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The Dilemma of a Resource-Intensive Industry: The 48-Minute
Opportunity?

An updated argument for the GCC construction sector, revisiting
and building on a case first made in 2007.

By Omar M. Al-Mourad

Introduction

Nearly two decades ago, in December 2007, | published an article titled “The Dilemma for a
Resource-Intensive Industry” (Al-Mourad, 2007). Its argument was simple and, | believed,
uncomfortable: the construction industry tries to solve the problems of its heavy dependence on
manual labor by adding still more manual labor. When progress stalls, the reflex is to pour more
workers onto the site, overcoming the problems of high resource-intensity by increasing
resource-intensity. That was the dilemma then. It remains the dilemma now.

What has changed is the scale, and, crucially, the availability of a real answer.

The construction sector across the Gulf remains one of the region’s most powerful economic
engines. When | first wrote, | cited a study putting the total value of GCC projects at around
USS2.4 trillion. Today the figure is far larger. MEED’s GCC Projects Market and Future Outlook
2025 reports a project market exceeding US$3.5 trillion across more than 10,000 projects in all
sectors, an increase of roughly 46% over my original baseline. Related estimates point the same
way: a regional pipeline commonly cited in the range of US$3.1-3.2 trillion in planned and
unawarded work.

The workforce has grown in step. Drawing on GCC-Stat data for 2025, total GCC employment
reached approximately 37.1 million, of which the construction sector represents 19.8%, on the
order of 7 million construction workers across the region. This is an industry that is not merely
large, but structurally dependent on the daily productivity of millions of people.
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That dependence is exactly where the original argument began, and where this updated one
continues. The premise has not aged: on any large site, a manual laborer loses time every working
day to genuinely unjustified idle periods, waiting on materials or instructions, moving across a
poorly organized site, being reassigned mid-task, absorbing the friction of non-productive
communication. Construction professionals concede this readily; it is the accepted texture of the
working day. My 2007 estimate was that at least 48 minutes per laborer per day, precisely 10%
of the working day, is lost to such unjustified idle time, and is recoverable through more efficient
and adequate supervision.

A word on terminology, since it matters to everything that follows. Throughout this paper,
recovery refers to the reclaiming of productive time that is currently being lost, not to the rest or
recuperation of workers, and not as a label for the down time itself. The examples above are
illustrative rather than exhaustive; unjustified idle time arises from many causes, and its
composition varies from site to site. Crucially, recovery applies only to unjustified idle time.
Legitimate rest breaks, safety holds, weather stoppages, and planned sequencing gaps are
justified pauses; they are necessary, they are not waste, and they are explicitly excluded from
the 48 minutes. The target is not to work people harder or to strip out their rest. It is to stop
losing their time to disorganization, the waiting, the wasted walking, the standingidle, that serves
no one, least of all the workers themselves.

In 2007 | could only call for “more reliance on IT solutions” to capture that time. The honest
limitation was that we had no affordable, continuous way to see where those minutes went, and
you cannot manage what you cannot measure. That single constraint is the one that has
genuinely lifted. The sections that follow set out what the 48 minutes is worth at today’s scale,
why current advances in artificial intelligence finally make its recovery realistic, and how a more
effective, Al-enabled model of site supervision can be put into practice.

The Significance of 48 Minutes: What It Is Worth to the Region and Beyond

It is tempting to dismiss 48 minutes as a small number. The opposite is true, and the arithmetic
makes the case plainly.

Begin at the level of a single firm. A company employing 5,000 laborers, each recovering 48
minutes a day, recovers the productive equivalent of 500 laborers, without hiring a single
additional person. Because the estimate is deliberately conservative, it is worth seeing its range:
at 30 minutes recovered the figure is still 300 laborers’ worth of output; at 60 minutes it is 625.
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In every case the firm reduces its effective labor-intensity by around a tenth and regains that
capacity at no additional headcount cost.

Now apply the same logic across the region. With approximately 7 million construction workers
in the GCC, recovering 48 minutes per worker per day is equivalent to freeing the daily output of
roughly 700,000 workers, an entire second workforce hidden inside the one already employed.
Across the sensitivity range, that regional figure runs from about 440,000 (at 30 minutes) to
about 918,000 (at 60 minutes).

The Prize at Regional Scale

Applying the 48-minute recovery across the GCC construction workforce (~7 million)

Total GCC construction workforce (approx.) Productive equivalent recovered at 48 min/day
~7,000,000 ~700,000

J J J
derived: ~37.1M total GCC employment (GCC-Stat, 2025) x 19.8% constructiowehkees' worth of output, region-wide, every working day

Recovered capacity across the range

30 min ~440,000
wmn 700,000
comn (N - 15,000

de. Wor

1 from GCC-Stat employment data; recovery percentages are arithmetic

juivatent

Figure 1, The prize at regional scale: recovered productive capacity across the GCC construction
workforce.

The critical point is what this recovered capacity is. It is not a headcount reduction, and it is not
a call to make anyone redundant. It is latent output the industry has already paid for, already
housed, already transported, already on site, but is currently losing to disorganization. Unlike the
industry’s habitual response of procuring more labor, recovering this time adds no incremental
cost in wages, accommodation, logistics, or safety exposure. It is, in the most literal sense,
capacity for free.

An illustrative sense of the monetary scale. Translating recovered time into a single dollar figure
requires assumptions that vary by country, trade, and year, so what follows is deliberately
illustrative rather than a precise forecast. Industry sources place labor at roughly 30% of average
project cost in the UAE. Applied loosely to a GCC project market exceeding USS3.5 trillion, labor
represents on the order of USS1 trillion of value across the life of that pipeline. Recovering 10%
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of labor time is therefore associated with an order of magnitude around US$100 billion in labor
value over the life of the pipeline. This is not an annual figure and not a guaranteed saving; it is a

III

scale marker, meant only to show that a “small” 48 minutes, multiplied across millions of workers
and trillions in projects, is an economic quantity of the first rank. Readers should treat the
underlying assumptions, the labor-cost share in particular, as directional and verify them against

their own project data.

The regional case does not stop at the direct number. The indirect benefits were always the more
important half of the argument, and they land precisely where today’s mega-projects are most
exposed: a better chance of on-time completion, fewer accidents, tighter control of work, and
fewer claims. On a program of mega-scale ambition and financing, a single avoided major delay
or prevented serious incident can outweigh the direct productivity gain many times over.

And the logic is not confined to the Gulf. Construction is one of the world’s largest industries,
global market estimates for 2025 span a wide range across sources, broadly from roughly US$12
trillion to USS16 trillion depending on methodology and scope. Whatever the precise figure, the
sector is enormous, and it is consistently identified as among the least digitized and least
productive of major industries. The 48-minute logic scales to that global stage: an efficiency the
whole industry quietly concedes, sitting unclaimed on top of the largest cost line in one of the
largest industries on earth. The GCC, with its concentration of new, technology-forward mega-
projects, is unusually well placed to prove the case first.

The Game-Changer: The Added Value of Current Al Advances

This is the heart of the matter, and the reason the 2007 argument deserves a second hearing
rather than a mere reprint. The problem was never in doubt; the means to solve it were. For most
of the industry’s history, the 48 minutes stayed invisible not because anyone denied it existed,
but because there was no practical instrument to measure it continuously and affordably. That
is what has changed.

Artificial intelligence, specifically the maturation of computer vision, sensor-data analysis, and
machine learning, closes the exact gap the original argument ran into. Its added value can be
understood along four dimensions.

From partial to continuous. Traditional supervision meant a human watching part of a site for
part of the day; it was inherently intermittent and could never quantify what it saw. Computer-
vision systems applied to ordinary site camera feeds can now distinguish activity from inactivity,
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identify congestion at access points, spot idle equipment, and detect crews waiting on a
preceding task, continuously and across the whole site, rather than wherever a supervisor
happens to be standing. The idle time that was once anecdotal becomes a measured quantity.

From unused to interpreted data. Most large Gulf sites already generate rich streams of data,
access-control turnstiles, equipment telematics, wearable sensors, materials-tracking systems.
Historically that data sat siloed and unread. What Al adds is the ability to fuse and interpret these
streams into a single live picture of where labor time is actually going. The information largely
existed; the intelligence to make sense of it did not.

From forensic to proactive. The old model detected a delay in the monthly report, after the
money was spent. Al-driven analysis surfaces the bottleneck as it forms: a crew idle because
materials have not arrived, a work-front blocked by a late predecessor, while a manager can still
act within the same shift. That shift from post-mortem to real-time is precisely where the 48
minutes is actually recovered rather than merely regretted.

From prohibitive to affordable. In 2007, the sensing, storage, and computing needed to do any
of this at scale would have been ruinously expensive, which is why my original piece could only
call for IT solutions rather than point to them. Since then, camera hardware, cloud computing,
and machine-learning models have fallen dramatically in cost. Supervision intelligence has moved
from a capital-heavy experiment to something deployable on a normal project budget.

Taken together, these four shifts convert supervision from a human-limited, occasional,
backward-looking activity into a continuous, quantified, and affordable one. That is not an
incremental improvement to an existing tool. It is the arrival of the tool the argument always
needed.

A necessary word of candor, because credibility matters more than enthusiasm. This capability is
still early in real-world deployment, and results vary by contractor, by site, and, above all, by
whether anyone acts on the insight. Technology that merely watches changes nothing. The value
appears only when the measurement is used to change how work is planned and sequenced. The
workforce dimension must also be handled with care and honesty: continuous monitoring has to
respect worker privacy and dignity, and be framed for what it genuinely is, a means to remove
the frustrations of a badly organized site, the waiting and the wasted walking, rather than a tool
to surveil individuals. Done well, it makes a laborer’s day more productive and less aggravating,
not more watched.
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How Enhanced, More Efficient Supervision Can Be Done with Al

Recognizing the opportunity is one thing; realizing it is another. What follows is not a product
specification but a practical model, the components and the flow of an Al-enabled supervision
capability that a serious contractor could build toward.

From Watching to Measuring

Why the answer is realistic now — what changed between 2007 and today

2007 — Human supervision Today — Al-enabled supervision
Partial - occasional - unquantified Continuous - whole-site - quantified
L] L] L] L]
idle flagged
<o > ] ® [ ] 3
L] L] L ] L]

Cameras, sensors and telematics cover the

whole site continuously — idle time becomes
a measured number you can act on the same shift.

Figure 2, From watching to measuring: the shift from human spot-checking to continuous, Al-enabled
site visibility.

Instrument the site. The foundation is data capture that already sits within reach of most large
projects: existing CCTV and site cameras repurposed as vision sensors; equipment telematics
from plant and machinery; access-control and turnstile logs at gates and zones; and, where
appropriate and consented, wearable sensors for location and safety. The aim is coverage of the
places where time is lost, gates, material laydown areas, work-fronts, and access routes, not
surveillance of individuals.

Fuse the streams. Individually, each source tells a fragment of the story. Integrated on a common
platform, they form a continuous picture: who and what is where, which work-fronts are active,
where crews are idle and why. This fusion is the step that was impractical before affordable
computing and modern machine learning; it is what turns scattered “exhaust data” into
situational awareness.

Detect and interpret. Computer-vision models classify activity versus inactivity and flag recurring
loss patterns, congestion at a single gate each morning, a trade repeatedly waiting on a
predecessor, plant standing idle between tasks. Analytics distinguish justified pauses (legitimate
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rest, safety holds, weather) from the unjustified idle time the 48-minute target is aimed at. The
goal is not to chase workers but to expose the organizational failures that waste their time.

Deliver insight in time to act. The output must reach the right person while it can still change the
outcome, a site manager’s dashboard or shift alert, not a report read weeks later. The defining
feature of this model is timeliness: an idle work-front flagged at 9:00 a.m. and cleared by 9:30 is
48 minutes recovered; the same fact in next month’s report is merely 48 minutes mourned.

Close the loop and improve. Over time, the accumulated data reveals systemic patterns,
recurring bottlenecks, chronic sequencing errors, badly sited facilities, that inform better
planning on the next phase and the next project. Supervision thus becomes not only a real-time
control but a source of continuous organizational learning.

What separates a good system from a superficial one

Not every “Al supervision” tool deserves the name, and a contractor evaluating the field should
judge candidates against a clear set of criteria. Four qualities distinguish a system that genuinely
recovers the 48 minutes from one that merely produces dashboards.

Availability and coverage. The system must see the whole site, continuously, for the entire
working day, not a handful of cameras trained on the main gate, and not a tool that works only
in good light or only where connectivity is strong. Idle time hides in the corners a partial system
misses: the far work-front, the material yard, the access route at shift change. Coverage gaps are
not neutral; they are precisely where unmeasured waste accumulates. A good system is
engineered for near-complete spatial and temporal coverage, and it is honest about where its
blind spots are.

Reliability and trustworthiness. A supervision system earns its place only if managers can act on
its output without second-guessing it. That demands consistent accuracy, a low rate of false
alarms, and critically, transparency about how it reaches its conclusions. A system that cries
“idle!” at every legitimate pause will be switched off within a week; one that quietly misses real
losses is worse than useless because it breeds false confidence. Trustworthiness also means the
data is auditable and defensible, since the same records may later bear on claims, disputes, or
safety investigations. If the organization cannot trust the number, it will not act on it, and the
entire investment is wasted.

Judgement, distinguishing justified from unjustified idleness. This is the hardest and most
important capability, and the one that separates a genuinely intelligent system from a naive
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motion-detector. Not all stiliness is waste. A crew waiting out a safety hold, a legitimate rest
break, a pause for weather, a planned sequencing gap, these are justified and must not be
counted against the workforce. A superficial system that flags every non-moving worker will be
both inaccurate and corrosive to trust, treating people unfairly and drowning managers in noise.
A good system exercises contextual judgement: it understands the difference between a worker
resting within an allowed break and a crew stranded because materials never arrived. This
discernment is what makes the output both fair to the workforce and useful to management, and
it should be a primary test when evaluating any tool.

Multiple signals, not vision alone. Computer vision is powerful but fragile on its own, it can be
fooled by occlusion, poor light, or simple ambiguity about what a person is actually doing. The
strongest systems therefore do not rely on a single technology. They corroborate what the
cameras see with other streams of evidence and, where possible, reason across them: equipment
telematics that reveal whether plant is actually working, access and location readings that show
where crews are, materials-tracking and delivery data that explain why a work-front is stalled,
and the project schedule itself as context for whether a pause is expected. Better still, a capable
system infers rather than merely observes, combining scene understanding with calculations and
readings to conclude, for example, that a crew is idle because a preceding activity is running late,
not because the workers are at fault. Corroboration across independent signals is what turns a
fragile guess into a reliable, defensible judgement. When evaluating a system, the ability to fuse
and reason across multiple data sources, not vision alone, is among the clearest marks of quality.

Two principles should govern the whole. First, insight without action is worthless, the capability
must be embedded in management routines that respond to what it reveals, or it will simply
document waste more precisely. Second, the human remains central: Al supplies visibility and
guantification, but judgement, intervention, and the ethical framing of monitoring belong to
people. Handled this way, enhanced supervision is not a cost center or a surveillance program. It
is a productivity tool and a risk-management tool bought together, and it is the practical route to
the 48 minutes.

A Recommended Action Plan: Turning the 48 Minutes into a Strategic Priority

Recognizing the opportunity and acting on it are two different things, and the gap between them
is where most of the industry currently sits. What follows is a practical strategy for any
construction organization, contractor, developer, or PMO, that wants to convert the 48-minute
opportunity from an interesting idea into recovered margin.
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1. Treat resource supervision as a strategic investment, not an overhead. The first shift is one
of mindset at the top of the organization. Efficient, technology-enabled supervision has
historically been filed under cost, a necessary expense to be minimized. The argument of this
article is that it should be reclassified as one of the highest return investments available to a
construction business. When the potential recovery is measured against the largest cost line on
every project, sustained across its whole duration, the return on a well-executed supervision
capability is difficult to match with any comparable initiative. Leadership should fund it as a
priority, with a named owner and a board-level mandate, not delegate it as a site-level
afterthought.

2. Measure before you manage, establish the baseline. No organization can improve what it has
never quantified. The essential first step is to measure the current reality: how much unjustified
idle time actually occurs, where, and why. Even a modest, instrumented pilot on a single active
site will replace anecdote with data and, almost invariably, reveal a larger recoverable loss than
management expected. That baseline becomes both the business case for wider investment and
the benchmark against which improvement is tracked.

3. Start with a focused pilot, then scale on evidence. The prudent path is not a company-wide
technology rollout but a contained pilot on one representative project, instrument it, capture the
idle-time patterns, act on them within the shift, and record the recovered capacity. A successful
pilot de-risks the wider investment, builds internal conviction, and produces the internal proof
points that no external case study can match. Scale deliberately from what works rather than
betting the organization on an unproven deployment.

4. Build the capability around action, not just observation. As established earlier, technology
that only watches changes nothing. The pilot and every subsequent deployment must embed the
insight into daily management routines, a clear owner for each flagged bottleneck, a defined
response, and accountability for closing the loop within the shift. The organizational discipline to
act is as important as the technology that detects.

5. Invest in people alongside the tools. Recovering the 48 minutes is ultimately a change in how
work is planned, sequenced, and supervised. That requires site managers and planners who
understand the data, trust it, and know how to respond to it, and a workforce that experiences
the change as the removal of daily frustrations rather than as surveillance. Training, clear
communication, and honest framing are not optional extras; they determine whether the
capability delivers or gathers dust.
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6. Make it a shared industry priority. Finally, the greatest gains will come when the industry
treats resource efficiency as a collective objective rather than a proprietary secret. Clients and
developers can require and reward efficient supervision in their contracts; contractors can build
it into their competitive offering; professional bodies and events can elevate it as a discipline.
The 48-minute opportunity is large enough that pursuing it collaboratively raises the
performance of the whole sector, not merely of individual firms.

The common thread is seriousness of intent. The technology is available, the economics are
compelling, and the loss is real and quantified. What has been missing is the decision to treat
resource supervision as the high-value, high-win priority it has become. That decision is now the
single most important step any construction organization in the region can take.

Conclusion

The dilemma | described in 2007 has not been solved; it has scaled. The GCC construction market
has grown from roughly USS$2.4 trillion to more than USS$3.5 trillion, and the workforce to some
7 million. Against that larger backdrop, the same accepted inefficiency, at least 48 minutes of
unjustified idle time per worker per day, now represents the recoverable output of around
700,000 workers across the region, and an economic prize of the first order, before a single
indirect benefit in safety, schedule, or claims is counted.

What is new is not the problem or its size, but the answer. The reason the 48 minutes stayed
invisible for so long was that we had no affordable, continuous way to measure it. Current
advances in artificial intelligence remove that obstacle directly, turning supervision from partial,
occasional, and backward-looking into continuous, quantified, affordable, and real-time. The
qguestion is no longer whether the 48 minutes exist, professionals never disputed that, but
whether the industry will now treat their recovery as the deliberate, funded, board-level
objective that the scale of the prize warrants.

Nearly twenty years ago | closed by asking how we might achieve those 48 minutes. For the first
time, we can give a credible answer, and the GCC, with its concentration of ambitious,
technology-forward projects, is the right place to prove it.
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