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Introduction

During the life of humanity, the world has 
seen many disasters, either because of 
nature like earthquakes, floods or diseas-
es, or something caused by human war or 
nuclear/chemical pollution. All of the pre-
vious examples are just a shortlist of the 
things that might hinder your project. The 
paper’s subject is about the actions that 
need to be taken during external causes of 
project delays and specifically during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, which could be 
applied on similar situations in the future. 
The paper will take you on a journey of 
handling mega oil and gas projects during 
difficult times similar to the one we are 
experiencing these days in 2020-2021, 
which may extend many years more. The 
technical paper’s objective is to share 
knowledge and recommendations, and 
enlighten some areas for the project team 
where it could be easily missed due to the 
magnitude/complexity of the situation.

Background

The news started spreading about the 
Novel Coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak 
back in December of 2019, where the 
people around the world started getting 
worried about this new disease that they 
had heard started in Wuhan, China. It did 

not take long before the European and 
many other countries started seeing some 
positive COVID-19 cases in early 2020. Death 
numbers started to rise and people’s wor-
ries dramatically increased. around the 
beginning of February/March 2020, coun-
tries started to have restrictions and some 
understanding of the symptoms and the 
way this virus can transmit. Demand for 
facial masks and hand sanitizers went very 
high and governments started having more 
and more restrictions for traveling and 
gatherings. 

If your project occurred in the middle of all 
of this chaos what should you have done? 
Should you have cancelled your project or 
extend the execution time? What about the 
project procurement and the placed pur-
chase orders? What about the construction 
that just barely started? Many such ques-
tions are being raised today. I will try to put 
forward some actions and recommenda-
tions that could help you in reducing the 
impact of the pandemic on your project.
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Paper Body

Actions to be taken for ongoing contracts:
Whether you are the client/purchaser or 
the contractor/supplier, this applies to 
most ongoing contracts during and after 
the pandemic or similar tragedies. For the 
ongoing contracts (we are talking mainly 
about lump sum turnkey [LSTK] projects 
but it could be tweaked to your type of 
Contract by utilizing only applicable 
actions), you have to first communicate 
with your contractors about what are the 
impact and you should expect the same 
from the other party. Not all the data may 
be available; however, you should commu-
nicate the soonest you have any updates 
that might impact the other party whether 
it will have a positive or negative impact. 
You have to think about the contractual 
milestones and what kinds of schedule 
adjustments you need to consider. This is 
in the basis on which the supplier/client or 
buyer are willing to continue the project 
with certain adjustments as deemed nec-
essary. 
Governmental regulation changes should 
be monitored, especially those related to 
the goods clearance regulations and man-
power visa requirements as these areas are 
directly impacting the project phases, spe-
cifically project procurement and con-
struction. The reason this paragraph is 
included under this section of the paper is 
for the project team to review these 
changes and consider them in the devel-
opment of the contract amendment. 

Below are a summary of some steps/advice 
you have to think about and take the neces-
sary steps to tackle it in timely manner:
• Communicate frequently and keep an 

open channel between the two/more 
parties involved in the Contractual 
agreements.

• Meet, discuss, negotiate, and try to reach 
agreements on the contractual terms 
and conditions that need to be adjusted 
as a result of the pandemic/disaster.

• Try to be open to ideas to overcome the 
impact and adjust as necessary to help 
facilitating the contractual amendment 
(as an example of the ideas to be consid-
ered is quality requirement adjustments 
when allowed by the organizational 
guidelines and applicable standards).

• Be ready to give some concessions as 
much as possible, which will help in 
reaching final agreement among project 
parties.

• Discuss and agree on the sched-
ule/cost/quality adjustments, which we 
will tackle in more details in the follow-
ing sections of this paper.

• Speak out your concerns and hear from 
the other side, which is related to the 
first point.

• Discuss and agree on the impact(s) on 
the project EPC. Specific actions/recom-
mendations will be provided in the up-
coming individual sections for each 
phase of the project.

• Cost/Contract Value adjustment is an 
area the project team needs to consider 
and discuss in detail with the other party 
to ensure alignment.
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• Try your best to avoid taking long time 
to reach agreement. As soon as you 
have sufficient data and at least a clear 
path forward, you should proceed to 
lower or reduce the impact on the proj-
ect as much as possible.

• Once agreement is reached and final-
ized on all of above items make sure 
you cover the agreement in an amend-
ment or similar mechanism based on 
your organizational procedures and 
guidelines, to be signed and legally 
binding for all parties involved in the 
contractual agreement.

• Document all your work as you may face 
many challenges with your ongoing con-
tracts that may lead to disputes and 
claims. So being vigilant and document-
ing all your work will help you in case 
you encounter such a situation. 

Actions to be taken for project cost, 
schedule and quality:
Subjectivity and different methods can be 
followed to manage the project “triangle,” 
i.e., cost, quality and schedule, through 
difficult times. There are some essentials 
that must be done to ensure that you run 
the rest of the project in a clear and 
smooth manner. The first thing you should 
know/think about is what is your organiza-
tion’s financial status. will the impact have 
a negative influence on the cash flow of 
your organization? In case the answer is 
yes, then the next step is to know the allo-
cation to your project out of the available 
cash flow (limitation of cash flow could 
lead to stoppage or cancellation of the 

whole project, which depends on the orga-
nizational priorities). Other items to consid-
er:
• The contract value adjustment(s) if 

needed. 
• Based on limitations of cash flow, what is 

the impact on the payment between the 
client/buyer and the supplier/contrac-
tor?

• Opportunities to reduce the cost impact 
by releasing the bank guarantee, for 
example, is an area where it could ease 
the negotiation and reach agreement 
among the parties.

The next item to think about is your sched-
ule and the impact on your project mile-
stones. As mentioned earlier, depending on 
your organizational priority, your project 
could be deferred until the situation 
improves and more cash flow is available, or 
your project may continue on the same path 
with some adjustment(s) to the project 
schedule. The most important thing, in my 
opinion, is to focus on the main milestones 
during the development of the updated 
contractual amendment, and then the par-
ties can agree on the intermediate activities 
during the course of the project. A signifi-
cant impact is expected on project procure-
ment, which will be covered in a dedicated 
section later. This is another area of concern 
a project manager or company representa-
tive should take into consideration while 
developing the new project schedule.
Now let’s talk quality and, as you may 
expect, the reason quality is included in this 
section is the impact it has on the first two 
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items, i.e., cost and schedule. Think about 
your quality in detail and search for oppor-
tunities within your project scope that may 
allow for cost optimization and/or sched-
ule improvement. Quality is important and 
different organizations have different 
approaches to quality. Regardless of the 
quality system your organization is using, 
look for the opportunities that will not 
hinder plant performance. They should 
have a big potential to be negotiable items 
that can be agreed on so a contractual 
agreement can be signed at no cost 
impact.

Actions to be taken for project Engineer-
ing:
If your engineering is complete, then you 
are good to go to the next section of the 
paper. In case the pandemic started when 
you were at the beginning or in the middle 
of your engineering work then, first of all, 
you have to think about remote communi-
cation and exchange of project documents 
between the parties. This is one of the 
most important items to agree on. Follow-
ing that, you are advised to develop a com-
munication protocol. This is for all the par-
ties and personnel involved to know and be 
well aware of their responsibilities during 
the course of the remote/distance work. 
What about engineering reviews (usually 
different organizations have different ways 
of reviewing the engineering work, with 
some conducting the reviews progressively, 
others having phases, and some using a 
combination of both systems)? Whatever 
your organizational method in reviewing 

the engineering deliverables, make sure that 
all the parties involved are well aware of the 
tools they have in hand and the available 
timeframe and expectation from each indi-
vidual/team/party. Engineering events need 
to be considered in your planning (an exam-
ple of the events could be HAZOP and 3D 
model reviewers). The project team needs 
to consider the virtualization of these 
events to ensure both the safety of the 
involved individuals and the continuity of 
the work. These reviews might be challeng-
ing to organize, especially if people from 
different time zones are involved, so you 
may try to be flexible in the timing and 
stretch the review cycle to an acceptable 
extent to meet your contractual milestones. 
Suggested steps to be taken for major 
events:
• Announcement to be distributed in 

advance to all involved personnel to 
ensure their availability.

• Schedule the events within the working 
hours schedule as much as possible (this 
is to be considered in case you are deal-
ing with different time zones).

• Establish the communication method 
and protocols.

• Make sure that all the involved individu-
als have the necessary tools to make 
sure of their valuable times.

• Try to manage meeting intervals to be 
within acceptable lengths to avoid loss 
of attention.

• Have frequent breaks for people to 
stretch and get some snakes.

Difficult times require challenging actions. 
Just make sure to communicate frequently 
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and address concerns and technical matter 
in a timely manner. Where possible, and 
allowed by your organizational guidelines, 
be flexible and monitor your engineering 
progress carefully. Do your best to mini-
mize negative impacts on the schedule so 
the project meets contractual milestones.

Actions to be taken for project procure-
ment:
One major factor in any project success is 
material procurement, and the better per-
formance we achieve with procurement 
the more likely the project will be success-
ful. Procurement, like any other phase in a 
project, can easily slip and major impact 
could result during difficult times. Careful 
discussions and official communication 
with the vendors/manufacturers should 
take place to ensure that they are still 
committed to supply the equipment and 
bulk material required for the project. The 
project team should set and discuss pro-
curement status and the expected impact 
on the whole project and what needs to be 
adjusted. Depending on how advanced you 
are in your construction activities, the 
above items could impact your project 
differently; sometimes, the failure of the 
vendor/manufacturer to commit to the 
agreed upon delivery could hinder your 
whole project and shift the project com-
pletion; specially if it is in your critical path. 
I advise the following steps to ensure a 
smooth transition though project challeng-
es to have a minimal impact on your overall 
project performance:

• The project team needs to carefully 
study the procurement delivery and eval-
uate the need for changing delivery to a 
site based on the newly agreed upon 
schedule to minimize the storage and 
material preservation requirements as 
much as possible.

• Preservation for equipment and bulk ma-
terials needs to be evaluated thoroughly, 
and I suggest to include the ven-
dor/manufacturer in this critical step. 
Storage locations need to be evaluated 
and provided as necessary (think about 
the expiry dates for chemicals and simi-
lar products, and materials that require 
shade and air conditioning; for example, 
paint).

• A vendor’s/manufacturer’s commitment 
to delivery dates is mostly impacted as a 
result of the COVID-19 pandemic. How-
ever, the project team has to be careful 
in reviewing the information we receive 
from vendors/manufacturers as some 
will try to take benefit/advantage of this 
critical event to gain more time or 
request additional compensation.

Actions to be taken for project Construc-
tion:
For every project, construction is one of the 
big challenges and needs to be managed 
well as time could easily slip if we don’t 
carefully plan our activities. Even though 
this is obvious and very general advice, 
many projects have failed because of bad 
planning of the interlinked activities. Having 
said that, you are now faced with a bigger 
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challenge, which is associated with the 
restrictions of travel for project manpower, 
equipment and bulk material delivery 
delays, safety of personnel on site, etc. For 
us to minimize the impact on the con-
struction activities we need to be careful 
in reviewing all the activities and carefully 
assess the dependent activities. This can 
be achieved by working closely with the 
project stakeholders and contractors in 
the re-planning process as it will be your 
roadmap for the subsequent tasks. 
The next step is to study the manpower 
load on the project site and the distribu-
tion of manpower to ensure the safety of 
personnel, and at the same time maximize 
the utilization of the manpower by increas-
ing the productivity. The project manager 
and personnel responsible for the safety 
and well-being of personnel on site needs 
to establish a key performance indicator 
(KPI) to monitor the team members’ 
well-being and safety. Increasing personnel 
morale by introducing incentives and 
rewords, as applicable, to keep project 
momentum high and continue receiving 
their full energy. Communication a key, so 
always keep your team informed and well 
aware of the situation around them as they 
need to feel secure during difficult times.
Moving to the suppliers/contractors on 
site, the same goes to them as we need to 
keep them informed and ensure their 
engagement to get the most results during 
the pandemic. You have to build on the 
relationships with the project suppliers/-
contractors and communicate with them 
frequently. Keep them informed of any 

changes that will directly or indirectly 
impact on them.  The suppliers/contractors 
are the main players when it comes to the 
planning process, so we need to ensure that 
all the agreed upon adjustment(s) to the 
contractual milestones are properly reflect-
ed in the Construction schedule. Construc-
tion is one of the main areas where you 
have to evaluate your organizational cash 
limitations as it will directly impact your 
progress on site. Based on your organiza-
tional guidelines, and how big the impact 
will be in your invoice payments, communi-
cate your cash limitations with the project’s 
main suppliers/contractors and let them 
feel comfortable as much as possible to 
assure them you are still committed and 
you are in this situation together.

Recommendations:
As a general advice, the project team is 
advised to conduct a brainstorming and risk 
analysis session(s) to review the possible 
scenarios and the possible actions needed 
to overcome the impact of the pandemic or 
similar difficult situations for the project.  In 
summary, the recommendations below, 
where applicable, could help your project 
though and after a difficult time similar to 
the COVID-19 pandemic:

Contractual:
• Communicate frequently and keep an 

open channel between the two or more 
parties involved in the contractual agree-
ments.

• Try to be open to ideas to overcome the 
impact and adjust as necessary.
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• Be ready to give some concessions as 
much as possible, which will help in 
reaching final agreement among project 
parties.

• Watch out for governmental regulation 
changes as these changes can directly 
impact the project phases and specifi-
cally project procurement and con-
struction.

• Speak out your concerns and hear from 
the other points of view.

• Document your work all the way as you 
may face many challenges with your 
ongoing contracts that may lead to dis-
putes and claims.

Project Cost, Schedule and Quality:
• Think about your organization’s financial 

status. Does the impact have a negative 
influence on the cash flow of your orga-
nization?

• Focus in the main milestones during the 
development of the updated contractu-
al amendment as applicable.

• Think about your quality in detail and 
search for opportunities within your 
scope that may allow for cost optimiza-
tion and/or schedule improvement.

Engineering:
• Make sure that all the parties involved 

are well aware of the tools they have in 
hand, the available time frame, and 
expectations from each individu-
al/team/party.

• Communicate frequently, address con-
cerns and technical matters in a timely 
manner, be flexible where possible and 
allowed by your organizational guide-
lines.

Procurement:
• The involved project team should set and 

discuss all the procurement status, the 
expected impact on the whole project, 
and what needs to be adjusted.

• Preservation for equipment and bulk ma-
terials needs to be evaluated thoroughly.

• The project team has to be careful in 
reviewing the information we receive 
from vendors/manufacturers as some 
will try to take benefit/advantage of this 
critical event to gain more time or 
request for additional compensation.

Construction:
• Review all the activities and carefully 

assess the interlinked activities.
• Work closely with the project stakehold-

ers and contractors in the re-planning 
process as it will be your roadmap for 
the subsequent tasks.

• Study the manpower load on the project 
site and the distribution of manpower to 
ensure the safety of personnel, and at 
the same time maximize the utilization 
of the manpower by increasing produc-
tivity.

• Build on the relationship with the project 
suppliers/contractors and communicate 
with them on a frequent basis.

• Based on your organizational guidelines, 
and how big the impact will be on your 
invoice payments, communicate with the 
main project suppliers/contractors your 
cash limitations and let them feel com-
fortable as much as possible to assure 
them that you are still committed and 
you are in this situation together.
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Conclusion
In conclusion, there is no right or wrong 
during difficult times for a project. De-
pending of the situation, different actions 
need to be taken by the project team. Fur-
thermore, there is no secret formula or 
steps that can guarantee your project suc-
cess; however, following these recommen-
dations can benefit your project from many 
aspects and can put the project back on 
the right track to success.

As a final advice, have trust in yourself and 
your team and build trust with your stake-
holders and suppliers to ensure a smooth 
transition though the difficult times. Com-
municate frequently, plan carefully, and 
always document your work. Stay safe and 
ensure safety for the people involved in 
your project. Keep motivating your team 
and continue providing your support to 
everyone involved in your project. With 
God’s blessing, the difficult times will go 
and you will have a success story to share 
with everyone.
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