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MALDIVES

Maldives’ Long Road Ahead to Develop a Professional
Construction Industry

Ibrahim Shiaz.

The Maldives’ construction industry has grown rapidly in recent decades, yet the country
remains behind in developing a strong domestic professional base of architects and
engineers. Despite ambitious projects, local capacity is small, and expatriates provide
much of the technical support. Comparisons with countries like Mauritius, Malta, and Sri
Lanka illustrate how far the Maldives still has to go.

Early Years and Voluntary Support

In the 1980s and 1990s, much of the Maldives’ professional expertise came from abroad.
The Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO) program from the UK trained local architects and
engineers and assisted government projects. While this helped start knowledge transfer,

professional practice remained informal, with no statutory oversight.

Industry Structure

Construction in the Maldives is dominated by tourism and real estate development,
alongside large infrastructure projects, often funded through bilateral assistance
programs. The nature of the industry favours experienced expatriates for technical
execution, though all designs must be endorsed by local professionals, who remain
largely design-oriented.

Regulation and Licensing

The first Construction Industry Practitioners Regulation in the mid-2000s set out who
could practice as an architect, engineer, or supervisor. The Construction Act (2017) and
Practitioner Regulation (2019) further formalized licensing, introduced independent
checkers, and established disciplinary rules. While important milestones, these
regulations have not significantly expanded the local workforce, leaving the Maldives
reliant on expatriate support.
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Limited Local Education and Professional Pathways

Countries with similar populations, such as Mauritius (~1.3M) and Malta (~520K), show
that early regulation, integrated education, and structured career pathways produce a
strong domestic professional base. The Maldives, with limited local training in architecture
and engineering, still depends on professionals trained abroad. Opportunities for locals to
lead projects are limited, reducing incentives for young talent to enter the profession.

Geographic Challenges

The Maldives’ dispersed population across 200+ islands makes centralized professional
services difficult. Coupled with a tourism-driven construction industry and reliance on
bilateral-funded infrastructure projects, these factors hinder the growth of a robust
domestic professional workforce.

Current Professional Base

Today, there are more than 250 registered professionals in the Maldives, including
architects, engineers, and other construction practitioners. Expatriates fill most technical
roles, while locals primarily focus on design oversight. This imbalance slows knowledge
transfer and professional development, limiting the growth of a self-sustaining domestic
industry.

A Long Road Ahead

The Maldives has taken important steps to regulate its construction professionals, but
building a strong, sustainable domestic industry remains a long-term challenge. Key
priorities include:

1. Strengthening enforcement and licensing
2. Expanding local education and professional training
3. Creating structured career pathways for local professionals

4. Encouraging knowledge transfer from expatriates
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Comparisons with Mauritius, Malta, and Sri Lanka show what is possible when regulation,
education, and career development align. The Maldives must accelerate these efforts to
reduce dependence on expatriates and develop a professional construction industry
capable of supporting sustainable growth.
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