decide. We started back-
filling. The construction of bridges and viaducts began rapidly in those 
places where nationalisation had been completed.  However, the dues 
for March and April were not paid. The nationalisation process had al-
most come to a halt. The situation was not good at all and the govern-
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ment dragged its feet on decisions that would have allowed us to see 
what lay ahead. In June, a new plan for reducing employees was made. 
Under this plan, George and I left the project and returned to our com-
panies in August. George was replaced by Bucharest office manager 
Mike Mix and I by Mehmet Gözen. Engineering work was slowed down 
too, and the Bucharest Project Office was downsized.

A Trip to the US East Coast

I returned to Istanbul and decided to take a month off work. We went 
to the south of Turkey as a family for two weeks. Then, in July 2005, 
we went to the USA, picked up Gökcan, who was at summer school in 
Washington D.C., and slowly toured the east coast by car. We enjoyed 
the sea for two days in Myrtle Beach. We went to Disneyland in Orlando 
again. We had more fun with the children this time.

We completed our holiday with a day in Miami and took a direct flight 
back to Istanbul. This way we got to tour the east coast by car, just like 
we had toured the west coast.

Some Thoughts Inspired by a Trip…

When I first visited Disneyland, I watched a show of photos of Earth 
taken from space in one of the movie halls. It was so much different 
from the white and grey images of our satellite, the Moon. The Earth 
contained tones of blue, green, brown and white, rotated slowly and im-
mediately conveyed that it contained life. I was so impressed that I did 
a lot of reading on space, the universe and the Earth. I watched science 
fiction and documentaries.

In my second visit to Disneyland, there was a different show at the same 
place, about the place of the Earth in the universe. These shots too 
made a great impression on me. The idea was to show how small the 
Earth was within the universe and to make us think that not everything 
revolved around the Earth and humanity. Indeed, the distances in ques-
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tion were measured in millions of light years, and the billions of stars and 
planets – and the galaxies, that were also thought to be in the billions 
– almost screamed that we should question the central position we tried 
to place ourselves in. It was very difficult for someone like me, who had 
been taught that the Earth was the only life-bearing planet in the uni-
verse, to understand and to internalise what I was seeing.

As an engineer, a manager, someone who reads and travels a lot, I still 
remember distinctly what I thought about then. 

It is just a theory that the planet called Earth was created as the single 
environment for life in a gargantuan universe. There is no other planet 
that has yet been proven to contain life, but since there are billions of 
stars, planets and galaxies containing them, it is highly probable that 
there are other planets containing life in this massive universe. This too 
is a theory.

It is impossible not to ask – like the ancient Greek philosophers who 
looked at the Earth and the stars and made inferences with the very 
little data they had – the questions “What are we? Where are we? Why 
are we living?” As spacecraft have since measured them, we know the 
distances calculated within the Solar System are correct. However, what 
we know about the remainder of the universe is only what telescopes 
can show us. The approximate distances to the stars can be derived 
from their changing positions, angles of observation and luminosity. The 
margin of error is very high with such great distances, and margins of un-
certainty over the accuracy of lenses in measuring movement over such 
distances and values are given in light-years – that is, the distance which 
light travels in a year. Stars can be categorised by the position of the 
colour of light they emit on the spectrum: those closer to red are stars 
that are moving away and those closer to blue are those moving closer 
to us. There is a lot of data indicating that the universe was formed from 
nothing by an explosion called the Big Bang. As distant stars still emit 
reddish light, it is thought that the universe is still expanding. We are 
trying to decipher the secrets of a universe that is growing larger with 
each unit of time.
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We can observe black holes1 (1), billions of stars, quasars2 (2) and red 
dwarfs3 (3), but only from very great distances away.  As the universe is 
expanding more slowly than one would expect, given the gravitational 
force of the amount of matter approximately calculated to exist in the 
universe, there is talk of dark matter4 (4) that may be slowing down the 
speed of expansion and even of dark energy5 (5), and so the mysteries 
multiply. 

Black holes have great gravitational forces that can attract and destroy 
anything.  Mass, light and time lose their meaning there and defy the 
kinds of calculations that are made for visible things. There are theories 
that imagine space as a rather thick rug, and posit that the great dis-
tances mentioned are actually shorter between the folds. The Big Bang, 
an expanding universe, dark matter and dark energy are all subjects of 
theoretical physics and they all await proof. Under the circumstances, 
calculations based only on light and its speed constitute a challenge for 
scientists.

In addition to these distances, it is accepted in physics that small atoms, 
and even smaller quarks, also function in a manner similar to that of the 
universe. But as infinitely smaller sizes replace the great distances in this 
field, so are telescopes replaced by microscopes. Once again there are 
various theories that await proof. This is the field of quantum physics. It 
is certain that there is still much ground to cover.

We know that all this, and the theories have to do with our imagination 
and therefore our brains. However, very little is known about the work-
ing principles of our brains. The theories outlined above have not been 

1	 Black	hole:	A	zone	of	dead	stars	with	very	high	gravitational	force	in	which	
the	laws	of	physics	as	we	know	them	do	not	apply.

2	 Quasars:	Small	galaxies	that	pulse	with	high	energy.
3	 Red	dwarf:		A	dying	star
4 Dark matter: Matter that is not visible in the universe.
5	 Black	energy:		A	type	of	energy	that	has	not	been	proven	to	exist	but	has	

been	posited	theoretically.
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proven and have not led to practical applications. It will be many years 
before that happens.

Engineering is a branch of science that is built on empirically proven cal-
culations. We live in a professional world that is completely calculable. 
We base our work on proven theories. Theories of the universe have not 
yet matured enough to become a part of our profession.

While lifts, space rockets, silicon computer chips and many other things 
were once mere theories, in time they became calculable and entered the 
service of humanity.

But what good is all this for us, for the man in the street? We will be able 
to find new sources and types of energy in case the existing ones run out. 
We will enjoy greater comforts. We may get to visit nearby planets in-
stead of the seaside for our holidays. When we find the going too tough, 
we can escape the Earth to move to another planet.

However, these are long term expectations, which will not come about 
quickly. The rapidly expanding population continues to survive thanks 
only to science. The problems with the rising population are apparent to 
all, both mathematically and empirically. Science somehow manages to 
postpone the problems and provides temporary human comforts until a 
solution is found. These temporary solutions include the healthy construc-
tion of large cities, greater food production, prevention of epidemics and 
measures against disasters. While providing temporary solutions, science 
also points to the underlying problem.

The human population is doubling every 100 years. The economic system 
forces us to consume more resources and we strive for more and person-
ally consume more.

What can be done to prevent the mad depletion of the limited resources 
of the Earth? Our brains have been shown to direct us towards what is 
good for us and towards a better life. Politicians manipulate this tendency 
for their own short-term gain without a second thought. Can we delay or 
prevent the Earth from becoming uninhabitable through a correct popu-
lation planning programme?



295

2005

We make up our virtual worlds and live in them. When we refuse to see 
the facts, these facts make themselves apparent to us somehow. Our 
brains move towards those facts and create a new virtual world which 
includes the new facts. The facts are variable and it is our brains that al-
low us to experience them and infer conclusions. How far can our brains 
help us to create a virtual world that includes all the facts? Will humanity 
be able to work out the unknown, write down facts in the language of 
mathematics and halt the poor course of events, even if it takes a long 
time? Will our children get to live under better circumstances? 

These questions I could not answer back then, nor do I have answers to 
them now. However, it is a good thing just to be able to hope.

In the Romania project, I encountered a way of working that was 
much different from the way we did business with Bechtel in Kazakh-
stan. Although we had undertaken the Ankara-Gerede and Croatia mo-
torway projects together, I realised that Bechtel had different methods 
for project management based on different fields of specialisation. Al-
though there was always an Enka white-collar worker who could do the 
work just as well or even better, they made great efforts to bring in an 
expensive Westerner for every position. These people were generally 
young and inexperienced, and in most cases they had not previously 
been employed by Bechtel. When asked, they said that Enka employed 
similar personnel on its partnership ventures and in this way invested 
in its future. They argued that they were being denied the same op-
portunity, and that cost should not always be the number one priority. 
Although most of the Enka upper managers had carried out similar tasks 
and worked at the same levels in previous Bechtel-Enka projects, Bech-
tel wanted to bring in someone of their own for every task that an Enka 
employee could perform. As a result of working with so many people, 
the number of meetings and the number of people attending them in-
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creased, the meetings took longer and the agenda were disrupted as 
everyone wanted to say something. When no decisions could be taken, 
the usual course of action was to decide to work on it and take a deci-
sion at the next meeting. Unlike me, George preferred meetings of large 
groups instead of small ones. To justify his choice, he came up with var-
ious arguments, such as that it was easier informing everyone this way. 
When I went on resisting, he said it was Bechtel’s management style, 
although I had never come across it in all my work with Bechtel. When I 
did not attend a few meetings, he took decisions that we as Enka could 
not accept. I had to attend all the meetings from then on. I’m still upset 
that we spent so much time on needless meetings that led to no deci-
sions. The employer administration’s incompetence and indecisiveness 
played a role too. This was the one project on which I spent a whole year 
doing so little work.

My fondest memories of the Romania project are of the country’s 
wonderfully green environment and our friendship with Walker. We used 
to travel between worksites a lot and would stop for coffee wherever 
the view best reflected the beauty of nature.  He had transferred to Ro-
mania from Bechtel’s London office. His spouse Nancy and his children 
Carson and Walker Jr. lived in London. When we first met, he seemed 
withdrawn and appeared to treat me cautiously in order to measure my 
approach. His own approach was respectful and non-intrusive and he 
always focused on results without prolonging the issue. I later observed 
that he was like that in all of his relationships. Like me, he worked on the 
subject beforehand, sought the opinion of a couple of people after he 
had formed his own, and took the necessary decisions at the meetings 
between us, which the people who had advised him attended if neces-
sary.

We had a difficult time of all the different pressures and suggestions 
about which computer software should be used after the signing of the 
contract. George and I had to spend a lot of time ensuring that the 
Bechtel Procurement System (BPS) and the Enka Personnel System (EPS) 
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software would be accepted and used in the partnership organisation. 
On this worksite, there was also training on public relations, integrity at 
work and sustainable development, which were Bechtel practices. The 
Six Sigma training on monitoring, control and motivation was particu-
larly interesting. We took preliminary steps towards better teamwork as 
a result of these activities. Walker and his family joined us on the boat 
tour we took every year as a family in August. These were all factors that 
led to us becoming good friends. Later we worked on different projects 
together and attended many of the same meetings. Our friendship con-
tinues without affecting our business relationship.

I realised that Bechtel’s upper management had for some reason ar-
rived at the opinion that Enka was deriving greater benefit from the 
partnership and in pursuing its best interests, and that it did not allow 
Bechtel the opportunity to do the same.

In addition to the idea that most of Enka’s employees were assigned 
with future projects in mind, they thought that Enka’s subsidiaries were 
getting a lot of work from the partnership. Their concerns over subsidiar-
ies were baseless and did not merit discussion. Bechtel was a partner in 
the majority of Çimtaş, but I still observed that most Bechtel employees 
regarded it as Enka’s. As for Kasktaş, it is always one step ahead of the 
competition with its ability to mobilise quickly and finish the work quick-
ly as well as with its pricing, but they thought this advantage stemmed 
from Enka. They also viewed Kasktaş’s earnings as a transfer of profits 
from Bechtel to Enka. Titaş was not involved in Romania, but it had been 
in Croatia. Their view of it was no different than their view of Kasktaş.

There were no valid reasons for them to think this way. Firstly, the jobs 
given to these companies were very small, but had a great impact on the 
rest of the work, and the subsidiaries had been set up by Enka precisely 
for this reason.

Secondly, we had leased equipment from Bechtel Leasing in some 
of our joint work and used this equipment for a long time. Thirdly, these 
issues had never come up during our partnership projects in Kazakhstan.
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In conclusion, although you may be partners with the same company, 
it would not be wrong to state that when you work with different de-
partments and people, the changes in styles of work specific to Western 
companies and the personal approaches of different individuals to man-
agement and partnerships will always have a great impact. 

Istanbul Again

I took a look around my office in Istanbul and tried to determine what 
people entering it would think about my character. My desk was clean 
and tidy, as I had just arrived, but it is usually messy and crowded. This 
could give people a negative first impression. My best quality, as every-
one who is not tidy can attest, is that I can quickly find whatever I want 
within that mess. My office can be called small, but it contains many 
objects: small hand-painted pictures I bought during my travels, a few 
photos from worksites I find interesting, large photos of my children and 
wife, the poems, compositions and drawings my children produced for 
me when they visited me in my office when younger, my certificate of 
membership of the Galatasaray Congress, a lot of books and magazines, 
honorary certificates and plaques I have been given for my work, and 
pictures of Atatürk.  Looking at these, it is impossible for someone not 
to think of me as someone devoted to his work and family, hardworking, 
interested in the arts, a Kemalist, a fan of his team, and a big reader and 
traveller. Just as nothing needed to change in this list, it conveyed a 
good impression. I grew to love my office even more.

As the wheels were turning in the jobs in hand, my first task was to 
chase new tenders. Oğuz Kırkgöz and I took a field trip to Siberia about 
a natural gas pipeline job in the Lake Baikal region. The pipeline, 1,000 
kilometers in length, would be constructed using 42-inch steel pipes 
on frozen terrain. We looked around many sites by helicopter, train and 
car for four or five days. It was there that I learned that the permafrost 
terrain should not be disrupted during or after construction at all costs. 
If the terrain was disturbed, its behaviour changed completely, and be-
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came quite unsuitable and impossible to control. The construction work 
and the operation of the pipeline after construction were to be carried 
out with this in mind. As we awaited the bidding file, we learned that the 
job had been cancelled.

Construction of the Esentai Park Residential, Business and 
Shopping Centre, Almaty, Kazakhstan

SK’s former vice-president Alp Göl got married and settled down in 
Almaty after I left for Romania and by the end of 2005, he had become 
the CEO of a firm called Capital Partners (CP). He dropped by and in-
sisted that we should bid for the first package of the Esentai Park project 
they were planning to undertake in Almaty. This consisted of the design 
and construction of a 46-storey tower. CP was owned by Serzhan Znu-
mashov, a Kazakh citizen, and a Turkish engineer colleague, Burak Öy-
men, who had formerly worked in our investments at Enka Moscow. The 
work was to be undertaken completely on credit, and the whole of the 
credit was extended by Kazkommertsbank (KKB). The firms that would 
bid for the tower package were medium-sized and could make cheaper 
bids than us. They insisted we put in a bid, saying that they knew we 
could not bid more cheaply than some other firms and that they would 
evaluate the offers accordingly. Burak Öymen and Serzhan personally 
visited Enka and said they would like to work with a large firm like ours 
that was well known for the projects it had undertaken in former Soviet 
Republics. We finally made a bid. They worked on it for a while and 
asked questions. After a week of meetings in Almaty, we agreed on the 
contract and technical specifications. They asked for a small discount 
and finally decided to award us the job.

In February, we completed work on the contract for the tower block 
and signed it.

They had conducted ground studies and had a report that no piles or 
ground improvement would be necessary. However, the report from the 
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additional ground studies we were contracted to carry out showed that 
the ground would have to be reinforced. The employer gave credence 
to our study and report. They asked us to send in our calculations and 
design for approval. As a result of our design work with Kasktaş, we 
came up with a solution that involved reinforcing the ground with injec-
tion piles. Once the projects were prepared and approval was granted, 
the work began.

While preparations were under way for the tower project, they asked 
for bids for their other buildings – namely, one of three luxury residential 
buildings and a shopping centre. After we made our bid, they decided 
to award us the work with similar unit prices and contract terms. The new 
contracts were signed and we were paid the advances.

As we had a heavy workload at the time, we could not appoint the 
people we wanted from Enka to the organisation we set up for these 
projects. As project manager, we appointed Burak Derinçay, who had 
worked with us in Saudi Arabia, and had later set up his own firm, but 
was still working on buildings, although he had been away from Enka for 
a long time.

Eşref Denizhan Passes Away
In early 2006, Eşref Ağabey, who had worked in Enka’s highest level 
management for many years, passed away. In addition to being a good 
engineer, he was a valuable person whom I remember for his fondness 
for art, his good conversation and his excellent powers of persuasion.

Kasktaş finished its work on schedule. However, our work on con-
creting the foundations and storeys was not going fast enough for both 
administrative and technical reasons. To speed up the work, we tempo-
rarily sent vice president Tamer Perk, who was preparing to enter an-
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other project at the time, to Almaty. We were only able to pour the first 
foundation concrete in July. We later assigned long-time Enka employee 
Mustafa Özsüt, who had completed work on the embassy project, as 
project manager and sent him to the worksite. Cengiz Türkmen was the 
worksite manager, Şinasi Ayas head of mechanical work, Ferdi Atabek 
head of electrical work, Ali Ak head of architectural and fit out  work and 
İnanç Yurtbay head of the cost and planning department. At corporate 
procurement, architectural work was carried out by Didem Ertok, elec-
trical work by Hakan Yavuz, mechanical work by Murat Bilir and the fa-
cade by Serkan Yalçınkaya. Tamer continued to support the project from 
corporate headquarters for a while. The tower construction included a 
two-meter thick spread foundation. As the building was high and was 
being constructed in an earthquake-prone region, its core contained 
very thick concrete walls with extraordinarily strong reinforcement. In 
other areas, too, the beams and columns were very thick. These were 
to be covered by concrete flooring 15 centimeters thick. The heights of 
the storeys were variable up to the third storey. We purchased new and 
specially-designed formwork, but the lower storeys still required a lot 
of changes to the formwork. We finished the foundations and the base-
ment storeys. As the winter was colder than usual, we spent a longer 
time than we had anticipated on the lower storeys mentioned. Further-
more, the earthquake regulation standards required walls in the core 
area to contain an average of between 600 to 800 kilograms of rebar 
per cubic meter and we found it difficult even to pour the concrete in 
between all that rebar and make it set right. This difficulty persisted 
until the building was completed. We managed to accelerate the work 
with the help of some minor alterations to the project and variations 
in the concrete mixture, but we had to employ more workers than we 
had anticipated. As there were many ongoing construction projects, the 
market prices of steel and cement were going up all the time and it was 
becoming difficult to find materials. Mustafa made great efforts to over-
come many of these problems and get the work in track. Meanwhile, the 
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Building Construction

In building construction work, the items of work are conducted in the 
following order, although some changes may occur due to the flow of 
the designs and materials and the programmes of work:

-Diaphragm walls if there are to be deep excavations, 

-Excavations,

-Driven piles and on-site poured piles if applicable,

-Lean concrete,

-Foundations,

*	 Composite	structure:	Systems	in	which	steel	and	concrete	are	used	together	in	
the loadbearing structures.

employer found our bids acceptable and awarded us the construction 
of buildings B and C. Effectively, we were carrying out the entire project.

Esentai Park was a large project with a covered construction area 
of 350,000 square meters that included a 46-storey tower containing 
offices, a hotel and luxury residences, a large, six-storey shopping cen-
tre, a large gym that was later added on to the shopping centre, luxury 
residential buildings consisting of three blocks of 23 storeys each, large 
covered car parks and intensive infrastructure work. It was the largest 
project undertaken in Almaty. The employer did not have the organisa-
tional capacity to manage a contract using more than one contractor. 
They gave us the entire project out of technical and economic necessity. 
They thought that delays in payments, changes in the designs and mis-
haps in the decision-making mechanism would all be easy for a firm of 
Enka’s calibre to overcome. This way of thinking and acting gave us a 
great deal of difficulty throughout the duration of the project.
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-Concrete work consisting of columns, beams, partitions and flooring, in 
composite* structures steel assembly,

-Brick walls and plaster,

-Screed work,

-Wall cement and gypsum plaster,

-Facade cladding,

-Roof insulation, screed and cladding, 

-Lift shaft guide rail assembly,

-Vertical piping,

-Vertical cable trays,

-Ventilation shafts,

-Horizontal ventilation channels,

-Horizontal piping,

-Horizontal trays,

-Lift machinery assembly,

-Equipment assembly,

-Cable laying,

-Cable termination at electrical panels,

- Connection of the pipes and ventilation channels to the equipment, 

- Suspended ceilings,

- Wet volume stone or ceramic covers, 

-Surface preparation before coating or plastering, 

-First layer of paint,

-Assembly of switches and sockets,

-Assembly of sinks, basins and taps,
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-Installation of carpets and floorboards,

-Final layer of paint and wallpaper,

-Lighting fixtures,

-Stairwell wall cladding and flooring,

-Lift architectural work,

-Staircase ballustrades,

-Infrastructure work, connections and landscaping, 

-Tests,

-Handover work.

In some jobs the employer may only ask for the assembly of vertical 
equipment, the vertical part of the electrical and mechanical jobs and 
the architectural and finishing tasks for shared spaces only, following 
concrete work.  This is termed a “Shell and Core” construction contract.

In other projects the entire work is required to be undertaken. This is 
known as “Turnkey Delivery” construction.

At the Esentai Project, our construction of the tower and the shop-
ping centre was on a Shell and Core basis, while the other buildings 
were to be turnkey deliveries.

In 2007, the Esentai Project began to make very good progress. In 
the autumn 2007, the KKB halted credit lines due to the Asia crisis. The 
employer ensured the continuation of work on the three luxurious res-
idential buildings with a new credit line secured from HSBC. The con-
struction of the tower was completed successfully, barring some delays 
to the facade and mechanical work. Serzhan Znumashov was very scru-
pulous about the entry hall and the CP office floor in the tower building, 
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which we were to deliver in February 2008. Minor shortcomings were ex-
aggerated but once the building was commissioned and tenants started 
moving in, the criticism ceased.

Trip to the Maldives
The delivery of the tower building had begun, and in February 2008, 
during Deniz’s school holiday, we travelled to Dubai and the Maldives. 
We took advantage of a special offer to stay at the famous Burj Al Arab 
Hotel for three nights.  I shall never forget the butler at our door and the 
overblown gold-coloured decorations. From there, we flew to the Mal-
dives. We stayed at a hotel that was half an hour from the capital Male 
by speedboat. The weather was perfect, the sea azure and the food 
delicious. Candan took a photo of me standing next to a pelican and 
talking heatedly on the phone with the people at the worksite during 
the delivery of the Esentai tower building.  It has taken its place in the 
album as a nice memento that will make us laugh whenever we see it. 

2008 was another year of intense work on the Esentai Project.  The 
tower was completed and delivered. Work on residential block A includ-
ed all the trim work with the exception of moveable furniture, and there 
had been a delay with the trim work as we had had difficulty heating 
the building up during the very cold winter of 2007. Besides the trim 
work, the cold gave us problems with the mechanical and electrical work 
too. As the work that needed to be undertaken in the winter could not 
be completed, we brought in lots of workers in the spring months and 
made a push to complete the remaining work.

Just as the workload had become very heavy, Mustafa resigned on 
the pretext of health issues. He was replaced by deputy project manager 
Savaş Yalçın. Some of the people Mustafa had brought along, and who 
occupied important positions, left with him. Aydın Taşdeler and Ayhan 
Yeltik, who had been our employees for many years, joined the team. 
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We later learned that Mustafa and some other people had decided to 
leave after reaching an agreement with another firm. The severe weath-
er and the management changes came one on top of the other. As a 
result, some of the work was not done on time or the required level 
of quality. The onset of the 2008 economic crisis and the delays in the 
payment of dues by the employer, as a result of the bank cutting off 
funding, made our work even more difficult. As we could not pay for 
many urgent materials or the cost of transporting them, their delivery 
was delayed. The delivery of the building, which was supposed to take 
place in June, was not accepted on various pretexts, mostly to do with 
the facade work, and we were presented with a long, ragtag list of er-
rors and shortcomings. Meanwhile, payments stopped completely. We 
carried out the work required by the list of shortcomings and had the 
building ready for delivery in August, but still they did not want to take 
delivery, again citing various reasons to do with quality. The reason for 
all this became clear later. For a long time, it turned out, they had been 
negotiating with another Kazakh firm for the sale of the three luxury 
residential buildings. When the sale went through in May, they decided 
that it would be better for the new firm to set up its own organisation 
and take delivery itself.

Once the concrete works of the shopping centre was complete, due 
to the poor financial conditions, the employer told us not to do the ver-
tical mechanical and electrical works, trim works or shared spaces, but 
only to complete the facade and the roof and to hand over the building 
accordingly. We carried out the work on short order and the building 
was delivered without any problems in September.

Facade work is a type of cladding that uses extruded aluminium pro-
files and glass. It is usually constructed in one of two types:  the stick sys-
tem or the panel system. At the Esentai Project, four of the five buildings 
used the panel system, but the shopping centre alone was to use the 
stick system. In the stick system, the vertical and horizontal aluminium 
profiles are assembled on the building using steel anchors.
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Either the horizontal profiles or the vertical profiles - usually the verti-
cal profiles – are load-bearing. The joints of those profiles are moveable 
to take surface movements on the facade. Following the assembly of the 
profiles, the glass panes are put in place.

In the panel system, panels containing glass that are as wide as one 
or two axes of the building and as tall as a floor are assembled at the 
factory and put in place using cranes. As they are factory-manufactured, 
the likelihood of error is almost zero. This system is better able to take 
horizontal and vertical movement than the stick system. The steel an-
chors on a panel system can be adjusted in all three axes and this makes 
assembly easier.

The main differences between the two systems is that the panel sys-
tem absorbs horizontal and vertical loads better and that it is easier to 
assemble. Panel systems are used in tall buildings to better meet loads 
from the wind and earthquakes.

At the Esentai Project, as the shopping centre was a six-storey build-
ing, it used the stick system. Our subcontractor Çuhadaroğlu earned our 
admiration by performing this work very well and completing it on time.

The payment of dues was still problematic and in October we wrote 
a letter stating that we could no longer continue with the work unless 
all our receivables were paid. We halted all the work on the project. 
In November, we took winter precautions and evacuated the worksite. 
When we stopped work on the project, most of the work on the luxury 
residential blocks B and C, which we were required to complete by May, 
had already been completed, with the exception of infrastructure works, 
the facade, the mechanical and electrical works on the floors, and the 
trim work.

For a long time, we held meeting after meeting with the new owners 
of the residential blocks. They took delivery of the first block we had 
completed and put the residences up for sale. However, there were no 
buyers due to the financial crisis. They were hesitant under the circum-
stances to spend more money to complete the other blocks. We were 
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unable to reach agreement with the new owners of the luxury residential 
blocks about payment for the completion of the work.

Our original employer took delivery of the buildings it still owned, 
paid all our outstanding receivables for these buildings and disap-
peared. In this way, they washed their hands of the issue, saying that all 
the remaining debt was owed by the new owners of the luxury residen-
tial blocks.

The Esentai Park Project was suspended and we had to wait a long 
time to be paid our dues and to be able to complete the work.

Some of our experiences during construction work on the Esentai 
Project taught us very important lessons. We worked very hard to inject 
difficult special concrete that provided 60 newtons per square millimeter 

Celebrating my 30 years at Enka (from left to right: Hilmi Ataman, Öcal Özpınar, myself,  
Şarık Ağabey, Ünal Nakipler, Fahrettin Aydemir, Sera İnce, Alparslan Tansuğ)
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of bearing capacity into what was essentially a pile of rebar. We made a 
lot of effort to find the most suitable additives that would increase the 
fluidity of the concrete. We finally established a way of working, but the 
core area with its high density of rebar continued to give us trouble. This 
situation was reflected on our costs, as it led to delays and increased 
labour costs. The winters of 2007 and 2008 were very cold. Despite all 
the measures we had taken, there were many days when the work was 
halted.

Because there were various jobs that for one reason or another we 
had not been able to do in accordance with our programme of work, and 
that we therefore had to do more rapidly than planned, and in winter, we 
had to establish a system for heating the building throughout. Either the 
employer would not let us use the permanent system in the building, or 
we couldn’t use it because we hadn’t completed it. We therefore used a 
boiler connected to temporary radiators and convector heaters, and this 
increased our costs.

There were many different types of plaster panel walls. We made 
typical errors in their implementation, such as using one type in place 
of another or putting in the simplest system to make things easy, which 
meant that we had to do the work over and over again. In the screed 
work, which we thought had been carefully poured, there were errors of 
up to 1-2 centimeters. We tried to alleviate these by grinding down the 
screed using a polishing machine. The wooden flooring that was laid 
over this surface was criticised a lot. In the last two buildings we grinded 
the screed as best as possible and then applied a special self-levelling 
one. In this, we were successful. However, this was another time-con-
suming and costly undertaking.

A lot of slippages occurred while we were pouring the concrete walls 
for the spiral ramps that descended to the car park levels in the base-
ment. In places, these were so bad that we couldn’t rectify them by 
filling them in with paste, so we covered them over with plaster panels 
instead.  
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The mechanical works, especially within the suspended ceilings in 
the corridors, were a bit delayed. Water leaked from some of the pipes 
during testing and spoiled the suspended ceilings and the installations 
they contained and we had to do them again.

The subcontractors we employed for the panelled facade work did 
not do the job to the standard we expected and a lot of repair work and 
replacement of materials were needed. The roof waterproofing work 
which we did in the winter generally leaked and had to be taken out and 
redone. We also had to keep going back to construct new architectural 
details as these were constantly being changed or forgotten.

The employers tried to have us undertake some work that was their 
own responsibility. We sorted most of this out through meetings. Even 
so, we had to carry out considerable amounts of additional work for no 
monetary reward.

The Esentai Park Project was a large city-centre construction job with 
350,000 square meters of covered area which required the use of diverse 
materials and technical systems and which needed to be finished in 36 
months. The projects sometimes required even a single item of work to 
be carried out with dozens of different details, and a lot of materials had 
to be processed at the worksite. For this reason, our errors inevitably 
multiplied in a job that needed to be done so rapidly. When there were 
problems with the pipes or trays which we had difficulty fitting into the 
suspended ceilings, or when changes were made to the drawings, we 
were unable to reach the locations in question, and had to take out the 
entire suspended ceiling and installations. The concrete work was as not 
free of error as we would have wished due to heavy reinforcement in the 
basement levels and challenges in formwork workmanship. As the fa-
cade work had to be done mostly in the winter in freezing temperatures, 
the workers were unable to work as carefully as required. As a result, 
there were many problems due to the severe winter conditions and the 
need to work rapidly exacerbated the deficiencies in the constructabil-
ity of the project. All this taught us the lessons we needed to carry out 
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much better work on the two residential blocks which we completed 
later as part of the same project.

As the construction market was very busy in 2007 and 2008, we had 
difficulty finding well qualified workers. This was another reason why our 
work was not of the quality we aimed for. Despite all this, we carried out 
decent, acceptable work with respect to the standards.

However, we had to halt the project without completing the last two 
buildings.

Trip to Egypt

In December 2008, we went to Egypt to visit historical sights and mu-
seums during Deniz’s school holiday.

Cairo Museum is full of magnificent artefacts that take one back 5,000 
years. The Pyramids of Giza are surprisingly large structures that go to 
show that humans were capable of carrying out such great work even in 
those days.

However, Cairo is a very crowded and badly maintained city. The traffic 
is constantly at a standstill. We later went to Luxor and stayed in a his-
toric hotel. The tunnel tombs of the pharaohs and the wall decorations 
there were beautiful.

We had a bit of excitement when I accidentally left my medication be-
hind in Cairo. However, my condition is common among the Egyptian 
population, so we managed to find the same medication in Luxor. We 
took a sailboat tour of the Nile, but as the wind died down towards the 
end, we had to complete the route using oars. It was a wonderful trip 
and we were all very pleased with it.

In 2009 we chased up the receivables we hadn’t been paid at Esentai 
and tried to keep the buildings which the administration had not taken 
over from harm. But we got nothing. After long debates, we decided to 
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litigate. We prepared the necessary documentation and sued CP. Un-
fortunately, we had accepted the jurisdiction of Kazakh courts instead 
of international arbitration and we were embarking on a very long and 
difficult process.

The judicial system was complicated. A ruling by one court was over-
ruled by another, which in turn was overturned by the high court. This 
cost us two years of effort. The final ruling was not quite what we want-
ed. We appeared to have won the case, but could bring no enforce-
ment against the employer. The Kazakh firm was owned by a company 
registered in Panama, which in turn, of course, was chained to another 
owner, making it impossible to identify the real proprietors. We had hit 
a brick wall. Later the employer filed a counterclaim, arguing that we 
owed them money, based on a bogus expert’s report that claimed we 
had done less work than we did and took no account of the materials in 
stock. Unfortunately, this case was decided against us.

With the 2008 crisis, not only did the demand for new work die down, 
but employers started trying to cash in our letters of guarantee. This 
happened to us in Russia especially. We found ourselves running a bus-
ier legal department and having more dealings with law firms. For two 
years we had to contend with employers trying to turn the crisis into an 
opportunity in this way, but we managed to give them nothing. 2009 
was therefore a very quiet year in which we did little business.

Gökcan Embarks on his Career

Gökcan graduated from university in May 2010. He said he wanted to 
stay and work in the USA, but had not yet found a suitable job. I asked 
the Bechtel managers whether they had a suitable position. “Yes, we 
also want to hire young graduates and raise them the way Enka does,” 
they told me. They gave Gökcan a job in their Australian projects procu-
rement group based in Houston. Within a month, Gökcan had rented a 
house and a car in Houston and started work.
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Esentai Park, Almaty

I had become very emotional when Gökcan went to university, because 
he had flown from the nest. Now he wanted to stay and work in the USA. 
Gökcan had not only left the nest; he had also left the country.

In 2012 Kazkommertsbank acquired the ownership of the buildings 
and had the employer accept that the court ruling in our favour for the 
execution of debt was correct and had them sign off on it. We came to 
an agreement with the bank and agreed to complete the work and ac-
cept ownership of some of the apartments in lieu of our receivables. The 
bank was also to provide the necessary funds for the completion of the 
work. The whole process lasted about five years and we became sick of 
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it. Finance Coordinator Öztek Kasımoğulları, Cem Çeliker and I became 
very tired and worn out dealing with this business. 

The company to which the initial employer for the Esentai Project 
had sold the three residential blocks to had funded its purchase through 
a Kazakh bank. The Kazakh bank ran into difficulties and was sold to 
Kazkommertsbank, which had also funded the other sections of the Es-
entai project, and so the buildings became the property of Kazkom-
mertsbank. We had hit a brick wall as a result of the court ruling, but the 
wall had suddenly given way and a new path opened up ahead of us. If 
the work was to be completed correctly, they had no choice but to work 
with us. The negotiations for a contract with the bank for the completion 
of the two half-finished blocks took about a year and were completed 
successfully. We resumed work in June 2013.

After all the doubts and uncertainties of the previous five years, we 
were very pleased with the positive outcome of this job. As we had 
agreed during the negotiations to accept payment for our outstanding 
claims in the form of apartments, we picked those that we wanted and 
acquired the deeds. Under the circumstances, the deal was the lesser 
evil.

We set up a new worksite organisation made up of personnel at the 
Kashagan Project who did not have much to do at the time, and em-
ployees who had worked at Esentai before. Çağrı Ertürk became project 
manager, Ertan Şahin worksite manager and Öztek Kasımoğulları, who 
had been involved from the beginning, project coordinator. The remain-
ing work included the completion of the facade, architectural, mechani-
cal and electrical works of the two 20-storey buildings, landscaping and 
infrastructure.

The firm that had carried out the facade work at the beginning of the 
project quoted a ridiculously high price for completing it. We took this 
as an indication that they didn’t want to do the work and contracted 
another firm that had made a bid more in keeping with our own calcu-
lations. The courtyard in the middle of the three buildings was bursting 
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with facade panels that had been manufactured but not put in place. 
What remained was jobs like sorting these out, having those that had 
been damaged repaired or manufactured again, ordering any missing 
panels to be manufactured, and assembling them all together with their 
accessories. It wasn’t difficult, but first the unsorted materials had to be 
put in order. The storehouses contained everything that was necessary. 
Our first job was to categorise the materials. After sorting them out, 
those that had been damaged needed to be replaced with new pur-
chases and assembled into their places. As the camp had not been used 
for a long time, it needed to be refurbished.

First, the current situation at the incomplete buildings in Esentai was 
thoroughly examined and recorded in conjunction with the employ-
er. Notes were made of any work that was erroneous or missing. The 
remaining screed works and plaster panel walls were completed. The 
damaged mechanical installations were taken out. Pipes, ventilation 
vents, cable trays and cables were all put in place. Tests were duly car-
ried out and the suspended ceilings were closed off. The surfaces of the 
walls were corrected and work began on applying two coats of paint. 
Very high-quality work began installing the parquet flooring in level ar-
eas. Before the parquet was laid, the room doors were assembled with 
a protective layer covering them. Rooms where the flooring had been 
done were then closed off to protect them. The architectural assembly 
of mechanical and electrical works such as switches, sockets, sinks and 
toilets was carried out, together with the controlled assembly of kitchen 
counters. Stairway and lift access to the floors was now controlled by 
guards. In this way, the suspended ceilings, wallpapering and carpet-lay-
ing in the corridors could be completed neatly and to a very high stan-
dard. All work on the lifts, except for those being used in the construc-
tion work, was finalised. The last two or three lifts were completed after 
all the work had been done. The new subcontractor for the facade work 
completed the work on schedule and to a good standard. Although the 
car parks had previously been completed, damaged sections were ren-
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ovated. Exchangers, transformers and generators were assembled and 
permanent electricity, hot water, clean water and sanitation connections 
were put in place.

We had some difficulties because the employer had a lot of person-
nel completely controlling the site to ensure high quality, but we com-
pleted the work nonetheless.

The garden and road paving were done very well. In December 2014, 
we delivered the buildings to the employer. A temporary acceptance 
document was signed for all of the work on the Esentai Project which 
had been delayed for so long and given us so much grief.

During this process, we had none of the problems we had encoun-
tered before the suspension of work, and which I summarised above. 
This demonstrated once more just how important the lessons we had 
learned were.

The opening ceremony was held in April 2015. The employer was 
very pleased with the work that had been carried out.  Esentai was se-
lected best luxury residence and best architectural project by Forbes98  
Kazakhstan in 2015. In his speech, the Governor of the Almaty Region 
thanked Enka for not giving up on the job despite the tough economic 
conditions and for producing such high-quality work.

2009

Construction of Plot 4, Imperia Residential and Office Tower, 
Moscow, Russia

Towards the end of 2009, another of our contracts which had been 
suspended due to the 2008 crisis recommenced. The employer for the 
multiple-storey building in the area known as Plot 4 adjacent to Enka 

98	 Forbes:	A	global	media	company	that	produces	business	magazines	in	many	
countries.
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Headquarters in Moscow paid off its outstanding debt and asked us 
to complete the building. Project manager Levent Küçük, a successful 
manager who had worked with us for twenty years, resigned for reasons 
which we couldn’t fathom and left. However, the rest of the core team 
were there and continued the work. We made small additions to them 
from the team in Esentai, which was waiting for work to resume. Savaş 
Yalçın was transferred from Esentai to become project manager, while 
the project’s former head of cost control, Atılım Kurt, became deputy 
project manager. A few field engineers were transferred from Esentai. 
In terms of concrete works, only the uppermost ten storeys remained. 
The facade was 40 per cent complete, and the completion ratios for the 
lift assembly, mechanical and electrical works were quite similar. Very 
little trim work had been done. They paid our outstanding claims. We 
came to an agreement with the employer to make a few minor changes 
to the contract and complete the work in September 2011 and started 
the work. As many of our projects in Moscow, with the exception of the 
Tsvetnoy office and residential buildings, had stopped work at the time 
due to the economic crisis, we called in our unused capacity, rolled up 
our sleeves and set about achieving more work than the programme 
which we had agreed with the employer for 2010 envisaged.

The Plot 4 office tower, located on plot 4 in a region known as the 
City, comprised a 65-storey tower block, including basement and car 
park levels, to be used as offices and residences. The total construc-
tion area was 219,000 square meters. The four-storey basement of the 
building contained the car parks and the technical areas for housing 
equipment. There were offices from the ground floor to the 43rd floor 
and residences from the 43rd to the 60th. In the original project, floors 30 
to 43 were to be a hotel, but they were then changed into office floors 
due to commercial considerations.

Our work included the concrete works, all the facade and roof works; 
the car park floors, the entrance lobbies, all the architectural, mechanical 
and electrical works in the core area, including the lifts, the vertical elec-
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trical and mechanical lines for all other areas and their floor distribution, 
and the assembly of fire alarms, fire sprinkler water and facade heating 
lines only in the office and residence areas.

The employer was very careful to pay the dues on time, despite the 
impact of the economic crisis. We were able to carry out a lot of the work 
using materials which were already available in our warehouses.

The brick works, concrete finishing, facade, electrical and mechanical 
works on the Plot 4 Tower project all went very well and in line with the 
year-end completion programme. The facade and roof insulation work 
were to be carried out by roof cranes after the main cranes had been 
disassembled, but as the roof cranes could not be operated in the wind, 
we had some difficulty completing the work. The entrance and lift halls 
were the places where most of the trim work was concentrated. The 
architectural details, which were not very fancy or complicated, were 
implemented very well. The electrical and mechanical works went up to 
the floors through shafts and were either terminated at the main elec-
trical panels there or were blanked off at the entrances to the floors. In 
the floor areas outside of the core area, only fire water and fire alarm 
systems, smoke detectors99, heating lines and convector heaters were 
assembled. Later the tests were carried out and the automation was 
put into operation. The walls separating the apartments on residential 
floors were built without plastering, the mechanical and electrical works 
running from the shafts to the apartments were hidden under the sus-
pended ceilings in the corridors, the architectural work on the lift halls 
and corridors was finished and the entrance doors were installed.

By the end of the year, everything had been completed except for 
some shortcomings in the facade and the roof, the cooling towers, the 
access roads to the tower from the outside and the infrastructure works. 
The systems that had been completed were tested, delivered and put 
into operation.

99 Smoke detector:  A mechanism that detects smoke and alerts the central alarm 
system.
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There was a lot of snow in Moscow in the winter of 2011. We had 
to halt work on the infrastructure and landscaping work for the Plot 4 
Project completely. We worked on the entrance and lift lobbies, did me-
chanical and electrical works in the technical rooms and made good de-
ficiencies in the areas which had been completed.  Work on the facades 
and the roof had stopped too.

From March until June we worked on completing the facade, the 
roof, the cooling and the infrastructure works, and started to hand them 
over. In the meanwhile, Project Manager Savaş Yalçın was assigned to 
the Muscat worksite and was replaced by his deputy Atılım Kurt. By Sep-

Plot 4 Tower, Moscow
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tember 2011, all of our work was complete, the handovers had taken 
place, the building had been commissioned and the first tenants had 
moved in.

The employer changed some years later. Based on an article of law, 
the new employer sued us demanding that we complete or rectify the 
work the employer thought had been lacking or erroneous, included 
even the wear and tear due to use. After long negotiations, we settled 
on the items of work that would be undertaken. For the most part, we 
agreed that the facade work was not good. The subcontractor, who had 
worked on a turnkey basis, had done a sloppy job. We completed the 
repairs on the facade using the cleaning cranes, after adjustment, al-
though it wasn’t very efficient, in addition to the alpine teams which 
are used very often in Moscow. We redid the roof insulation. Even now, 
teams sometimes have to go to this building to perform minor tasks.

The most important lesson we learned in the construction of this 
building was the importance of asking for a long warranty period when 
contracting out facade work. In harsh arid climates, such as Moscow’s, 
when the silicone between the panels is not put in properly, it peals 
away, causing water to leak inside. The silicone cannot be repaired and 
needs to be stripped off completely and put in again in a dry environ-
ment. This was what happened at this building and we had to redo 
almost all of the silicone work.

We had to do a lot of work to identify shortcomings and errors, as 
the management and the teams had changed a number of times. In 
the end, despite thinking that we had carried out good work, we had 
to deal with problems over a long stretch of time after the project had 
ended. As these problems with facades are very common in Moscow, 
employers are no longer content with a warranty period of 1-2 years and 
ask for 5-7 year guarantees from all contractors. We now carry out more 
meticulous checks on facades built using the panel system and purchase 
consultancy services from experienced firms both for the projects and 
for their implementation.
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Construction of the Lapino Perinatal Hospital, Moscow, Russia

In July 2010, the employer for whom we had previously constructed 
a perinatal100 hospital asked us and a few other firms to bid at very short 
notice for a hospital construction job in the southern Moscow suburb of 
Lapino. Kenan Şahin and Ali Karababa worked very hard on it and we 
handed in the bid in August. After about a month of negotiations on 
the price and talks on the contract, we signed the contract at the end of 
September. By October, we had already started work establishing offic-
es, storehouses and dormitory barracks.

We had such large stocks of camp equipment, materials and con-
struction equipment left over from the intensive work we had done in 
2005-2008 that we could immediately select from among them and start 
work.  We started the excavation and piling work with local subcontrac-
tors who had worked with us many times before. We appointed architect 
Kenan Şahin, a long-time Enka employee, to be project manager. Civil 
engineer Ayhan Yeltik, who had worked in different positions in many 
projects, some of which I was involved in, starting with the Aktau proj-
ect, became head of construction, and civil engineer Ali Karababa who 
had worked in cost control, planning and procurement on a number of 
Moscow projects was made head of internal affairs. 

These three positions are very important within a project organisa-
tion. These three are usually able to fill the other positions in the organ-
isation with people from within and outside the company who they can 
work well with. Well-selected people bring in other well-selected people 
and the project will succeed.

While the Istanbul design office and the local design team set to work 
on detailed drawings with the subcontractors, Kenan began to fill in the 
missing pieces needed to ensure the expert approval of the preliminary 
design with local design institutes, a fire consultant, and architects, and 
to obtain the approvals.

100 Perinatal: The	period	from	the	28th	week	of	pregnancy	to	the	week	after	childbirth.
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The Lapino Project had a construction area of 42,600 square meters 
consisting of a basement floor, five storeys and a terrace roof. It was to 
be a beautiful structure set in the woods with outside roads, an open car 
park, a transformer101 building, a wastewater filtering facility and green 
areas. When I first visited during the piling and camp construction work, 
we had difficulty finding the site, as it wasn’t visible from a distance. 
The forest was thick and unless you were paying attention, it would not 
have been easy to spot the building during or even after construction. 
The basement was to contain technical units, the main block a medical 
centre with 87 beds, one of the two auxiliary blocs a spa102 and a reha-
bilitation103 centre and the other food preparation facilities.

It was the first time I had had the chance to work on a hospital con-
struction project. I travelled regularly to the Lapino worksite every 
month. We held meetings to discuss the situation assessment, general 
problems and the progress of the budget.

When the piling work in Lapino was completed, we broke off the 
pile-heads and started pouring lean concrete, taking care to protect it 
from the elements. We had finished mobilisation work by the end of the 
winter, albeit with some difficulty.

101 Transformer: A mechanism that changes the voltage of an electrical current.
102	Spa:	A	therapeutic	centre	that	makes	use	of	the	healing	effects	of	water.
103	Rehabilitation:	Restoration	of	lost	bodily	functions.

I Get a Boat Built

If you find yourself in Moscow in the winter, you can make yourself feel 
warmer inside by talking about what you will do in the summer. Alp 
Doğuoğlu, a member of our Board of Directors who was in Moscow on 
business of his own, is known for his fondness for sailing. He told me that 
he wanted to get a single-cabin twelve meter motor yacht constructed 
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for use in Istanbul and convinced me to have a boat built too. He said 
that if we had two of the same built when we went back to Istanbul, we 
could get them cheaper. Moreover, the construction would be of better 
quality if we both supervised it. We put in our order with a firm in Tuzla 
and signed a contract. Alp Doğuoğlu had had a boat built by this com-
pany before and was happy with it. Things did not go as we expected 
and every item we tried to rectify or change took a long time either for 
pecuniary reasons or due to lack of time. As it is not in my nature to let 
work take its course and be content with whatever emerges in the end, 
the manufacturing process was quite a struggle. Although it was painful 
at the time, I ended up with a boat that was more or less what I wanted 
and which I enjoy sailing in. What I like most is to take a seat in the back 
well deck while touring the Princes’ Islands and the Bosporus in the sum-
mer and to watch the European cycling tours and Formula 1 on TV, as 
there isn’t much football at that time of the year.

In Formula 1, I’ve been a fan of Kimi Raikonen for 15 years. I was up-
set when he stopped piloting in Formula 1 and started competing in 
the World Rally Championship, and I was happy when he returned. Al-
though he appears a cold person, the ambition that can be read in his 
eyes has never failed to impress me. Although he is getting older, he 
will race for Sauber and not Ferrari this year and I will naturally watch his 
performance with pleasure.

Among the cycling tours, I think the most important are France, Italy and 
Spain, in that order. The British Sky team, who come out on top in all the 
tours, and their bionic cyclist Chris Froome are legendary. The rumour 
that the Sky team will not be able to compete as their sponsor is pulling 
out has made me quite upset. Perhaps I will now support Team Movistar 
and their Columbian cyclist Nairo Quintana.

In the English Premier League, I am a devoted Arsenal fan. Unai Emery 
replacing Arsene Wenger as manager will change many things. Wenger 
made Arsenal a world-class team after discovering many great footbal-
lers and transferring them for small amounts before making them fa-
mous and sending them off elsewhere for large sums. I’m eager to see 
whether Arsenal can continue their success.
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Construction of the Lapino Perinatal Hospital, Moscow

In 2011, the concrete work began on the Lapino Project. The weath-
er was getting better and the piling work had been completed. By the 
end of August, the concrete work had been finished and it was time 
for the facade and the electrical, mechanical and architectural works. 
By the end of the year, we had made greater progress on these items 
of work than expected. For work in the winter, temporary windows had 
been installed and the heating system had been switched on to ensure 
inside temperatures of 6-10oC. We could work comfortably indoors, in-
dependent of the outside temperature or precipitation. We had begun 
the infrastructure work in August. We managed to complete most of the 
sanitation and rainwater lines and do the backfilling before the rain and 
snow commenced.
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In the winter months of the new year, we were working in suitable 
conditions in indoor areas at 6-10oC. We did good architectural, elec-
trical and mechanical work, and made almost as rapid progress as we 
had in the summer months. Everything in this building, except for the 
medical equipment, was covered by our contract. We worked on the 
details right from the beginning of the work, and the difficulties usually 
faced when the details of electrical and mechanical works carried out 
within suspended ceilings on the various floors of buildings is not done 
well did not pose a significant problem here. The architectural details 
were applied very well, with the exception of the Spa building. The sus-
pended ceiling of the pool section in this building was very irregular in 
shape and made use of plaster panels. We had to spend a lot of time on 
corners, bows and slopes. We had to make strenuous efforts before the 
employer would be satisfied with it. We finished all the work and started 
handing over systems and floors in August. We were on time with the 
completion of all the work necessary for the employer to start installing 
the medical equipment they had brought in themselves in May, and the 
installation of the medical equipment was completed on time. In Sep-
tember, training was provided to the people who were going to work at 
the facility, and work was undertaken to alleviate any shortcomings. With 
the many changes demanded for the spa section completed, the entire 
building was delivered in October. The hospital became completely op-
erational at the end of October. Although there were a few minor prob-
lems, the employer was generally happy. They therefore they asked us 
to make a bid for a new hospital they intended to build in Ufa and before 
long we were talking about the contract and negotiating over the price.

Marmaray Railway Project Construction Bid

In October 2010, the second bidding package for the Marmaray Proj-
ect arrived. The project had initially been awarded to the French but it 
had then been cancelled because they could not undertake the work. 
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Our general bidding group started working on it with Bechtel. Şan Gür-
damar was the head of the group. When the Muscat Airport contract, 
on which Şan and his team had done a great deal of work, was signed, 
Şan and the whole team transferred to that project and the corporate 
bidding group was shut down. From that group, our group was joined 
only by Baran Özgen, who had worked on the first bid for the Marmaray 
Project. We started working on this tender with a large team, together 
with the Bechtel team.

This project covered the renovation of the Gebze-Halkalı suburban 
railway line, and would be undertaken in the wake of the first-phase 
work, which included the construction of the Bosporus railway tunnel 
and a number of stations, and was now nearing completion. As trains 
would be operating at higher speeds under the new project, the route 
which then consisted of one track in either direction, had been expand-
ed to three lines. The slopes and vertical and horizontal curbs had all 
been changed to accommodate faster speeds. All the stations, bridges, 
overpasses and underpasses were to be demolished and reconstructed. 
The tender involved the pricing of a project package that included all 
this work. As the entire line passed through urban areas, between build-
ings, kilometers of retaining walls were to be constructed.

The first phase had consisted of the Gebze and Halkalı stations, the 
hangars there, the lines within the stations and the part of the railway 
line from Gebze to Pendik. The second stage related to the construction 
of the remaining stations and lines. The programme of work was very 
tight and difficult. Almost all of the retaining walls had to be pile walls 
so that the work could proceed quickly, although this was an expensive 
solution.  We selected this method because the retaining walls were the 
most critical item in the programme. In the second phase, as soon as 
the line was shut down, all the stations and bridges would have to be 
demolished and rebuilt simultaneously. This would require a large num-
ber of teams and a great deal of equipment. It was clear that shutting 
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down these bridges and crossings would seriously upset the city traffic. 
However, it was not impossible.

The employer had done its homework on the terms of the contract, 
and in order not to experience the same disputes which had led to the 
French firm working on the first tender seeking litigation, it had made 
amendments to its own benefit and left the new firm little space for 
manoeuvre.

Taking all this into account, we finished working on our price and 
our means and methods of construction and handed in our bid at the 
beginning of March 2011. We were among the highest bidders, as many 
of our rivals had calculated their prices by making a discount on the 
total budget set aside for this project by the state, and had not taken 
the difficulties to be faced into account. The contract was awarded to 
the Spanish, who had made a very low bid. In the first tender too, the 
contract had been awarded to the lowest bidder without a thought for 
the technical dimensions and programme of work, but that contractor 
had been unable to complete the job. This bid was even lower than the 
previous one, and they awarded the work to the lowest bidder once 
more. The new contractor stopped working after a while.

Now they are trying to complete the project by splitting it up among 
many contractors. The project should have been finished in 2013 but is 
still under way in 2018!

Abu Dhabi Airport Construction Bid

In February 2011, we received the pre-qualification documents and 
then the bidding file for the Abu Dhabi Airport job, for which we had 
previously applied for pre-qualification. We had applied for this job as a 
partnership between Bechtel, Enka and the local firm AlJaber. We start-
ed to work on our bid.

Istanbul was chosen as the centre for the bid preparation work. Meh-
met Gözen of Enka, Mike Lewis of Bechtel and Howard Nuttal of AlJaber 
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were put in charge. They started working with a large organisation that 
included a whole crowd of architects, civil, mechanical and electrical 
engineers, and support teams.

Weekly progress meetings were held, gaps were filled, the team was 
strengthened where needed and decisions were made that would take 
the work forward. AlJaber carried out the entire work on the concrete 
works, walls, plastering and screed, Enka took on all the architectural, 
mechanical, electrical, facade and roofing work, and Bechtel provided 
the teams with the necessary technical support.

Quantities were checked, prices of materials were taken, direct hours 
were calculated, long texts were written on technical matters and the 
methods for undertaking the work, a programme of work was devel-
oped and the costs were calculated accordingly.

We made our bid for Abu Dhabi Airport at the end of September. We 
attended the meeting with top executives. Questions were asked and 
detailed answers were provided. Mike delivered a very well prepared 
presentation when they then asked for one. They told us they wanted 
our final and best offer and that they would consider the changes we 
were seeking to the contract terms if we were selected. We gave them 
our final best offer, but a month later they asked for another final best 
offer. Following a period of silence, we discovered in March 2012 that 
the contract had been awarded to the CCC-TAV partnership.

2010-12

Construction of the Palace, Conference Hall and Mausoleum, 
Gabon

In 2010, Bechtel signed a general infrastructure development and 
engineering  contract with Gabon. They were to manage a Gabonese 
state venture established to this end. Henri Ohayon, whom I had worked 
with on the Tengiz projects, was to head this company. They told us they 
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would take bids from us for the work for which the projects were ready. 
They would let us know about the schedule.

I would travel to Gabon and meet Henri Ohayon and state officials 
once every three or four months in order to maintain a close relation-
ship. Once, when we went to a meeting with President Ali Bongo On-
dimba, he told us tearfully about the importance of the new mauso-
leum for his father Omar Bongo in Franceville, which he said it was a 
priority. His father was a head of state whose word was much trusted 
by other African states and a successful mediator. I had heard that he 
had resolved the border dispute between Chad and Libya. He had also 
successfully mediated many disputes among Central African countries. 
He was the longest serving president in the world after Fidel Castro. 
One cannot say that Gabon experienced much development under his 
presidency.  There are of course rumours that as president, he worked 
not for the people but for his own family. He was also quite a ladies’ 
man and married three times. He fathered more than twenty children 
and had many mistresses. According to the rumour mill, the Peruvian 
beauty queen he invited to Gabon had a difficult time getting away. He 
converted from Christianity to Islam in Libya in 1973. From that point 
onwards, the number of Muslims in Gabon increased. It was said at the 
time that 25-30 per cent of the population were Muslims. Ali Bongo was 
elected president in 2009 after the death of his father. Despite claims 
that his father had gone to Spain for treatment, where he died, because 
he was being accused of bribery in France, both leaders got on very well 
with France. I often heard this saying of Omar Bongo’s: “If France is the 
driver of the car, Gabon is the fuel.” We naturally took our leave of the 
president saying that we would do everything we possibly could for his 
father’s mausoleum.

The first Central African country I had visited since my safaris in Tanza-
nia and Kenya was Gabon. You land in the capital Libreville seven hours 
after taking off from Istanbul on a Turkish Airlines flight. As it is right on 
the Equator, it has a typical tropical climate. Six months of the year are 
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dry and the other six rainy. The temperature remains almost the same 
all year round, with a variation of just a few degrees. When carrying 
out construction work in this country, precautions have to be taken not 
against the heat or the cold, but only against the rain in the wet season.

We signed the contract at the end of 2012. We got paid most of our 
advances in April 2013. Cem Uysal was the project manager, Ayhan Yel-
tik the worksite manager and Esat Türkan deputy project manager. We 
began working on the palace and mausoleum projects in May.

Another Surgical Operation 

Due to the calcification of my middle ear due to my bone disease, my 
hearing in my right ear had deteriorated and I had to have surgery. I un-
derwent surgery in Baltimore in April 2013. I chose to have it done there 
because it had taken me weeks to find my balance and be able to walk 
again after my first operation in Istanbul. There were none of the comp-
lications that occurred after the first operation and I returned to normal 
within a week. I was forbidden to fly during the month following surgery. 
We spent this time with Gökcan in Houston. Houston was 20 hours from 
Baltimore by car. We drove down in two days, overnighting in Atlanta.

On the day of my surgery, my father-in-law Rauf Baba passed away and 
we were unable to be there for his funeral. Of course, we were all very 
saddened. I went home towards the end of May. My hearing had almost 
been restored to within the normal limits. This was a good result.

Rauf Baba had Alzheimer’s disease. He had been completely cut off from 
the world for the last few years. With complications arising from old age, 
the inevitable occurred while we were in the USA. As my surgery and 
recovery were difficult, Candan stayed with me and could not make it to 
her beloved father’s funeral. In the circumstances, it took her a few weeks 
to deal with the psychological blow. He was from a poor family, he had 
studied at the Darüşşafaka but he had had to drop out. He worked as a 
clerk at the post office and a shop assistant in the Covered Bazaar before 
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We had signed contracts for two projects at the Libreville Democracy 
Park. The Palace Project was to be carried out in Libreville, in the area 
known as Democracy Park, on the hill where the old conference hall and 
assembly buildings stood, on the site of the Omar Bongo’s former pal-
ace, which had been demolished. The project consisted of three build-
ings: a building for habitation, an assembly building and an entrance 
building. It had 17,000 square meters of indoor space. Our contract also 
encompassed all the infrastructure work in Democracy Park. The build-
ing had been designed by a French architect and involved expensive 
natural stone, comprehensive architectural details and modern mechan-
ical and electrical systems. The second project, which was the Confer-
ence Hall, had 20,000 square meters of indoor space and four storeys, 
and had been designed by an American architect to hold international 
meetings. It would be visible from throughout Libreville. It was designed 
as a very special steel structure with unique architecture in harmony with 
its environs.

As the Palace was situated on a hill, a part of the building rested on 
the backfilling after the excavations, and bored piles were to be used in 
these areas. Although it was not a lot of work, a pile-driver was needed. 
We had brought in this piece of equipment in April. We started the pil-
ing work after carrying out the excavations and completing backfilling in 
certain locations. A ground study was carried out in a few problematic 

founding his own business. He succeeded as a toy manufacturer, set-
ting up his own factory under the name Alasya Toys and was a valuable 
member of the community who had been chairman of the chambers of 
industry. He was very well loved and respected. He liked and trusted me 
very much. During the early period of his illness, he thought I was his 
father and called me by that name. We tried to explain, but he insisted. 
It makes me happy to think that I may have held such a cherished place 
in his mind.
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areas to decide on the lengths of the piles. We waited for the outcome 
of the study for those areas while completing other piling work in short 
order. The Istanbul engineering office drew up working drawings in line 
with the initial design sent in by the French architects and dispatched 
them to the worksite without delay.

For the Conference Hall, we drew up the implementation and fabrica-
tion drawings for the steel work on the basis of the preliminary design, 
where they had been treated in detail. With the permission of the em-
ployer, we then began manufacturing them at the Çimtaş plant. Before 
we could begin the piling and foundation work in the field, the existing 
building had to be demolished. It was an old, well-known building and 
the employer was hesitant about demolishing it. After some delay, they 
told us we could go ahead and demolish it. We began the demolition 
work in July.

The Mausoleum was to be built in Omar Bongo’s native village, close 
to the small town of Franceville in the southeast of the country. A mauso-
leum had been built for him close to the present location before, but for 
some reason they had decided to build a new one. The new mausoleum 
project included a mosque, a library, a museum, a large courtyard and 
finally the mausoleum itself. The total indoor space was 8,500 square 
meters. There was to be a rather large bridge at the entrance to the 
courtyard.

We started the excavation work, the assembly of the tower cranes 
and the concrete plant we had brought in. The administration wanted 
us to use a large hotel there, instead of setting up a camp. The hotel 
was large enough to house everyone except the local workers. From 
its gardens, you could see a lagoon formed by one of the rivers, with 
hippopotami in it. It was surrounded by thick jungle and had a beautiful 
view. On our first visit to the camp, we took the president’s private plane, 
accompanied by his personal aide, top executives of the employer and 
the Moroccan architect who had designed the mausoleum. There were 
to be many mosaic pictures and decorations on the floors, walls and 
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ceilings of the buildings here. Moroccan craftsmen would be brought in 
by the Moroccan architect to work on the decorations. All the floors, the 
courtyard and the facades were to be covered with the most expensive 
onyx marble. For this purpose, the employer had directly engaged a 
Turkish marble firm. The employer was very keen to see progress. They 
paid all the advances in April and May, and things looked like they were 
going well.

We established our own concrete facility for the concrete works and 
brought in the necessary pumps and trucks. With the duration of the 
work in mind, we made a major purchase of ready-made formwork. The 
excavations were undertaken by a local firm. Right after the excavation 
work, a foundation-laying ceremony was held. We held a ceremony at-
tended by Ali Bongo, leading statesmen and ourselves. The concrete 
work was a very difficult task: we had to work like sculptors and even 
the smallest reinforced concrete elements had to be poured on site. 
Engineer Mehmet Taktak, who had previously worked as the head of 
concrete work on our motorway projects, worked very carefully with his 
team to ensure that all the work was done to a very high quality. As a 
result, all the concrete works were finished to their satisfaction in No-
vember. The teams brought in by the Moroccan architect arrived and 
began undertaking architectural work. The mosaic work they carried out 
was truly beautiful. They placed the mosaic stones on an adhesive sheet 
of paper laid out on the ground to form the image desired, then they 
applied adhesive to the other side and lifted the sheet to stick it on the 
wall. I must say they were very capable artists. Personnel from the same 
firm were to carry out the trim works. At first, they asked us to do the 
mechanical and electrical work. They wanted us to take care of the coor-
dination with the architectural work. Then they changed their minds and 
decided to have a French firm carry out the mechanical and electrical 
works and to do the coordination themselves.

The Turkish firm which had been awarded large volumes of marble 
work did not begin work because it had not been paid after the marble, 
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mostly for the courtyard, had arrived, nor did they bring in any new 
materials. It was us who laid the marble that had arrived. Because there 
was no marble left after the courtyard had been completed, they asked 
us to paint all the facades of the buildings the concrete work, walls and 
plastering of which had been completed white. As the opening date was 
approaching, temporary wooden doors and windows were put in. Work 
on the roads and retaining walls was completed. In the end, the open-
ing was held with much pomp and ceremony. After that, they didn’t pay 
the other firms either, and they stopped working too. The work stopped 
almost completely, and we withdrew all our teams and equipment from 
the field to Libreville.

By the end of 2013, we had finished work on the excavations and 
piling for the construction of the Palace, and completed a third of the 
concrete works. Meanwhile we had demolished the former conference 
building and cleared the debris, completed the excavations and began 
work on the piling. However, we had to call a halt to the work as our 
dues had not been paid for a long time.

To undertake this work, we had constructed a model camp in Libre-
ville for 1,500 people. We gathered all our employees from the different 
regions there. Despite receiving assurances at the ministerial level about 
payments, nothing came of it.

The Mausoleum
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After June 2014, when we halted work in Gabon, we received noth-
ing other than a symbolic payment. After much correspondence, we 
signed a protocol that introduced a timetable for payments at the end 
of 2015 and left Gabon almost completely. However, they did not pay 
our receivables in spite of this protocol. We went to arbitration and won, 
because we had a strong protocol in our hands. However, the Gabonese 
government has still made no move to pay us. Our plan is to have the 
decision ratified in France and the USA and to collect our receivables 
from Gabon’s partnerships in those countries.

The most important lesson to be learned from the Gabon projects is 
that it is wrong to sign contracts for projects the financing of which has 
not been guaranteed by letters of credit from one or more large banks. 
Business is very slow in sub-Saharan Africa and it takes lot of getting 
used to. I hope we will be able to collect our receivables soon.

2012

Construction of Plot 12 Residential and Business Centre,  
Moscow, Russia

As in the case of Plot 4, the construction of the tower on Plot 12, 
which we had started before but halted with the 2008 crisis, resumed 
after the ownership changed and bank financing was secured. While the 
owner of the employer company had changed, the company was the 
same, so we added an annex to the contract concerning its duration and 
scope and re-started the construction work in May 2012.

This building had a composite structure in which steel had the great-
er weight. The core and the flooring were of concrete and the other 
components were of steel.

The steel and concrete work had been completed on 48 of the total 
of 74 storeys, apart from some minor work which still remained to be 
done. We were to begin by completing the unfinished welding work 
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on the existing steel assemblies. Then we were to check the bolts with 
torque wrenches104 and carry out the steel and concrete work on the re-
maining floors. The contract encompassed the concrete work and steel 
assembly works, all the mechanical and electrical works except for the 
floor distribution, and the elevators. They asked us to make a bid for the 
architectural work in the common spaces, and after a bit of negotiating, 
they added this work to the contract as second-phase work.

We made Hüseyin Çalın, who had brought the project through to its 
current stage, our project manager. We also gathered together as many 
of the people who had worked on the steel and concrete work of the 
project as we could and filled those positions that were still vacant with 
people from other projects or newly-hired staff. Mehmet Gözen was the 
corporate project officer. We began work on the unfinished welding, the 
torqueing and the mobilisation.

As the world economy had performed well between 2004 and 2008, 
the construction sector was vibrant throughout the Commonwealth of 
Independent States (CIS). There was a surge in the number of construc-
tion projects for multi-storey office and residential buildings, oil facilities 
and factories. Due to the high level of demand, we did a lot of business. 
Our rivals also secured and carried out a large amount of construction 
work. Work stopped all of a sudden with the 2008 economic crisis. A lot 
of work was left incomplete and a lot of receivables were not paid. Some 
employers tried to cash in the letters of guarantee they had been given 
by the contractors in order to complete urgent unfinished jobs. There 
were many problematic contracts that led to lawsuits. There were three 
or four years of stagnation. During and after the period, prices fell. Small 
contractors who wanted to stay in business began offering low prices 
which would only just meet their costs, or even make them a small loss, 
for the sake of getting business and doing work. It was impossible for us 
not to be affected by this business climate. There was less work in the 

104	Torque	wrench:	 Wrench	used	to	test	for	the	clamping	and	calibration	of	bolts.	
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CIS countries, but more in Iraq, the Middle East – especially the Gulf 
countries – and the Balkans. Competition was high in those markets, but 
we managed to sign a few large contracts thanks to our experience and 
reputation in these regions, and this ensured continuity. These projects 
included the Irbil and Sulaymaniyah Power Plants, Muscat Airport, the 
Kosovo Motorway Projects and the Russian Hospital Projects. 

The Plot 12 Project was one of the more significant projects affect-
ed by the events of this period. During the first phase of the project, 
the installation of the mechanical pipes and ducts, electrical trays and 
busbars105 had begun, work was under way on the lower-floor facades 
and the lift rails, and a completion rate of almost 20 per cent had been 
achieved. By September, work had resumed under all of these disci-
plines. The Russian firm undertaking the facade work made a rapid start 
by assembling those panels that had been manufactured but not yet 
put in place. The bulk of our work was concentrated in the central area 
known as the core, so it was easy for us to heat up these small spaces 
on the floors we were working on and carry on working in the winter. 
The facade subcontractor stopped working and didn’t do much over 
the winter because they were awaiting the assembly of glass and alu-
minium parts to produce new panels with. We were unaffected by this 
and went on working. However, they had stretched the capacity of the 
special tower cranes we used to lift steel assembly materials, and the 
boom106 on one of the cranes was bent. The other crane had to assist 
with the repair work. As a result, we had to work haphazardly for two or 
three weeks. It took us almost a month to resume our normal pattern 
of work. The steel assembly and concrete work were severely affected 
by this problem. However, this work was not critical within the overall 
programme, and these delays had not impact on the completion date.

105 Busbar: A	prefabricated	and	modular	system	designed	for	the	distribution	and	
transfer	of	electrical	energy.

106 Crane boom:	Crane’s	lifting	arm.
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While the steel and reinforced concrete work continued on the upper 
floors, we were also working at lower levels on the brick walls, plaster 
pane walls, plaster, surface preparation and screed and ceramic floor-
ing work, starting from the bottom upwards. In addition, the vertical 
electricity and mechanical lines were being laid and rails installed in the 
lift shafts.  After the concrete and steel assembly work was completed, 
the architectural work on the lift machinery rooms was finished and the 
assembly of the machines began. With the rails already in place, we 
started installing the lifts. In the basement floors and intermediate tech-
nical floors, the assembly of mechanical and electrical equipment and 
electrical panels were being executed. The architectural work on the lift 
halls and entrance floors was done in such a way that it would not be 
affected by the movement of workers and materials. 

The facade work accelerated from March onwards and caught up with 
the programme towards the end of the year. Over the summer months, 
we also completed the insulation work on the open terraces.

The cranes were no longer needed and one of them was used to dis-
assemble the other, which was in turn disassembled and taken down by 
a temporary crane set up by the crane company. The temporary crane 
was taken down using the Alimak worksite lifts and suspended cranes 
that we were using to move our own workers and materials. This was 
an important part of our work that needed to be carried out slowly and 
carefully and it was done without problems. The employer had provided 
the cranes for our use. First they wanted to keep them in our storehouse, 
but later they changed their minds and sold them to us for a price we 
could hardly refuse.

At the end of 2013, the mechanical, electrical and lift work was all 
complete and the testing began. The architectural work that had been 
left until last because of the movement of workers and materials was 
completed at around the same time. In April, the cooling systems were 
tested and handed over to the employer in June 2014. I later heard that 
the building had changed hands again for various reasons. By 2018, it 
had still not been put into commercial use.
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We experienced no significant problems during the second period of 
construction of this building, other than the crane accident and a few mi-
nor quality issues. It was one of our most successful undertakings in this 
respect. However, because the building is not occupied, we have yet to 
come across any of the problems that might arise from its use.

Ufa Perinatal Hospital, Bashkortostan, Russia 

2013 was a good year and we took on a lot of new work following 
a long quiet period. In 2013, contracts were signed or work began on 
the Moscow Plot 12 building, the Ufa Hospital, the Georgia Compressor 

Plot 12 Tower Construction
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Stations, the Gabon Projects and the remaining work at Esentai and the 
Tengiz Tank Farm. 2014 was therefore a very busy year.

The employer for the Lapino Project continued its investments with-
out a pause. After evaluating offers for the construction of a new hospi-
tal, they decided to keep working with us. In March 2013, we signed the 
contract for the construction of the Ufa Perinatal Hospital in the capital 
of the Republic of Bashkortostan. Lapino Project Manager Kenan Şahin 
was appointed Moscow corporate coordinator for the Ufa Project, Fırat 
Galipoğulları was named project manager, and Lapino Project deputy 
managers Özgür Çalışkan and Mustafa Bilek became his deputies. 

We started to mobilise immediately with equipment and camp mate-
rials transferred from Moscow. Meanwhile, a symbolic foundation laying 
ceremony was held.

The Ufa Perinatal Medical Centre, to give it its full name, was to be 
constructed on a plot of 4.22 hectares in the Oktyabrsky district of Ufa.  

The project had a gross construction area of 33,300 square meters 
and included the construction of a women’s and childbirth hospital con-
sisting of a basement and seven upper floors.  

Of the 95 beds at the hospital, 51 were for physiology, pregnancy 
pathology107 and observation units and the remaining 44 were for new-
born rehabilitation, new-born pathology, gynaecology, in-vitro fertilisa-
tion and inpatient units.   

The hospital was also to have a polyclinic with a capacity of 100 child 
and 150 adult patients a day. In addition, there was to be a laboratory 
and physiotherapy108 centre. 

The hospital was designed as two main blocks: Block A contained the 
medical centre and Block B contained administrative and food prepara-
tion units. 

107		Pathology: The branch of medicine that identifies changes in tissue and cells for 
diagnostic	purposes.

108	Physiotherapy: Treatment	using	heat,	light,	water	and	movement.
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We settled out personnel temporarily into a nearby hostel. In mid-
May, a local subcontractor started to pour the lean concrete using forms 
and equipment provided by us. There was no piling work on this proj-
ect, but as the project was located in a forest, a significant number of 
trees had to be cut down. This meant that we had to obtain permits 
and have inspections. As a result, the foundation work was slightly de-
layed. In June, the pace picked up. Since the designers had opted for 
mushroom flooring placed on columns without beams, the concrete slab 
work advanced by one floor every week. The brick walls, plastering and 
electrical and mechanical works gradually followed. We had completed 
most of the concrete work, walls, plaster and screed work by the end of 
October and prepared for the winter by insulating the building. We fin-
ished the small amount of work on the glass facade in November, as we 
had planned. Temporary windows were installed covered with rock wool 
wrapped in plastic. The heating system, piping and radiators were as-
sembled. The building was temporarily connected to the heating plant 

Ufa Perinatal Hospital
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set up for the camp and warmed up quite well. In this way, the screed 
works, brick wall construction, plastering, plaster pane partition wall as-
sembly, surface correction and wet-volume ceramic work could all carry 
on over the winter.  The assembly of the mechanical piping, trays, cables 
and equipment was also completed in the winter months together with 
the assembly of the lifts, lift rails and machinery.

In the spring, work began on the tiling and plaster work on the fa-
cade and the installation of the windows. Inside, once the work in the 
rooms was completed, switches, sockets and fittings were installed and 
the finished rooms were locked down. The employer was able to start 
installing the medical equipment sooner than it had anticipated.

The handovers went ahead in September 2014. After about a month 
of trial operation, the employer officially opened the hospital in Octo-
ber, and it began to function commercially.

As this was the second project carried out with the same employer 
organisation, and both sides were already familiar with the way the other 
one worked, we didn’t experience many problems. Our project manag-
er Fırat Galipoğulları and the other members of our organisation got 
almost full marks for the quality of the work as well as for their relations 
with the employer and local administrations.

After this project, the employer had another, smaller hospital built. 
They worked with a smaller firm on this project. They keep asking us 
to bid for new projects, which we do, but we haven’t signed any more 
contracts yet because they always want it to be cheaper.

Deniz Graduates from High School

My daughter Deniz graduated with good grades from the Koç High 
School in 2014. Like her older brother, she wanted to go to university 
abroad. To get into a good university in Turkey, you have to prepare for 
years. The best universities in Turkey, which everybody wants to get into, 
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Construction of the South Caucasia Natural Gas Pipeline 
Compressor Stations, Georgia

Under the South Caucasia Natural Gas Pipeline Extension Project, BP 
had taken a bid from the Bechtel-Enka partnership for the roads, excava-
tion, backfilling, camp and administrative buildings for the construction 
of two compressor stations. Once again, our proposal took 3-4 months 
to prepare. It was submitted in June 2012. We had been negotiating on 
this bid for a while when they asked for another bid which would encom-
pass all of the work, including the mechanical and electrical assembly of 

are sometimes ranked among the best 400 in the world and sometimes 
not. The SAT exam for getting a place at American universities, which 
is a bit like the university entrance examinations in Turkey, is also quite 
difficult. If you obtain a very high grade in the university entrance exams 
in Turkey and rank among the top 5,000, you get to receive a higher 
education at one of Turkey’s best universities.  If you prepare well for the 
SAT and obtain more than 2,000 points, which may be considered a high 
mark, you stand a good chance of getting a place at a good American 
university which ranks within the top 150 in the world. When assess-
ing applications, these universities also take account of extra-curricular 
activities like sports and social activities, in addition to the SAT mark. 
Deniz worked hard on this during her last two years at high school. She 
applied to good universities in the UK and the USA with the SAT and IB* 
marks she got. She was aiming and hoping to get a place at Stanford 
University, where she had attended a summer school the year before. In 
the end, she decided to accept a place at the Faculty of Engineering of 
Northwestern University.

* IB: International Baccalaureate Programme. 
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the compressor stations. I worked with Gökhan Terzioğlu on the 2012 
part of this tender and then with Hakan Kozan and his team on the en-
tire package for the second bid. Including all the question-and-answer 
sessions, planning and programming, changes in quantities and revised 
bids, the work took until early 2014. In February 2014, we signed the 
contract. In order to start work, we had to wait for the completion of BP’s 
approval and pre-preparation processes, which took a very long time. 
We had expected to start construction work in May, but in the event we 
were only able to start in July.

The South Caucasia Natural Gas Pipeline Project involved two com-
pressor stations in Georgia, a metering station on the Turkish border 
and all related construction, mechanical and electrical works. We were 
to delivered station 1 and all related work in March 2017, the metering 
station in September 2017 and station 2 in March 2018.

South Caucasia Pipeline Construction, Pumping Stations, Station 1
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Hakan Kozan was the vice president in charge of the project, Bobby 
Brady of Bechtel was project manager and experienced engineer Zeki 
Kocaoğlu, who had worked at Çimtaş and Enka for many years, was 
the deputy project manager.  The field managers and discipline heads 
were generally selected from among colleagues who had worked with 
us before.

We had some difficulty getting the compressor stations job under 
way due to preliminary preparation requirements and the intensity of 
BP’s safe work procedures. Nevertheless, we finished most of the work 
earmarked for 2014. We set up the camp that we and the employer 
needed. Once the access roads were built, we began the earthworks. 
We ordered the steel and spool elements that would take a long time 
to manufacture, and we started working on the foundations of the first 
station.

As work was progressing ahead of schedule on all three stations in 
Georgia in 2016, the employer moved the delivery dates earlier by 3-6 
months. However, they were not very decisive about fulfilling their own 
commitments under the agreement we had reached for early delivery. 
We accelerated the work regardless. As high-level executives of Enka 
and Bechtel, we visited all the stations every three months with BP’s re-
gional executives in order to see if there were any problems and come 
up with solutions. The employer was very pleased with this attitude of 
ours and they started to do most of what they had to do to speed up 
the work.

On the Georgia projects, the local workers often held work stoppag-
es, in line with habits left over from the BTC project109 that had been 
carried out in the area before. This gave us serious problems. Howev-
er, we made the right decisions, refused to compromise on anything 
unnecessary, and stood by our decisions. The employer supported us 
a lot. The industrial action, which was initially very frequent, gradually 

109	BTC	Project: Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan	Pipeline	Project.
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became more occasional and eventually stopped altogether. To sum up 
the correct decisions we took, we resolved the issues which the workers 
were right about, but when they were not in the right, we refused to deal 
with them, told them we could not fulfil their demands and accepted the 
consequences. We must have acted correctly, as the stoppages were 
not repeated.

This project was very much like the facilities we built in Tengiz and 
once again included pressure tests and loop tests110 on control systems 
after most of the work had been completed. Together with the fact that 
we had to make good deficiencies stemming from delays caused by 
issues with engineering and materials with an augmented workforce in 
tighter and more difficult conditions, these tests led to long and prob-
lematic handover procedures. However, we did not permit any delays or 
low-quality manufacturing. We carried out all the handovers on the set 
dates, and the facilities were commissioned by the employer.

This project received the “World’s Best Project” award for an indus-
trial project from ENR (Engineering News-Record) magazine, the most 
highly respected publication in the construction sector, in 2018. This 
made us all very proud.

Georgia was the tenth country I worked in during my career.  Since 
we worked in so many countries and carried out so many projects over 
the years, it would be amiss if I did not share with the reader how much 
technology changed over this time and how new expectations came 
into being.

110	Loop	tests: Closed circuit tests.
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New Technological Practices

During my first years at Enka, people said that we were inexperienced at 
building construction. It was true that in the past we had not built luxury 
or social housing – or multi-storey buildings, more properly speaking. 
Later, despite the fact that we had constructed the Kırıkkale Refinery Oil 
Processing Facilities, people would say that we lacked experienced in 
industrial structures in which construction, assembly and mechanical and 
electrical works were all carried out together. The same was said about 
dams. In recent years, we have not been criticised in this way, as we have 
been carrying out construction work of all kinds. Furthermore, technolo-
gy and communications now provide companies with the means to carry 
out work which is new to them just as well as those who are experienced 
in it. There are thousands of videos, pictures and narratives on Google 
and YouTube about how to undertake each and every stage of various 
types of work.

Technology is always coming up with products that make all the manu-
facturing needed for all types of construction work easier. Some exam-
ples of this include chemical additives that make it easier to work with 
concrete, increase its resistance, lower its internal temperature and en-
sure smoother surfaces, new formwork and scaffolding systems, cranes 
designed especially for your kind of assembly work, and waterproof sur-
facing materials. 

Advances in communications technologies have made communication 
on and off the worksite very easy. Some employees now prefer to send 
e-mails instead of going to the office next door to speak with their col-
leagues. With GPS1 devices on trucks, you can see the distance between 
the materials being transported and the worksite. We have mobile 
phones on which we can hold video calls and meetings. The telegram 

1	 GPS:	A	system	that	determines	positions	using	satellites.
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and analogue telephones seemed like magical technologies at the end 
of the 1970s. The same can be said for telex machines in the early 1980s 
and fax machines in the early 1990s. But these days we can use a small 
hand-held smartphone to manage all our communications needs.

These advances in communications facilitate the quick solution of prob-
lems and mishaps and ensure work is carried out more rapidly. Projects 
drawn up on AutoCAD2 can be sent immediately and electronically to 
the worksite or to the employer for approval. In the past, the drawings 
would have to be printed out and carried in bags. It has to be said that 
new personnel management, procurement and storage software ensure 
much faster work and make supervision much easier.

Computer software developed for work programming can simulate3 the 
entire work process from the beginning to the end in complete detail. 
Employers can use the software to make new demands, based on what 
they may find lacking or surplus to requirements. In order to serve them 
better, reasonable demands are always responded to positively. How-
ever, the potential savings which the new programming systems could 
make on personnel have not come about because of the increase in the 
number of reports demanded, the new details added to programmes 
and the increase in planning items. These demands now oblige us to 
employ even more personnel. The clearest example is assembly sub-
contractors who employ builders and foremen who do not use these 
programmes. Their worksite management, procurement, personnel and 
accounting tasks are carried out using simple MS Excel sheets, and em-
ployers view such organisations as deficient and inadequate. They will 
not issue them technical adequacy certificates. In other words, they in-
sist on more modern organisations, but also more expensive ones.

2	 AutoCAD:	Computer	software	used	for	two	and	three	dimensional	
drawings. 

3	 To	simulate:	To	imitate	the	functioning	of	a	process	or	system	over	
time. 
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The stages of construction can be followed much better from the above 
and front line using drones. These can also be used to monitor the work 
and efficiency of workers until the flooring concrete is poured.  In indoor 
work, drone technology gives way to an older technology – that of plac-
ing video cameras in different rooms and sections. These are not always 
up-to-date and can be inadequate for a construction project that ad-
vances every day due to poor lighting, limited fields of view, breakages 
and malfunctions.

Has new technology been as effective in changing techniques and meth-
ods used in construction work as it has been in communications?

While concrete has become more workable, the industry now demands 
concrete that bears more load, and that uses more cement and more 
types of aggregate. You end up with more durable construction. How-
ever, this leads to more materials and labour being used at higher costs. 
There are innumerable new waterproofing materials, but even these are 
considered inadequate and the underlying concrete is expected to be 
of a quality that ensures maximum water impermeability too. This in-
creases labour and other costs as well. More practical formwork systems 
are produced, but the demand for more fragile structural elements with 
more rebar, in order to reduce the amount of concrete used, offsets the 
positive impacts of the new formwork and the concrete work needs to 
be processed like a work of art. Again, costs increase. This situation has 
affected developments in formwork technology too. In the 1980s, very 
practical and easy-to-use formwork systems appeared on the market. 
For the last 30 years, the same systems have been used with minor im-
provements, in much the same way as before, without any additional 
benefits.

Very high capacity cranes are now manufactured which make it possible 
to lift heavy materials more safely for assembly work. As a result, em-
ployers now demand modular elements to be manufactured in factories 
which rely heavily on robotic technology, and for these gigantic modules 
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to be assembled in the field using the new cranes. Factories using robot-
ics can save on employees. However, the modules cannot be transport-
ed to the worksite on standard trucks or trains. For this purpose, port 
facilities have to be built where ships can dock and with cranes which 
can carry such heavy weights. In the field, a lot of labour is needed to 
build a factory by putting together these modules. The hours worked on 
the manufacture of the modules falls, but the assembly work becomes 
more difficult, resulting in many work hours being spent on pieces which 
won’t fit being cut or added to, and wrong pieces having to be manufac-
tured again.  In my opinion, this form of construction brings additional 
costs both for the employer and the contractor compared to old-school 
on-site assembly construction work.

The Tengiz Third Generation Projects are constructed using modules. 
The earlier facilities, built using conventional methods, continue to func-
tion very well. In 2000, the Train 5 Project with a capacity of five million 
tonnes cost the employer USD 700 million. In 2006, USD 5 billion was 
deemed sufficient for the construction of facilities with a capacity of 10-
12 million tonnes, but now the figure is estimated to be around USD 25-
30 billion. These projects are being constructed with different, compre-
hensive additional support units, but isn’t the main job to produce more 
crude oil? I may not be able to calculate how rational an investment this 
is, but comparisons lead one to think that there are political and social 
considerations involved, rather than expectations of a rational invest-
ment. It is quite surprising to see the labour force increased in this way 
even as the number of projects geared towards increasing automation 
and using a lower number of workers to cut costs increases. No solution 
has been found for unemployment yet. Are these projects intended to 
create bad examples and to change the point of view that it is good to 
reduce the amount of labour utilised? New technology has made the 
manufacture and assembly of small elements in precast and module pro-
duction much easier and cheaper. However, the positive advances that 
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one would expect in the manufacture and assembly of large elements 
have not taken place. 

New technology makes it easier for small elements to be produced in 
factories. As the assembly of small and simple elements is easier than 
that of large and heavy elements, their prices are falling and demand for 
them is in increasing.

In the 1980s, we would set up places called precast sites at our worksites 
where we could do concrete work on small elements and produce them 
on the spot. While the amount of labour needed for concrete poured in 
place was not more than 25 hours per cubic meter, this would rise up to 
50-80 hours in the case of these small elements. It was clear as the day 
that construction work which did not require such small elements would 
be cheaper. However, employers might prefer them for architectural and 
aesthetic reasons. Now precast factories can produce such small ele-
ments very easily and cheaply using robots and computers.

Today, concrete railway sleepers, which are relatively small elements, can 
be manufactured easily and cheaply to replace wooden railway sleep-
ers4. These are more durable and have lower manufacturing costs. Al-
though they are heavier than the railway sleepers made of tough wood 
that were used in the past, they can be easier to transport in terms of the 
amount of space they take up and their dimensions. The use of concrete 
railway sleepers makes it unnecessary to damage the environment by 
cutting down trees. Since they are so useful, the precast sites used to 
manufacture small elements are being transformed into factories which 
carry out more automated production and make our work easier and 
cheaper. 

Graders and dozers used in grading and excavation work are now fitted 
with special correction equipment and with computers and software that 

4	 Railway	sleepers:	Elements	placed	breadth-wise	on	which	the	rails	are	placed	
in	railway	lines.



352

increase their sensitivity. In order to use these programmes, you have 
to employ an additional engineer at the worksite workshop as well as 
paying more for the main equipment and the additional tools. The use 
of this new equipment is essential underwater and where visibility is low. 
However, it is still common to use good human operators for these tasks 
in road and building construction. This technology needs to advance 
much further for it to become easier and cheaper to use.

Machinery makes our work much easier when moving larger and heavier 
materials and shifting large amounts of earth.  Today’s equipment does 
not differ much from that of 30 years ago, except that it is more powerful 
and has fuel-efficient engines.  However, the machines and spare parts 
come at much higher prices. They still require specialised care and main-
tenance and qualified operators. Soon there may be machines which do 
not require operators, but there will always be the need for someone 
to update the software and calibrate it according to the working condi-
tions, as well as provide repairs and maintenance. When I visit construc-
tion machinery fairs, I get the impression that the sections that display 
large machinery do not attract much attention. Those that command the 
most interest are small machines that can work in small spaces on busy 
construction sites. Typically, these are small loaders, small back shovels 
and small, low-capacity cranes, especially remotely operated ones. The 
reason for this is their ease of use and contribution to lowering labour 
costs. Using this type of machinery reduces the number of workers re-
quired in those tight spaces. In this way, you can work more easily and 
at lower cost.

Asphalt equipment relies more heavily on computers than before, and 
can carry out sensitive measurements and make savings on labour, but is 
still not as good as it needs to be.

In summary, construction and assembly technology has advanced very 
little over the last 30 years. Perhaps developments in this field are being 
delayed on purpose for fear of increasing unemployment.
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What could the internet of things5 and 3D printing technology bring to 
this field? Will it be possible in the near future to enter all details of a 
building design on a computer, fill up storage with materials and have 
elements printed 3D?

Imagine that we have assembled a crane and a pump at a suitable place 
on the construction site. Let’s begin feeding the 3D printer with the de-
signs from the foundations onwards. Assume that excavation and back-
filling work is complete. Could the crane place the lean concrete forms 
as required by the projects and could the pump fill in the space between 
them to the desired height? The crane could set up the formwork, but 
worker support would be required for the reinforcement work.

As for the foundations, the crane could hoist in the formwork, but addi-
tional measures would be needed for high foundations to prevent the 
forms from falling down. Later, additional measures would also be need-
ed for the reinforcement and tie bars6. 

If the rebar was fixed externally, the crane could hoist these ready-made 
rebar cages into the required position before or after the framework. If 
anchor bars are being used, they could be fixed to the cages while the 
rebar is being produced. As the cages become larger, reinforcement 
to prevent bending could be produced at the rebar fixing workshop. 
Concrete covers could also be put in place there. The pump could then 
pour the concrete over these foundations using suitable software. When 
it comes to the floors, robotic arms more delicate than those of a crane 
would be necessary for work on the thin columns and beams, the tech-
nical openings and the rebar for the columns, beams and flooring. Un-
doubtedly there would be problems with conduits7  and embedded ma-
terials. Can electrical and mechanical assembly works embedded in the 

5	 Internet	of	things:	A	communications	network	in	which	physical	objects	are	
connected	with	each	other	or	larger	systems.

6	 Tie	bar:	Rebar	connecting	the	two	faces	of	a	form	to	support	it.
7	 Conduit:	Plastic	pipes	through	which	cables	pass.
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suspended ceiling be carried out by such robots once the flooring has 
been poured? Can such robots put trim work items into place? I think all 
this would be difficult to do using 3D printers.

The day might be closer when construction will be undertaken using 
automated cranes and robots, but even that much will require decades 
of progress. It seems more likely that robots which replace the existing 
workers using the same methods as them will come into use sooner. 
Once they become capable of undertaking most of the items of work, 
these robots could work using computer commands and in parallel with 
a 3D printer. However, given the increasing population and the associ-
ated issue of unemployment, I think it will be decades – or at least 50 
years –before this takes place.

At present, there are systems in place in remote oil facilities which make 
use of sensor8 placed at suitable locations to send information about 
breakdowns and wear to central offices in cities in order to ensure peo-
ple are sent in for repairs. This means that workers do not have to be 
kept there unnecessarily. Once these systems become more developed 
in the near future, they might be able to oversee several plants rath-
er than one, resulting in significant labour savings. During construction 
work, similar sensors could be used to intervene immediately in cases 
of corroded pipes, twisted cables or falling pressure in air vents. This 
would ensure that simple repair and maintenance work is done smoothly 
before a significant malfunction occurs.

In conclusion, communications and computer technologies have had a 
serious impact on our lives and work over the last 20 years. It is highly 
possible that in the very near future they will lead to considerable sav-
ings on repair and maintenance work on construction sites. However, 
much more time appears to be needed before the use of robots and 3D 

8 Sensor: An electronic receiver and message sender. 
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printers on construction sites leads to significant savings. Furthermore, 
these new practices are likely to increase the number of white-collar 
workers that are employed, while causing the number of blue-collar staff 
to decline. I think engineering will continue to be one of the most pop-
ular and promising professions for many years to come. 

Given the growing numbers and needs of the population, it seems inev-
itable that concrete jungles will have an adverse effect on the environ-
ment, and that construction activity will cause a lot of pollution. Since 
policies are being implemented that promote population growth rather 
than preventing it, these problems are multiplying.

Effects of Population Growth

There is no consensus at all on population growth. Western countries 
with stagnant or falling populations are once more subsidising popu-
lation growth. They justify this in terms of the fall in the population of 
working age who will have to support and take care of the elderly. I don’t 
believe this is an issue that cannot be resolved. I think that the main 
problem Western countries have is the fear of being caught up with by 
developing countries, where the population is increasing rapidly and its 
growth is encouraged. When you look at things from the perspective of 
nations and countries, people always look at what the competitor has 
done and what they haven’t done and make comparisons, and there is 
always a race to increase one’s slice of the cake. Politicians, who spend 
most of their lives governing their countries, may give some thought 
to their own children, but any investment for their grandchildren does 
not bring them more votes, so they do not prioritise long-term policies. 
While it being common knowledge, as expressed on various platforms, 
that the Earth’s resources are limited and cannot support 15 billion peo-
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ple by the end of the current century, no adequate solutions are being 
put in place to change the outcome. This fatalism has numbed the world.

Hope about the future has fallen so low that there is now talk of estab-
lishing colonies on Mars, under extremely unfavourable conditions, to 
ensure the continuation of the human species. 

The talk may be justified to some extent. How can a long-term solution 
be found on earth if people’s needs for heating are to be met through 
fossil fuels, their needs for housing through concrete buildings con-
structed on agricultural and forest land, their needs for food through the 
multiplication of livestock and the use of GMO seeds to ensure maxi-
mum fertility? 

In the end, given the current rate of population growth, we will pass 
the point of no return. We will have to live in a way which we have only 
seen in films so far. First, severe limitations will be imposed on popula-
tion growth. Later, people may begin to live and work in modern caves 
underground, where they will have less need for heating and energy. 
On the walls, there will be screens that give the impression you are in 
an external environment. The domestic and organic waste produced 
here may be buried 5,000-10,000 meters deep inside the Earth via wells 
bored using high technology to reduce its environmental impact. As the 
need for heating and cooling will be lower, energy consumption will 
fall. The use of fossil fuels will be halted in a very short time and energy 
needs will be met through renewable means. Engineering firms will be 
directed to work on the matter urgently and projects will be drawn up 
and put into practice. Within a few decades, all new building activity 
in urban areas will be halted. Settlements will continue underground 
and most of the cities will be demolished to make way for green areas 
and farmed land. All urban transport will be by bicycle or other simi-
lar vehicles with no engines. The rise in the use of renewable energy 
will encourage the use of electricity and increase the need for batteries. 
However, pollution caused by present battery production technology 
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may put a limit to the use of high energy-consuming vehicles. People 
will only be able to rent electrical cars on special occasions and urban 
transport will take the form of electrical public transport.

If all this is not done, the disrupted environmental conditions, natural di-
sasters and epidemics will make the necessary adjustments to the popu-
lation. Those fleeing negative environmental conditions will also settle in 
caves. States will be more willing to go to war over their interests. Chaos 
will prevent people from living a happy life. There will still be people 
searching for a solution, but some decisions which will be far more diffi-
cult to implement will need to be taken.

The attentive reader will have noticed that there will be much work for 
engineers in the future, given all the underground cities, wells and dem-
olition work that will need to be undertaken.

Gelendzhik Multi-Purpose Healthcare Centre,  
Krasnodar, Russia

In early 2016, the firm Rosneft asked for a bid for a hospital and 
residences project in Gelendzhik, on which they had been working for 
a long time. The Moscow Corporate Tenders Group Kenan Şahin and 
Barış Günel prepared our bid with their team and we submitted it to 
the employer after giving it its final form in Istanbul. There were many 
meetings about the contract and the scope of the work. The negotia-
tions took place at a time when Turkish-Russian relations were all but 
suspended because of the Russian jet that had been shot down by the 
Turkish army in Syria. Because of the political tensions between the two 
countries, we were not very hopeful about getting the job. 
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At a birthday party with Asaf Yener in 2013. (From left to right) Mehmet Tara, myself,  
Duygu Erpolat (at the back), Fatma Salman, Asaf Yener, Didem Ertok, Vasıf Sayıl (at the back), 

Aslı Mandi, Figen Yalın, Ümit Sırdaş and Sandra Fresko.

Towards the end of the summer, the negotiations suddenly gathered 
pace and following Putin’s declaration of intent to normalise relations 
with Turkey, we were awarded the work. The contract was signed in Oc-
tober at Istanbul’s Atatürk Airport by Rosneft’s President of the Board 
of Directors and Mehmet Tara. I was also present for the event. Rosneft 
used its weight in the region to ensure that we could start and continue 
work without difficulty in spite of the sanctions imposed on Turkish con-
tractors. 

The facility was to be built in the resort town of Gelendzhik in the 
Krasnodar region. The total covered area was 12,000 square meters. 
The project consisted of a modern hospital with all the latest hi-tech 
equipment and 28 normal and five VIP beds, and residential buildings.
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Asaf Yener Passes Away

In early 2016, our dear friend, Asaf Yener, a high-level executive of Çim-
taş and Enka, passed away. Asaf Yener was one of the most important 
members of the management team that built up our subsidiary Çimtaş 
from a manufacturer of steel systems to a firm that is recognised the 
world over for its production of pipes, pressurised vessels and ships, aid-
ed by 3D printing technology.  During his illness, he took on and suc-
cessfully completed the steel manufacturing and assembly work for the 
Osmangazi Bridge, the world’s longest single-span suspension bridge. 
The opinions which he expressed so clearly and succinctly, his jokes and 
his hard working character all helped to make him a very special person.

One of Enka’s vice presidents, Okan İlci, took on the job of project 
manager. Özgür Çalışkan, who had worked at similar sites in Lapino and 
Ufa, and Melih Gezci, who had recently returned from the Muscat Air-
port Project, became his deputies. Kenan Şahin in Moscow monitored 
the design work while a team in Istanbul worked on procurement. The 
project needed to be complete in the short duration of ten months.

We mostly used local workers at the Gelendzhik Project. When the 
firm preparing the design drawings got delayed, we completed all the 
application drawings ourselves. Okan İlci and his team carried out ex-
emplary work, finishing the concrete works in three months in a region 
where wind speeds can be very high. The hospital, which was the main 
component of the project, was handed over to the employer’s manage-
ment team in July 2017. The residences were completed and commis-
sioned in October.

As the work we had done was so well received, we are currently in-
volved in negotiations with Sogaz for a 150,000 square meter hospital 
complex in St. Petersburg. We have signed a contract for the design 
work. The plan is to begin construction in 2019.
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Construction of the TAIF Business Centre, Kazan, Russia

Visiting the President of Tatarstan in early 2016, Mehmet Tara and 
Fehmi Bayramoğlu met Albert Shigabutdinov, President of the Board of 
Directors of TAIF. While they were talking about the petrochemicals fa-
cilities and power plants they wanted to build, Albert said that they were 
planning to build a new office building and that we could bid for this 
project if we wanted to. Our representative in Russia, Burak Özdoğan 
followed the matter up, and the documents and drawings for bid prepa-
rations began to arrive. We had a hard time preparing a bid, as they 
constantly changed the design drawings and sent us new ones. Finally, 
they told us to make our bid according to the current designs and prom-
ised that we would be able to make adjustments when the final drawings 
were ready. We made our first bid in June. New projects kept coming 
in. We made another bid in August according to the latest situation. In 
October they asked us to update our bid according to the latest change 
in the designs and to make a new bid in which we would also cover 
the financing. We complied with this request but we didn’t get any re-
sponse or comments for about a month. In November, Mehmet, Burak 
and I went to visit Albert. Negotiations took place, but they did not say 
they would give us they job. When we went to Kazan before the New 
Year, they told us that they didn’t want us to do the financing after all. 
“Subtract the financing costs, give us a discount, and we’ll award you 
the contract,” they said.

Our disagreements over the terms of the contract were soon re-
solved. However, they wouldn’t accept the tables we had prepared for 
receivables and asked us to put them in Simeta (Russian unit-price table) 
format. We worked on this for about three months. Then we signed the 
contract at a small ceremony in April 2017.

The project is in the centre of Kazan, the capital of Tatarstan, very 
close to many government offices and the presidential palace. The cov-
ered area is 58,000 square meters. There are to be a total of twelve 
floors, consisting of four car park floors in the basement and eight office 
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storeys above ground level. The contract encompasses the construction 
work for a building which uses quite sophisticated materials and sys-
tems. 

Ayhan Yeltik was assigned project manager while Ender Karakaya and 
Tuğrul Narin were made his deputies. Fatih Koç at Istanbul Headquar-
ters and Burak Özdoğan in Moscow follow the project closely.

Cahit İleri Passes Away

In early 2017, Cahit (İleri) Ağabey passed away. He was a valuable mem-
ber of the upper management with superior negotiating and foreign 
language skills who had negotiated many contracts and managed many 
projects. He had taken on a lot of projects at the time when construc-
tion work in Iraq, Jordan and Libya was very busy and ensured that they 
were completed successfully. Although his father Tevfik İleri had been an 
important politician who served as a cabinet minister in the Democrat 
Party government, Cahit Ağabey made a special effort to stay away from 
politics. Ayhan Paker, who worked the most closely with him, used to 
describe his negotiating style as follows: “In volleyball, what matters is to 
score, but Cahit is not content with that. He does all he can to make sure 
the ball bursts in the opponent’s court.” This way of doing business was 
not at all in keeping with his gentle character, but his great determination 
certainly served as an example for us all.

The TAIF management told us that the reinforcements for the exca-
vation were adequate but that we should still check them before starting 
work. We found the firm that had built the walls a long time before. They 
worked with our ground expert Mehmet Piyal and the Kasktaş team to 
perform measurements and calculations and wrote a report stating that 
the existing pile walls should be supported with anchor bolts. We sent 
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the report to the employer together with a letter. They decided it would 
be sufficient for us to put in steel braces at the corners only. Upon our 
insistence, they agreed that anchor bolts should be added to the north 
and south profiles. We began the excavation work with a delay of three 
months. They are still choosing to ignore our request for an extension of 
the work on account of this delay, even though a year has passed.

At the suggestion of the employer, we got a local contractor to un-
dertake the concrete works. The project could be considered a difficult 
one. It involves beams and floors of different heights, and the flooring 
is attached to the columns with gussets111. Despite working very well to 
begin with, our Russian subcontractor slowed down with the coming of 
winter. We needed to add additional teams. Although they wanted us to 
finish the concrete works in February, they made changes to the projects 
for the two uppermost floors. Work resumed after a halt. We completed 
the concrete work in May, with some minor shortcomings.

Having finished the concrete work of the basement floors on time, we 
carried out the architectural, mechanical and electrical works on those 
floors over the winter. On the upper floors, the concrete work was still 
going on. We started to assemble panels on some of the facades. They 
wanted us to finish the assembly of the facades that could be seen from 
the river in time for the World Cup games that would begin in June. The 
remaining concrete works were completed and we just about managed 
to get it done in time.

They did not pay our receivables for a while on the grounds that we 
were running behind the original schedule. For the approval of mate-
rials, they would speak to manufacturers and assemblers of their own 
choosing, come to an agreement with them and then put pressure on 
us, saying “We are ordering the materials but you are still getting de-
layed.” The manufacturers, knowing that they had been chosen, would 

111 Gusset: Triangular	support	on	corners	where	reinforced	concrete	beams	meet	the	
column.
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then offer us very high prices and contract terms which we could not 
accept.

On this project, it was not the work that challenged us most but by 
the employer’s very different approach to the contract. We had been 
awarded the construction of a power plant in Nijnikamzk by the same 
employer. In order to complete the job in the best possible way without 
straining relations, we assigned vice president Gürsel Yılmaz, who has a 
lot of experience in building construction, to the project. This was very 
beneficial in terms of mending relations.

Most of the problems about the programme and the approval of ma-
terials were resolved at meetings with the employer attended by Burak 
Özdoğan and Gürsel Yılmaz. We will be able to proceed more easily 
from now on and will deliver the project in October 2019.

Trip to Hawaii

In December 2017, we went to the Hawaiian Islands during Deniz’s vaca-
tions.  We got to visit all the beautiful locations we had seen on the Ha-
waii Five-O TV series. The active volcano on the larger island looked very 
interesting at night. We were also able to view the islands from above by 
taking a helicopter tour. For the first time in my life, I crossed ravines slid-
ing down a steel rope. It was an unforgettable holiday for us all.

Construction of Umm Qasr Multi-Purpose Port, Umm Qasr, 
Basra, Iraq

Our bid for the construction of the Umm Qasr port in Basra was ac-
cepted after three months of negotiations with Aloreen Investments 
Ltd., an Iraqi-Turkish-Swiss partnership. The bid had been prepared by 
Kashagan Project Manager Çağrı Ertürk and his team. We signed the 
contract in May 2018. Enka is to carry out the engineering and construc-
tion works.



364

The Builder 2018

With the commencement of this project, Iraq will become the third 
country in which we will have worked in on maritime work, following Ka-
zakhstan and Russia. The planned facility consists of a 611-meter quay 
which is to be built by lining up precast concrete blocks rather like a brick 
wall, together with storage areas and cranes. We began mobilisation in 
June. Some of our managers and workers are being accommodated in 
the existing facilities of the employer while we establish our own camp 
and facilities. We need to complete the project in fourteen months and 
we have a very tight programme of work.

We also signed a contract for a filling facility for BP in the same re-
gion. We waited a long time for the go-ahead letter to arrive, but unfor-
tunately the deal was cancelled. 

Namakhvani Dam and Hydroelectricity Plants Project, Georgia 

I’ve worked on two dam projects, neither of which we could com-
plete for the reasons I explained above. Now we have taken on a proj-
ect involving two dams in Georgia. We are both the investor and the 
contractor. I’m very hopeful of and enthusiastic about finishing a dam 
project this time round.

We will be carrying out all the EPC work on the Namakhvani Dam and 
Hydroelectricity Plants Project on a turnkey basis. The Namakhvani Cas-
cade HEP Project consists of two hydroelectric plants to be constructed 
on the River Rioni, one after the other. These are the Namakhvani HEP 
(333 MW) and the Tvishi HEP (102 MW).

The project is located in the north, on the River Rioni, which passes 
through Kutaisi, the largest town in Georgia’s Imereti Region, 30 kilome-
ters upstream from the town centre. The Upper Namakhvani Dam, one 
of the two dams that make up the cascade (group of dams), is situated 
near the village of Tvishi. Our contract covers a plant with two turbines 
and a total installed capacity of 90 megawatts on a 60-meter high con-
crete body, together with a spillway integrated to the body and other 
structures. The retained water will form a reservoir with an area of one 
square kilometer.
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The Lower Namakhvani Dam, which will be 20 kilometers down-
stream of the upper dam, will be constructed as a roller compacted 
concrete (RCC) dam with a height of 101 meters. It will form a reservoir 
that will cover five square kilometers. The power house will have an en-
trance structure on the left bank of the dam body, 40 meters below the 
operation level.. A water tunnel circular in profile with an inner diameter 
of nine meters and a length of 4.5 kilometers will also be built to take 
water from the reservoir to run the turbines. The plant will produce pow-
er using three turbines with a total installed capacity of 333 megawatts.

The released water flowing to the turbines via a pressure pipe built 
on the dam body will also be used to produce electricity with a plant 
with an installed capacity of twelve megawatts. 

In addition, the route of the 30 kilometer section of the existing Ku-
taisi-Alpana road, stretching from the village of Namakhvani to Alpana, 
which will be left underwater after retention, will be diverted out of the 
way of the lake area.

Currently, the implementation drawings are being drawn up, nation-
alisation procedures are going ahead, and villages are being resettled. 
We plan to start construction on the project in June.

Nenskra Dam and Hydroelectric Plant Project Bid, Georgia

The EPC work on the Nenskra Dam and Hydroelectric Plant is to be 
carried out on a turnkey basis. It is located on the rivers Nenskra and Na-
kra, which flow over the southern-facing slopes of the Caucasian Moun-
tains to the north of the Samegrelo-Zemo Svaneti Region in north-west-
ern Georgia. The rock-filled dam with an asphalt covered front face on 
the River Nenskra will have a height of 130 meters and a length of 870 
meters. The retained water will form a reservoir with an area of three 
square kilometers. The water will reach the three turbines through 15 
kilometers of tunnels and 1.8 kilometers of pressure pipes. The power 
plant will have a capacity of 280 MW. In addition, a weir nine meters 
high will be built on the River Nekra, which flows parallel to the River 
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Thoughts Inspired by Deniz’s Graduation

Deniz graduated from university in May 2018 with a degree in computer 
engineering. She started working at a Chicago based company, called – 
as luck would have it – Entara, and seems to be happy there. We parents 
expend just as much effort on our children’s education as they do them-
selves. We do everything we can to have them attend good schools 
and get a good education. We spend a fortune on good primary and 
high school education, on additional classes to prepare for university 
entrance exams, and then on university education itself. This is so that 
once they graduate, they will be preferable candidates in an increasingly 
competitive environment, and will enjoy an advantage when it comes 
to getting jobs which will earn them more money. This system seems to 
tire both children and their families out, wear them down and push them 
too hard. We complain about the system but we can’t help supporting it.

In Europe, up to the eighteenth century, students at educational insti-
tutions were either awarded a certificate or they weren’t. There were 
no grades or report cards. Tutors taught those who had the capacity to 
continue and told those who didn’t that there was no need for them to 
attend any more. So they chose the good ones by trial.

Both the schools and the students were assessed by the teachers and 
boards of teachers, as well as intellectual circles. Those who graduated 
started out on life with quite an advantage. This method of education 
was very successful and English and Scottish scientists led the discover-
ies that started the Industrial Revolution.

Nenskra, and a tunnel 12.5 kilometers in length will be constructed to 
transfer water from this weir to the reservoir. For this project, we have set 
up a partnership with Daelim of South Korea. We are working together 
to prepare our offer. The employer’s programme is not yet clear, but it is 
expected that a contract will be signed in 2019.
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Eventually, the growing population and rising numbers of schools gave 
rise to the need for an education system that could be monitored. The 
system became widespread. The practices of the past were kept in 
mind, but the ability to control and compare became the priority of the 
new system.

Educational systems spread around the world as these practices were 
picked up in various countries. In this way, millions of people got to 
receive an education.

Although educational systems have become very complicated with all 
the regulations made to ensure that more people get an education, 
schools with good teachers, equipment and laboratories have always 
been preferred. 

We send our children to school at the ages of 4-5, where they receive a 
standard education and the system, whether it is good or not, seems to 
be able to cope with the increasing population.

The growth of the educated population results in our children having to 
compete very ruthlessly during their time at school and when it comes 
to finding work.  But the system also allows for a very large population 
to get an education somehow. Children need to work very hard to num-
ber among the good and the best. Of young people aged between the 
ages of 18-22, only half of them take the university entrance exams and 
only four in a thousand get to attend the top 400 universities. Of those 
who want to attend such universities from Turkey, only six in a thousand 
get the chance. By sending our children to private schools, we raise the 
probability to not more than one per cent. The only alternative way of 
spending the millions we devote to this would be to send them to state 
schools and then lend them the money we would have spent on them 
otherwise so that they can start a business. This solution may not be an 
easy one. I think that we should support our children if they have the 
capacity to study at a good university. If not, we should support them 
through higher education at a state university and failing that we should 
ensure that they start working life as soon as possible after attending vo-
cational high schools. In any case, this is what the system forces us to do.
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Şarık Tara Passes Away

On June 28th 2018, Şarık Tara, founding partner of Enka and a mentor 
to us all, passed away. As I’ve written about him at length in this book, 
all readers will by now have formed an opinion about him. Thanks to 
his broad vision and passion for work, we number among the largest 
companies not just in Turkey but in the world. His vision and principles 
will continue to light our paths and the paths of future generations, and 
inspire us always to strive to be better.

In Conclusion

The Western and Far Eastern companies we work with all have very 
large engineering groups. They usually carry out their own engineering 
work when they undertake the construction of major infrastructure proj-
ects, power plants or oil production, refining, LNG112, manufacturing and 
storage facilities. This earns them significant value added and makes 
them more desirable. 

Oil products seem set to lose their significance due to environmental 
conditions and the high carbon emissions associated with them. How-
ever, we predict that oil will continue to be used, and that large facilities 
will continue to be constructed for it right up to 2050, even though the 
numbers of these will gradually decline. Over the last ten years, we at 
Enka have focused on engineering and acquired the ability to deliver 
turn key contracts for single cycle and combined cycle gas power plants. 
This job has therefore come to be a part of our core business. If we can 
do the same for oil and oil derivative facilities, we will have made great 
progress and will be able to increase our income to the level of foreign 
giants.

112	LNG: Liquefied	natural	gas.
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In the 1980s, we had a lot of deficiencies when it came to the con-
struction and engineering of high-rise buildings. But in the 1990s, we 
became capable of taking such projects on and began to deliver sky-
scrapers on a turnkey basis. As the company that has built the most 
electricity power plants in Turkey, we can claim to have made great ad-
vances in this area too and become capable of constructing turnkey 
power plants.

When it comes to construction management we are the equals, if not 
the betters, of the major firms. We are producing all of the computer 
software used in this line of work ourselves and marketing it to others.

One of the major reasons for the progress we have made in the con-
struction of buildings and power plants is that we have invested heavily 
in both fields, constructing our own buildings and plants and operating 
them ourselves, so maximising our knowledge in these fields. Perhaps 
we can ensure that we make the same kind of progress in oil business by 
making a small investment in a refinery. The use of primary petroleum 
derivatives may decline. However, I think the demand for other deriva-
tive products will continue for a very long time to come and even rise.

In this book, I have summarised an important part of the experiences 
I have gained during my 40 years of working life. Throughout my career, 
I have worked continuously at the same company.  The years I worked 
at Enka were a time when Turkish contractors expanded and underwent 
great changes, and when many engineers were needed to work on con-
struction sites and as managers at companies. We can view ourselves as 
the lucky generation. As the children of a generation in Turkey very much 
affected by poverty and unemployment, we were raised to be aware that 
we had to work very hard, acquire knowledge and cultivate ourselves 
even to occupy a middle station in life. That is exactly what we did.

In the 1960s and 1970s, only a few companies managed to grow 
by working on investments in Turkey and building their knowledge and 
capital. From what our elders tells us, the most significant among these 
were Enka, Tekfen, STFA, Gama, Entes, İntes, Koray, Doğuş, Kutlutaş 
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and Tokar. Among these firms, those that consolidated their capital, car-
ried out direct investments and organised well enough to undertake in-
ternational work still survive. Firms like Limak, Cengiz Construction, İçtaş 
and Rönesans, which grew through domestic investment in the 2000s, 
are also able to undertake major projects.

Libya was the initial country of expansion abroad for Turkish contrac-
tors in the 1970s. It was followed by Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Jordan and the 
former Soviet republics. Over the last 30 years, Turkey has had more 
than 30 companies in the list of the top 200 international contractors, 
surpassed only by China in terms of the number of firms. Compared to 
Korean and Chinese competitors, who enjoy significant state support, 
this is a significant success story, as Turkish contractors do not receive 
support of that kind. The credit goes to us as executives just as much as 
to the contractors themselves: they have personally worked very hard 
and been willing to take on risks, and we have proved able to manage 
those risks.

In Memoriam

In this book, I’ve written about a number of my colleagues and elders 
who have worked in Enka’s upper management and partnerships and 
who have passed away. Among the people whom I’ve worked with or 
who have been my mentors, and whom I know are no longer with us, I 
would also like to honour the memory of: Abidin Ünsal, Ahmet Gülçelik, 
Ahter Tiryakioğlu, Ali Kozan, Ali Rıza Yüksek, Asım Kefeli, Atilla Rezak, 
Cevdet Çakmur, Çetin İlkin, Doğan Akdağ, Engin Bora, Enis Erdirik, Erdal 
Büyüksuda, Erol Ersöz, Faruk Keskinel, Haluk Aktan, Hugh Jenkins, Kar-
han İlercil, Larissa Torosyan, Levent Ünsal, Mehmet Kale, Melih Kaynar, 
Murat Gülmezoğlu, Musa Demir, Mustafa Geçek, Nüzhet Gülen, Okan 
Kırcı, Osman Çilingiroğlu, Öner Çelikkol, Pete Brown, Rafi Karaman, Recai 
Boz, Saffettin Sile, Sunay Özmen, Thomas McCarthy, Uğur Şanda, Yavuz 
Kural, Yener Can, Yılmaz Aktürk, Yüksel Türel and Zeki Sümengen.
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But can this success be sustained in the years to come?
The influence of nationalist tendencies is being felt in every field. 

Backing for the global economy is declining amid support for domestic 
goods and companies and additional trade tariffs. Things may get worse 
in the next ten years. Under these circumstances, it seems unlikely that 
so many construction firms will be able to remain in the international 
market. If your capital is sufficient and you make the right investments, 
you may survive ups and downs in the global and national economy. 
However, we have no experience of the consequences of nationalist 
movements. As domestic work and work in small foreign markets will not 
suffice to support the current number of contractors, the environment 
is likely to be very competitive. This could force companies to special-
ise and cut down, or even switch sectors. Companies which are flexible 
about upsizing and downsizing, which can deliver turnkey engineering 
and construction services for every type of facility, which own subsidiar-
ies that specialise in terms of disciplines like piping, electricity, steel and 
soil improvement, which can retain their experienced management and 
implementation staff and which have a strong capital base will prove to 
be permanent. 

I think it is a significant and – in terms of resilience – positive fact 
that all Turkish construction companies are family firms. The desire to 
take the business over from its founders and take it forward with the 
same vision and ambition can improve the positions of these firms. All 
that is needed is for there to be generations aware of the importance of 
this task. Not a few companies have collapsed because there were no 
children who could shoulder this responsibility. Among the members of 
the younger generations, the desire to increase wealth quickly is no lon-
ger an important priority, as the children soon become aware that they 
can maintain their lifestyles with the wealth already available.  However, 
those who have the ambition and vision to achieve more and greater 
things than their fathers contribute greatly to a company.  In Turkey, 
there are very few companies that are managed by professionals select-
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ed by an effective majority of shareholders. The Koç Group companies, 
which are said to do this the best, are in fact managed by the directions 
and decisions of members of the Koç family. Here we are not talking of 
companies like Turkcell and Vodafone whose majority shareholders are 
international corporations.

In Europe and North America companies with many partners that 
are managed by professional executives are in the majority, and most 
of them seem to be managed well. Most of these succeed through the 
efforts of partners who manage their shares well and have a say in the 
management, as well as executives who know their business and look 
out for the company benefit as much as their bosses.  I think that ex-
ecutives whose vision is limited to their own income and wealth stand 
a low and passing chance of controlling friction between the partners 
and managing a company successfully for a long time. Of course, the 
number of multiple-shareholder companies in Turkey will increase in the 
future for reasons such as generational changes and major growth. How-
ever, systems which can overcome the difficulties I have outlined above 
will make the companies better and long lasting.

One of Şarık Tara’s greatest dreams was to make Enka a company 
that would be active for more than century. The fact that he had such 
a dream, although he knew very well that he would not live to see it, 
shows that his expectations had nothing to do with amassing wealth. It 
was all to do with his ambition, vision and passion. It might have been a 
desire to motivate his children and grandchildren. This desire and ambi-
tion is evident in the younger generations of his family.

The significance of such expectations for executives like me, and 
those who think like me, is that the owners of the firm make you feel in 
every way that you are contributing to the growth of the company year 
by year and acting according to their vision with every bit of the same 
ambition. Being a good executive is a very important quality, but being 
an executive who places the interests of the company above his own 
all the time is an even more important quality. There have been many 
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executives at Enka who have had this quality and I believe there will be 
even more. The most important reason for this is that relationships at 
work are not like boss-employee relationships but like the relationships 
between older and younger siblings, and that employees are given the 
utmost responsibilities and authorities. I think this alone is enough to 
convey to the reader how deeply I share the desire for Enka to live for 
more than a century.

Advice for Builders

I think what I have written gives a general summary of the experienc-
es a “site man” and executive will encounter in his professional life, and 
between the lines provides information about what ought to be done. 
Nevertheless, the reader may wonder what advice I have for site men 
and women and those who would like to join their ranks.

Worksites are one of the rare environments where people with many 
different lifestyles converge. From this perspective, it is very difficult – 
indeed, almost impossible – for you to develop a bearing that will ap-
peal to everybody. It is therefore important to approach different people 
differently.

Instead of adopting being a builder as a style of life, your flexibility 
and adaptation to social environments would be better served by think-
ing about it as a matter of adapting to one of the various environments 
in which you find yourself at different stages of life.

Take part in the social events on work sites. Play cards and backgam-
mon. Watch TV with everyone and chat with them. If you need to furnish 
your living or working quarters according to your expectations of social 
life, do not hesitate to spend money on it. This will make you feel that 
you are somewhere where you want to live.

Do not hesitate to state and give reasons for your opinions at meet-
ings. Think and make an effort to be creative.

Do not hesitate to ask for the opinions of those working with you and 
always go for the correct idea, even if it’s not your own.
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Use your position and powers to the full, but make sure you’re doing 
the right thing. Be aware that taking a decision is the most important 
thing for implementing the work, and always arrive at a decision on time. 
Make an effort to act like a leader, where leadership is needed.

Volunteer to undertake work that it has not been possible to carry 
out or that has been delayed. As you walk around the work site, try to 
observe what has been done well and what has been done badly.

Work long hours to complete the day’s work if you must, but do this 
for yourself and not for the company. It will soon earn you prestige and 
experience.

When you get to introduce yourself at meetings and dinners attend-
ed by the upper management, speak very briefly, in just a few sentences, 
about work you have done at the worksite which the site management 
has admired.

Plan ahead. Always be aware of what you have to do that day, week 
and month and the situation you are in.

Work hard to improve, read a lot and invest in yourself.
Be honest and fair, but do not avoid competing.
Always remember how important it is for the workers under your re-

sponsibility to be working safely first and foremost, and then to be in 
good health and spirits.

Epilogue

As “a site man but a good lad”, I’m now in my 60s. Thanks to Enka, 
I have had the opportunity to work on almost all types of construction 
project. The value of the projects I have completed is more than ten 
billion dollars. I have enjoyed all my work, which also made me happy. 
In doing it all, I strove to be one of the best executives. I raised my chil-
dren by example and not by words and had the chance to send them 
to the best possible schools. They have so far played their part fully and 
are now working adults. I have not been able to devote as much time 
to my wife as she wanted, but no one can say I didn’t try to be a good 



375

2018

husband. I am reading and working more and more in order to share my 
experiences and to do the best I can. The family environment in which 
everyone is encouraged to do their best provided by Enka has created 
bonds far beyond the connection of an employee with his company. I 
would like to thank everyone who has contributed to creating this envi-
ronment.
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The period during which I worked was a historic era of major 
expansion and development for Turkish contractors. This gave 
me the opportunity to work and gain experience on a large 
number of projects. I have written this book because I consider 
it one of my duties to share this experience with the next ge-
neration in the construction business and among ENKA emp-
loyees. The most important asset of a construction firm is not 
the figures that appear in its financial tables but its vision, its 
accumulated know-how, and its employees. In my narrative, 
have tried to elaborate on these three themes. If I can be of 
some use to you, then nothing could make me happier.

Gökhan Sağnaklar

Our profession is civil engineering. Throughout his career, my 
friend Gökhan Sağnaklar has taken his profession very seri-
ously. To put it another way: he has done it justice. By reading 
this book carefully, young engineers will be able to discover 
the clues to success in this profession. 

Sinan Tara

As an engineer who has had the good fortune to work with 
“Gökhan Ağabey”, I have learned many different things about 
our profession from him. I have also witnessed at first hand the 
way in which he has passed on to younger generations the ins-
titutional culture of brotherhood and solidarity that has made 
ENKA what ENKA is today. I believe that this book will serve 
as a guide to young engineers and help them to overcome the 
obstacles in our work that are thought to be insuperable.

Mehmet Tara


