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Country Profile 
Introduction 
The southeastern region of the Arabian Peninsula is home to three neighboring countries: 
the United Arab Emirates (UAE), the Sultanate of Oman, and the Kingdom of Saudi 
Arabia. The seven emirates of the UAE are Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Sharjah, Ras al-Khaimah, 
Fujairah, Ajman, and Umm al-Qawain. All but Fujairah are situated along the Persian 
Gulf. Fujairah’s 70-km (42-mile) coastline is on the Gulf of Oman. The UAE has three 
geographical zones: the coastal plain, the desert interior, and the Hajara Mountain range. 
Each zone has a slightly different climate. With a surface area of 83,600 sq km (51,960 
sq miles), the UAE is roughly the same size as the state of Louisiana.1  

Geography 
Area  
The majority of the population of the UAE lives in the urban centers of Abu Dhabi and 
Dubai, along the northern coast. Between and beyond these cities on the coastal plain, lie 
salty mangroves and vast stretches of white sands. About 75% of the total population of 
the UAE lives within 15 km (10 miles) of the country’s coastline. In 2004, work began on 
a complex of palm-shaped artificial islands, the Palm Islands of Jumeirah and Jebel Ali. 
These man-made islands will add 120 km (72 miles) to the coastline of the UAE when 
completely finished in 2008. They will also contain several thousand residential, 
commercial, and recreational units.2 
 
With the exception of the oasis city of Al-Ain and the small towns of Liwa Oasis, the vast 
inland desert has few settlements. Its dunes, which run from north to south, merge in the 
south with the vast rub al-khali3 desert of Saudi Arabia. The frontier between the two 
countries is still disputed and has been the cause of sporadic hostilities in past decades. 
 
The Hajara Mountains run from the Musandam Peninsula in the north through the 
emirate of Fujairah and on south into the Sultanate of Oman, forming the boundary 
between the two countries. The mountains, which reach a height of 1,900 m (3,200 ft), 
are of great interest to geologists, because they form a substantial surface deposit of 
igneous rock. This is rock that was formed from the earth’s mantel. At some places along 
the Musandam coast, the mountain cliffs fall sharply into the sea.4 
 
Climate 
The UAE lies in an arid tropical zone that stretches from North Africa in the west to Asia 
in the east. Its climate is dry and is moderated to a great extent by upper air currents of 
the Indian Ocean. Temperatures in the cool season, November through March, average 

                                                 
1The CIA World Factbook. “United Arab Emirates.” 15 March 2007. 
https://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/ae.html 
2 Ten Guide.” The Palm Islands.” 2005. 
http://guide.theemiratesnetwork.com/living/dubai/the_palm_islands.php 
3 Rub al-khali is Arabic for the “empty quarter.” 
4 UAE Interact. News and Information on the UAE. “The Hajar Mountains.” 
http://www.uaeinteract.com/nature/geology/geo03.asp 
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26º C (79º F) by day and 15º C (60º F) by night throughout the UAE. In the hot season, 
April through October, temperatures can reach 49 ºC (115ºF). Visitors to the area should 
take precautions to avoid heat exhaustion. The humidity index, however, differs. In the 
coastal areas it reaches 95%, but in the interior it is often below 10%. Rainfall averages 
6.5 cm (2.5 inches) per year and falls mostly during the months of December and January. 
When rain falls it tends to keep the air clean. Sandstorms, which can close the country’s 
airports, can come at almost any time of the year. They arise when wind speeds 
exceeding 15 km/hr (10 mph) pick up fine sand particles.5 
 
Plants and Wildlife 
In spite of harsh living conditions, several species of plant life have adapted to the arid 
climate. The saline coastal plain is home to a number of halophyte plants such as the 
needle leaf tamarix and the pink haloxylon bush of the salt flats. 6 Further inland and on 
the perimeter of the oases, one can see the yellow desert hyacinth, the red thumb (a 
favorite food of the Bedouin), and the rainbow colors of the bougainvillea plant.7 The 
most visible plant on the horizon, however, is the date palm, of which there are 27 
varieties. In addition to these native plants, creative gardeners using irrigation systems 
have imported other lush tropical foliage to landscape public squares and private 
residences. 
 
The ecosphere of the UAE also has a rich variety of native animal species that include 
mammals like the Arabian Oryx and the goat-like Tahr. Once hunted to near extinction, 
these animals are now protected and their numbers are controlled. Other common desert 
animals include wolves, wildcats, hyenas, and desert foxes. In addition to these animals, a 
number of reptiles are common to the desert. They include five species of venomous 
vipers and four different kinds of lizards. The desert heat makes a good home as well for 
several species of scorpions.8   

History 
Prehistory 
Archeological teams from Germany’s Tübingen University discovered human bones and 
stone tools near Jebel Buhais in Sharjah in early 2005. These artifacts date from the 
Paleolithic era or Early Stone Age, more than 8,500 years ago. Another excavation on 
Marawah Island near Abu Dhabi revealed stone tools and a human skeleton. This dates 
from the Neolithic period or New Stone Age at approximately 6000 BCE.9 
 
 
Ancient History 
                                                 
5 UAE Government. “About UAE: Climatic Conditions.” 2006. 
http://www.government.ae/gov/en/general/uae/climatic.jsp 
6 The term halophyte is used to describe something that grows in salty soil. 
7 UAE Interact. News and Information on the UAE. “Natural UAE: Plant 
Life.” .http://uaeinteract.com/nature/plant/index.asp 
8 UAE Interact. News and Information on the UAE. “Natural UAE: Toads.” 
http://www.uaeinteract.com/nature/reptile/amphib.asp 
9 UAE Interact. News and Information on the UAE. “Cultural Centre: United Arab Emirates 
Archaeological Sites.” http://www.uaeinteract.com/culture/archaeological.asp 
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The ancient history of present-day UAE centered about a Bronze-Age culture thriving in 
the region of the northern Hajara Mountains, c. 5000 BCE. It is an area where copper ore 
deposits occur near the surface and are easily mined. Proof of the existence of this culture 
exists in the form of an excavated smelting furnace and bronze implements. Bronze is an 
alloy and its principal ingredient is copper. Danish archeological excavations in the 
emirate of Sharjah have also established later Bronze-Age settlements dating from 2000 
BCE.10 By the coming of the Iron Age, c. 1500 BCE, Mongol and Persian invaders had 
begun to dominate life in the Persian Gulf region. Later waves of Persian and Persian-
Greek dynasties governed western Asia until 650 CE.11  
 
The Coming of Islam 
The eastward expansion of Islam in the middle of the seventh century CE brought Arabic 
speaking tribes to the eastern regions of the Arabian Peninsula. Their settlements 
established an Arabic culture that had strong commercial ties to other parts of the rapidly 
expanding Islamic world from Morocco in the west to the spice islands of the Malay 
Peninsula.  
 
By the late Middle Ages, the Arab tribes along the southern coast of the Persian Gulf had 
established clear tribal areas, each governed by a sheikh. Many of these tribes engaged in 
piracy in the waters off their coasts. Their reputation for ship raiding gave the region the 
name, Pirate Coast.12 Piracy finally came to an end in the middle of the 19th century 
when formal treaties between the sheikhs and the British Empire secured all ship traffic.  
 
Modern History 
By 1852, the steadily growing relationship between the sheikhdoms of the lower Gulf 
region and the British Empire resulted in the signing of the Trucial States Treaty. In 
return for trade rights and a cessation of piracy against British ships, the sheikhs were 
guaranteed protection. Under the umbrella of this agreement, trade grew and the 
sheikhdoms to prospered. Two principal governing families emerged during this period: 
the Al-Nahayan tribe of Abu Dhabi and the Al-Maktoum tribe of Dubai.13 
 
Into the 20th century and through two world wars, the Trucial States acquired economic 
importance in trade and logistical importance as outposts of the British Empire in the East. 
Following the Second World War, an already weakened British Empire began to decline 
further. The economic strength of its colonies in the Gulf, however, increased. The 
discovery of vast petroleum deposits at mid century insured a rapid increase in wealth for 
the sheikdoms. It also fueled the movement towards independence from Britain. On 2 
December 1971, the Trucial States followed the example of other former British 

                                                 
10 Sharjah Archaeological Museum. “Bronze Age.” http://www.archaeology.gov.ae/bronze.html 
11 Encyclopedia Britannica Online. “Il-Khanid Dynasty.”http://www.britannica.com/eb/article-9042112/Il-
Khanid-Dynasty 
12 Saudi Aramco World. Brinton, John. “From Pirate Coast to Trucial.” November 1973. 
http://www.saudiaramcoworld.com/issue/197306/from.pirate.coast.to.trucial.htm 
13 UAE Interact. News and Information on the UAE. “Cultural Centre.: United Arab Emirates 
Archaeological Sites.” http://www.uaeinteract.com/culture/archaeological.asp History and Traditions. 
“How did Dubai, Abu Dhabi and other cities get their names? Experts reveal all.” 10 March 2007. 
http://uaeinteract.com/news/default.asp?ID=56 
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protectorates in the Gulf, e.g., Kuwait and Bahrain, and declared their independence from 
Britain. This new confederation, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), consisted of seven 
sheikhdoms: Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Sharjah, Ras al-Khaimah, Fujairah, Ajman, and Umm 
al-Qawain.14  

Recent Events and Government 
In the 35 years since gaining its independence, the UAE has emerged as one of the most 
liberal and stable states in the Arab Middle East. The evolution from traditional forms of 
tribal governance to the workings of a modern federal state has been gradual and has 
paralleled the steady growth of its petrodollar economy. The two families, Al-Nahayan of 
Abu Dhabi and Al-Maktoum of Dubai, have retained their preeminence. The presidency 
of the UAE rests with Al-Nahayan and the position of Prime Minister with Al-Maktoum. 
When Sheikh Zayad Al-Nahayan died in 2004, the presidency passed smoothly to his 
eldest son, Sheikh Khalifa.15 
 
The stability of the UAE is anchored in and reinforced by several institutions. First, it has 
good governance. Next, it maintains an active membership in all the principal organs of 
the United Nations and is a major donor of aid to underdeveloped nations in Africa and 
Asia. Likewise, it has forged a network of significant trade and cooperation treaties with 
the major world powers. Lastly, its regional stability rests on membership in the six- 
member Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), of which it is a founding member. As a 
member of the GCC, the UAE was able to provide military aid to the liberation of Kuwait 
during the Gulf War of 1991.16  
 
Analysts point to one significant weakness in the present-day governance of the UAE. 
Citing neighboring countries that have parliaments that are elected by the citizenry, they 
believe that the absence of popular elections and basic democratic processes could 
jeopardize political stability in times of crisis.17  

Economy 
The UAE owes the strength of its economy to two things. First, it possesses roughly 10% 
of the world’s petroleum and natural gas reserves. Two emirates, Abu Dhabi and Dubai, 
produce and export these commodities on a daily basis. Secondly, the UAE government 
has established domestic economic policies that have encouraged the growth of a trade 
empire.18 The main aspects of their domestic economic policy are four-fold.  First, it has 
created free trade zones such as Jebel Ali. These secure zones permit foreign 

                                                 
14 Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs. U.S. Department of State. “Background Note: United Arab Emirates.” 
October 2006. http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/5444.htm 
15 Congressional Research Service. CRS Report for Congress. Katzman, Kenneth. “The United Arab 
Emirates (UAE): Issues for U.S. Policy.” 9 May 2005. 
http://fpc.state.gov/documents/organization/48385.pdf 
16 Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs. U.S. Department of State. “Background Note: United Arab Emirates.” 
October 2006. http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/5444.htm 
17 Meepas.com. “UAE – Weaknesses.“ http://www.meepas.com/UAEweaknesses.htm 
18 UK Foreign and Commonwealth Office. “Country Profile: United Arab Emirates.” 5 March 2007. 
http://www.fco.gov.uk/servlet/Front?pagename=OpenMarket/Xcelerate/ShowPage&c=Page&cid=1007029
394365&a=KCountryProfile&aid=1019829165934 
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manufacturers to produce and export goods without tariffs and high production costs. 
Furthermore, international companies are guaranteed 100% foreign ownership. Next, 
business entities, including banks, may operate in a tax-free environment with few 
restrictions on the import and export of goods and currency. Lastly, the ports of the UAE 
lie conveniently at the Straits of Hormuz and at the crossroads of East-West shipping 
lines.  
 
This location of UAE ports presents one potential hazard, however. The proximity of the 
UAE and its ports to the Republic of Iran places them in geopolitical jeopardy. Any 
hostilities involving Iran could lead to the closure of the Straits of Hormuz and to an 
interruption of maritime transport through the Straits. In effect, this would shut off 
shipments of oil to the West and to Asia.19 

Media 
The wealth generated by the petroleum economy of the UAE has made possible a vast 
public and private media empire. The government supports and regulates four state-
owned, commercial-free broadcast television stations, three national radio stations, and 
one shortwave international radio program.20 In addition, there are also three daily Arabic 
newspapers: Al-Bayan , Al-Ittihad, and Al-Khaleej. The Khaleej Times and Gulf News 
are the only English newspapers.21 
 
The private media sector is vastly greater than the public with dozens of magazines, radio 
stations, and satellite television programs. To house the booming private media industry, 
the government established Dubai Media City. This is a giant industrial park that houses 
191 film production companies, Information Technology (IT) firms, news networks, 
offices of global satellite communications networks, and production centers for print 
media.22  The world’s largest printing corporation, Heidelberger Druck of Germany, has 
established a Print Academy in Dubai to train media specialists and to promote print 
media in the UAE.23  
 
Prior to the establishment of the Dubai Media City, most media productions were 
imported from Arabic-speaking countries, e.g., Egypt, Lebanon, and Syria. The UAE 
produced little in the way of Arabic-language entertainment or educational media. Dubai 
Media City, however, has permitted the UAE to import artistic and intellectual manpower 
and to house foreign media production units in the UAE. In housing foreign media 

                                                 
19 Jebel Ali Free Trade Zone (JAFZA). “Welcome to Jafza.” 2005. 
http://www.jafza.co.ae/jafza/content/section1.aspx 
20 Middle East Media Guide. List of Television Stations. 2004. 
http://www.middleeastmediaguide.com/television.htm 
21 Arabic2000.com. “Arabic Web Index: Arabic Newspapers and Magazines.” 
http://www.arabic2000.com/index/news.html - uae 
22 KEMPS Film and Television Production Services Handbook Online. Reed Business Information. 
“United Arab Emirates: Products and Services.” 2006. http://www.kftv.com/country-ARE.html 
23 Heidelberg Druck. “Fourth Print Media Academy Winter University to Take Place in Dubai.” 15 
September 2006. 
http://www.heidelberg.com/www/html/en/content/articles/press_lounge/products/print_media_academy/06
0915_winter_university?contentid=223500 
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companies, the UAE is able to exercise greater control and censorship over media content. 
Although young Emiratis are being trained in media production, the majority of Arabic 
language technicians and intellectuals remain foreign.24 

Ethnic Groups 
The UAE divides its population of 4.5 million into two basic categories: al-muwateneen 
or citizens, and al-wafedeen or resident non-citizens.25 Citizens account for 
approximately 15% of the total population and non-citizen expatriate workers for 85%. 
The first group, muwateneen, is composed of two distinct ethnic subgroups; one Sunni 
Muslim and the other Shi’a. The Arab Bedouins of the desert and their city-dwelling 
descendents are Sunni Muslims and they hold positions of prominence as well as being 
part of government leadership. The emirs of the seven sheikdoms are Sunni Muslims. 
The second group of citizens are Shi’a Muslims of Iranian origin who settled in the 
Trucial States in past centuries. 
 
There is no reliable census of non-citizen resident workers. The best estimates place the 
proportion of other ethnic groups in the UAE as follows. The largest group is Sunni 
Muslims from other countries at 55%. (This would include 45% of Arabs from countries 
outside the Gulf.) An additional 25% of the population is believed to be Indian Hindu. A 
further 10 %  is thought to be from North America, Europe, and Asia. Smaller numbers 
of Asians including Buddhists, Parsis, Baha’is, and Sikhs account for the remaining 5 
%.26 
 

                                                 
24 BBC News. “Country Profile: United Arab Emirates.” 24 January 2007. 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/country_profiles/737620.stm 
25 Everyculture.com. Khalaf, Sulayman N. “Countries and Their Cultures: Culture of the United Arab 
Emirates.” http://www.everyculture.com/To-Z/United-Arab-Emirates.html 
26 Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor. US Department of State. “United Arab Emirates. 
International Religious Freedom Report 2006.” 15 September 2006. 
http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2006/71434.htm 
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Religion 

Pre-Islamic Religions 
A limited number of archeological studies have identified two principal streams of 
religious activity before the arrival of Islam to the southeastern portion of the Arabian 
Peninsula. The first of these was brought by Persian and Greek invaders around 500 BCE. 
It was the teachings of the Persian prophet Zarathustra, or Zoroaster, as he was known to 
the Greeks. Born about 1500 BCE, he taught the existence of a supreme god who 
presided over a world in which the forces of light, or good, and dark, or evil, were in 
continual conflict. Ahura Mazda was the god of light and Anghra Mainyu was the god of 
dark. Man was caught in the eternal struggle between these two forces. Fire was the main 
object of worship in Zoroastrianism. This religion, however, also taught the importance 
of the seven sacred entities: man, fire, sky, water, plants, animals, and cattle.27 By the 
fifth century CE, Zoroastrianism had disappeared from the peninsula and given way to 
the animist world of South Arabian gods. 28  
 
Before Islam, the Kabba of Mecca housed hundreds of statues of the gods of both North 
and South Arabia. These included: Shams the sun god, Hubal the moon god, and the lion 
goddess Athtar, also known as Ashtar in Babylon.29 In the past, artifacts such as masks, 
stone inscriptions, and talismans from pre-Islamic excavations were confiscated by 
customs officers in Gulf States. The reason given for the official ban on import or export 
of such items is that they encourage pagan witchcraft and idol worship. For the same 
reason, archeological inquiry into religion in pre-Islamic times is not promoted by the 
local governments.30 

Islam 
By the end of the sixth century CE, Islam had spread rapidly across the Arabian 
Peninsula and to points beyond. The Kaaba in Mecca was purged of all idols and 
representations of early Arabian deities. Nascent Islam taught monotheism as it was 
revealed to the Prophet Muhammed in the Qur’an. Muslims, followers of Islam, are 
required to observe the five pillars of faith. These are five daily prayers; fasting during 
the month of Ramadan; pilgrimage to the holy city of Mecca; giving charity and alms to 
the poor; and a profession of the central article of the faith. That means repeating that 
there is but one God and Muhammed is his prophet. In the decades following the death of 
Muhammed, two sects of Islam emerged that have persisted to present times: Sunni and 
Shi’a Islam. 
 

                                                 
27 The Religious Movements Homepage Project. The University of Virginia. "Zoroastrianism." 26 July 
2001. http://religiousmovements.lib.virginia.edu/nrms/Zoro1.html 
28 Animism is the worship of inanimate objects which are said to have a soul. 
29 Encyclopedia Britannica Online. “Arabian religion, Sanctuaries, cultic objects, and religious practices 
and institutions.” 2007. http://www.britannica.com/eb/article-68311/Arabian-religion 
30 Gulf News. Stratford, Charles. “ ‘Magic’ trade is big business in region.” 17 July 2006. 
http://archive.gulfnews.com/nation/Society/10053473.html 
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Mainstream Islam embraces the Sunni sect. It is the official sect of all Gulf Arab 
countries. Muslims who follow this main form of Islam believe that there were four 
rightly guided Caliphs who followed in succession after the death of Muhammed. After 
their death, leaders of the faith embraced the Qur’an and the sayings and teachings of 
Muhammed called the sunna. Islamic Jurisprudence, or law, rests in four slightly 
different schools of Sunni Islam, each based on the research of one of four main scholars 
of early Sunni Islam: Ibn Hanbal, Ibn Malik, Abu Hanifa, and Shaf’ei. 
 
Shi’a Islam, on the other hand, is followed by approximately 15% of Muslims world-
wide. About the same percentage of UAE citizens in the northern emirates are Shi’a 
Muslims. It developed as a reaction to a series of events during the first 50 years of 
Islamic history. Some early Muslims gathered around Ali, the son-in-law of Muhammad. 
His adherents or followers were called shi’a from the Arabic for “party” or “adherents.” 
They believed Ali’s sons, Hassan and Hussein, who were killed by Sunni Muslims in the 
Battle of Karbala, Iraq, were martyrs. For Shi’a Muslims, there was a series of twelve 
Imams or holy leaders. All were buried in Iraq, except the twelfth Imam. This Imam is 
believed to be in occultation and thus hidden from human view. They further believe that 
the return of the twelfth and final Imam will signal the final days for Shi’a Muslims and 
bring to a close all uncertainties concerning Shi’a law. This sect also rejects the four 
schools of Sunni law and therefore the jurisdiction of Sharia courts. The center of Shi’a 
practice and teaching is in Iran.31 

Religion and Government 
For the Sunni majority, the government maintains the Sharia, or religious, courts. In the 
UAE they follow the jurisprudence of Ibn Malik. All Sunni mosques are government 
property and are subject to regulation by the government. This also means that the imams 
are salaried employees of the Ministry of Islamic Endowments. The Shi’a minority is 
permitted to worship freely and own private mosques. They may also apply for land 
grants and government funding for their religious projects. Likewise, since they reject the 
Sharia courts of the Sunni Muslims, they may apply to Shi’a Councils for adjudication of 
civil law cases. 
 
Several non-Muslim religions exist with government protection, as well. They are 
permitted to build houses of worship on lands given by the government. Currently there 
are more than 30 Christian congregations in the seven emirates. In four of the emirates 
there are private Christian primary and secondary schools. Dubai’s Old Town has two 
Hindu temples that are also used by Sikhs. No religion, however, is permitted to inveigh 
against the government or Sunni Islam. Proselytizing by non-Muslims is strictly 
forbidden.  
 
All citizens and residents are expected to follow the ordinances governing public dress 
and conduct.32 

                                                 
31 Aslan, Reza “No God but God: The Origins, Evolution and Future of Islam.” 15 March 2005. Random 
House. 
32 Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor. US Department of State. “United Arab Emirates. 
International Religious Freedom Report 2006.” http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2006/71434.htm 
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Daily Life 
For both Sunni and Shi’a Muslims, daily life revolves around the mosque. Whereas 
practicing Christians may go to church once a week, devout Muslims will perform the 
required daily prayers in the mosque. The timing of these obligatory prayers is regulated 
by the movement of the sun. Prayer calls can be heard coming from the minarets of 
mosques. Some offices and business close their doors during prayer times. 
 
Some Muslims may be observed fingering beads similar to a rosary. It is called a misbah 
and aids the devout in numbering their devotions. Likewise, one can see Muslims with a 
dark spot on the mid-forehead. This comes from placing a small prayer stone called a 
turbah between the head and the prayer carpet. This is a Shi’a practice, and the stone is 
usually taken from a holy site in Iraq. To Sunni Muslims this is an act of idolatry.33 

Religious Holidays 
All Muslims in the UAE celebrate the Eid al-Fitr and the Eid al-Adha. Eid al-Fitr comes 
at the end of the fasting month of Ramadan and Eid al-Adha is the feast of slaughter 
which marks the end of the pilgrimage season. In addition to these holidays, Shi’a 
Muslims celebrate ashura, or feast of the tenth day. It is a day of mourning and 
commemorates the martyrdom of Hussein at the Battle of Karbala on the tenth day of the 
Islamic month of Muharram in the year 670. In the Islamic world, all holidays begin on 
the evening of the day before the holiday, since sunset usually marks the end of a day.34 

Places of Worship 
Many mosques, Sunni and Shi’a, are not open to visits by non-Muslims. Some, however, 
like the Jumeirah Mosque in Dubai, may be visited on organized tours.35 It is a good idea 
to inquire at the local police station if the local mosque may be visited.  
Exchange 1: May I enter? 
Soldier: May I enter? agdar adKhil? 

Local: Yes, but you must remove your 
shoes. ee, bas laazim tiKhla' in'aalak 

 
In all cases, there is etiquette that must be observed on entering mosques or holy sites. In 
the case of males, this consists of wearing clean, long trousers and long-sleeve shirts. For 
women, it means covering the head and wearing long skirts and long-sleeve blouses. In 
addition, the abaya, or black, cape-like garment worn by women over their daily dress, is 
preferred. All visitors must remove their shoes.  
 
Exchange 2: Do I need to cover my head? 
Soldier: Do I need to cover my head? laazim aghaTee raasee? 
Local: Yes. ee 

 

                                                 
33 GlobalSecurity.Org. “Shiia Islam.” http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/intro/islam-shiia.htm 
34 Amideast.Org. “Islamic Holidays.” http://www.amideast.org/offices/kuwait/saud/holidays.htm 
35Dubaicity.com. “What to see in Dubai – Jumeirah Mosque.” 2007. 
http://www.dubaicity.com/What_to_see_in_dubai/Jumeirah-Mosque.htm 
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When visiting a mosque or holy site, one should never walk in front of people who are 
praying, since it invalidates their prayer. Likewise, one should never chew gum or smoke 
cigarettes in or near mosques or religious places. Laughter or talking and touching walls 
and books are out of place. Photography, unless permitted on an organized tour, is strictly 
forbidden.  
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Traditions 

Greetings 
Wealth has not transformed the traditional character of the Arabs of the Arabian Gulf. 
Arabs are spontaneously friendly. Whether one encounters a native of the UAE or an 
Arab guest worker from the Levant or North Africa, a friendly greeting will always bring 
a polite and friendly response. 
 
Exchange 3:  Good morning 
Soldier: Good morning. SabaaH il Kheyr 
Local: Good morning to you. SabaaH il Kheyr 

 
Exchange 4: Good afternoon 
Soldier: Good afternoon. masaa il Kheyr 
Local: Good afternoon to you. masaa il Kheyr 

 
Basic “hellos” between Arabs and foreigners are usually accompanied by a firm 
handshake. This underscores the sincerity of the greeting. Between Gulf Arabs, 
traditional greetings are very formulaic and can extend to a ritual of several minutes with 
inquiries about parents, uncles, and cousins. One can observe Bedouin Arabs of the UAE 
kissing each other’s forehead or cheek, or bumping each others noses. These are tokens 
of friendship or tribal ties and not a signs of homosexuality. Such gestures are never 
extended to visitors or foreigners. 
 
Exchange 5: Good evening. 
Soldier: Good evening. masaa il Kheyr 
Local: Good evening to you masaa il Kheyr 

 
Exchange 6: Good night. 
Soldier: Good night tiSbaH 'ala Kheyr 
Local: Good night to you. tiSbaH 'ala Kheyr 

 
 
It is uncommon for women to shake each other’s hands. However, if a female host offers 
a female guest a handshake, it should be graciously returned with a polite smile. 
Under no circumstance should a man extend his hand to a native female. Men and women 
in the UAE, whether native or foreign, do not exchange greetings or make verbal or 
physical contact in public. Moreover, they do not do so in private unless they are married 
or are members of the same family. 
 
Exchange 7: Are you doing well? 
Soldier: Are you doing well? inta zeyn? 
Local: Yes. ee  
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Exchange 8: How are you? 
Soldier: How are you? chef Haalak? 
Local: Fine, thank you. Tayb, shukran 

 
It is common for Arab UAE females to work in public or professional offices in senior 
positions. They may extend a verbal welcome to a visitor or foreigner. It is considered 
good etiquette to respond verbally to such a welcome. Among men, it is customary to 
address a male host by his family or tribal name and not his first name. Arab women in 
the UAE, if they must be referred to in public, are spoken of as Mrs., and never by a first 
name. 
 
Exchange 9: Hi, Mr. Al-Farsi 
Soldier: Hi, Mr. Al-Farsi. ahlan, as sayd il farisee 
Local: Hello. hala 

 
Arabs seldom travel alone. A Gulf Arab has his family with him at least in spirit and 
mind. Therefore, it is very much in order to extend good wishes to a host’s family. 
 
Exchange 10: God bless you and your family. 
Soldier: God bless you and your family alla yerHamak oo yerHam waaldeyk 
Local: Thanks to God. alHamdoo lil laah 

Dress Code 
Public attire in the UAE is conservative for both men and women. It tends to be tempered 
by two factors: comfort and the Arab’s concern for modesty and decency. Male dress 
during the hot season should consist of clean, pressed, light-weight shirts and trousers. 
Short-sleeve shirts may be worn, but Asians and Arabs from other countries will prefer 
long sleeve shirts. In cooler weather, jackets, and ties if desired, may be worn. Sandals 
are considered informal dress in the UAE and should only be worn on informal occasions 
or by women.  
 
Exchange 11: Is this okay to wear? 
Soldier: Is this okay to wear? mumkin albas haay? 
Local: Yes. ee  

 
For women the standards for public dress tend to be more rigorous. Women are expected 
to cover their heads and to wear long-sleeve blouses and long skirts. The least offensive 
form of dress consists of wearing an abaya, or black outer garment, that covers the body, 
together with a headscarf. Foreigners can observe Emirati women wearing the abaya 
together with facemasks and elbow-length black or white gloves.  
 
Exchange 12: How should I dress? 
Soldier: How should I dress? shinoo albas? 
Local: Dress casually. ilbas malaabis 'aadeya 
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Hospitality 
It is more common for foreigners and Western guests to be invited to lunch or dinner at a 
restaurant. This keeps social amenities to a comfortable minimum that foreigners should 
understand. It also minimizes contact between the host’s family and Western guests. 
Traditional meals in the UAE tend to be tasty, but quite simple, and have never evolved 
into an art form. The cuisine of public restaurants, if they are Arab, will be Lebanese, 
Syrian, or Egyptian in origin and can involve several courses. 
 
However, if invited to the home of an Emirati, it is good form to be punctual and to dress 
conservatively. A guest must remove his shoes at the door before entering the house. 
Gifts for the host, such as flowers and sweets are usually not given in the UAE. The best 
“thank you” for a host’s hospitality is gracious conduct on the part of the guest.  
 
Exchange 13: I really appreciate your hospitality 
Soldier: I really appreciate your 

hospitality. 
ashkurak 'ala karamak 

Local: You're welcome. 'afwan 
 
If invited to a UAE home for dinner, the meal will likely be served mandi style, i.e., 
sitting on the floor. Males do not dine with females. Eating commences when the eldest 
person begins. The traditional meal usually consists of roasted chicken or mutton on a 
bed of spiced rice called kebsa. Along with the main course, there are green salads. All 
food is offered or eaten with the right hand only, since the left hand is reserved for the 
toilet. Dessert consists of fruits like dates, oranges, bananas, and apples. When the meal 
has finished, all members will wash their hands. 
 
Exchange 14: Is this food a specialty of UAE? 
Soldier: Is this food a specialty of the 

UAE? 
tara hal akla eemaaraateya? 

Local: Yes, it is. ee 
 
On festive occasions, a country meal may consist of a specialty called meshwee. This is 
an outdoor lamb or mutton roast that takes 24 hours to prepare. The meat is covered with 
hot coals and slowly roasted overnight in a special pit dug in the sand.  
 
Exchange 15: The meal was very good. 
Soldier: The meal was very good. alwajba Tayba waayed 
Local: Thanks. shukran 

Holidays 
Until recently, the only official, non-religious public holiday was National Day or 
Independence Day on 2 December. In 2007, however, the president announced that the 
moulid, or birthday of the Prophet Muhammed, would be celebrated in the UAE. Since 
the actual birthday occurred on a Friday, the following Saturday was declared a public 
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holiday.36 A popular greeting card website for the UAE, Weyak, shows that celebration 
by younger members of society of other Western holidays, such as April Fools’ Day and 
Valentine’s Day, is becoming commonplace.37 
 
Exchange 16: Will you celebrate the festival next week? 
Soldier: Will you celebrate the festival 

next week? 
tara raH tiHtifil bil munaasaba il isboo' 
il jaay? 

Local: Yes. ee 

Weddings 
For Arabs of the UAE, marriage is the most significant of life’s events. It is the union of 
two individuals and frequently the union of two branches of a tribe or large family. Thus, 
most couples are distantly related. The wedding celebration actually takes place after the 
private marriage ritual. This ceremony consists of the signing of a marriage contract and 
payment of a mahr, or dowry, by the groom. The brief event is solemnized at home by an 
imam or mosque elder and in the presence of male parents of both families. 
 
Following this, a large wedding celebration takes place in the presence of several hundred 
invited guests. Engraved invitations to the event are delivered in advance. The event 
takes place in the ballroom of a large hotel or in a qasr al-afrah, or wedding palace hired 
for the occasion. Men and women do not celebrate in the same banquet room. Female 
guests gather with the bride and her party in a separate banquet hall or room of the same 
hotel or qasr al-afrrah. 
 
Exchange 17: Congratulations on your marriage. 
Soldier: Congratulations on your 

marriage. 
mabrook 'ala zawaajak 

Local: Thank you. shukran 
 
Both men and women sit in the banquet hall until the festive meal is served. There is 
usually traditional music played by ensembles hired for the occasion. Following a festive 
meal, guests again return to their seats and drink tea and coffee. They may then smoke or 
be offered ta’mirah, a hookah water pipe filled with fermented tobacco. When the groom 
circulates among his guests it is good form to congratulate him on his marriage and to 
wish him happiness in the future. 
 
Exchange 18: I wish you much happiness. 
Soldier: I wish you much happiness. atmanaalak faraH waayed 
Local: Thank you. shukran 

                                                 
36 Arabian Business.com. Rahimi, safura.  “No Holiday for Public Sector.” 29 March 2007. 
http://www.arabianbusiness.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=10349:no-holiday-for-
uae-public-sector&Itemid=73 
37 Weyak.com. e-Cards for events and Ocasions. http://cards.weyak.ae/sub_cat.php?cat_sub=34 
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Funerals 
As with all events in the life of a Muslim, death in the UAE involves a set of rituals that 
are fairly uniform through the Islamic world. There is no difference in Sunni and Shi’a 
observance of the funeral ritual. The first act after death is the washing of the body with a 
camphor solution. The body is then wrapped in a white seamless shroud and carried to 
the local mosque for the janaza or burial prayers. Immediately after the prayer service, 
the body is conducted to the family cemetery. This cemetery will be found on tribal land 
in a large walled enclosure outside the city or town.38  
 
Exchange 19: I would like to offer my condolences 
Soldier: I would like to offer my 

condolences to you and your 
family. 

abee agadim 'aza-ee lik wil 'aa-iltak 

Local: Thank you. shukran 
 
 
Families often have an “at home” reception after the burial where condolences may be 
given to the family. Periods of mourning more than a few days are uncommon. It is 
unlikely that a foreigner or outsider would be involved in any of these events. At the 
death of a prominent citizen or businessman, however, it is common to express 
condolences to the family members in the office or place of business. 
 
Exchange 20: Please be strong. 
Soldier: Please be strong. Khal leek gowee 
Local: Thank you so much. shukran jazeelan 

 

                                                 
38 Worldmark Encyclopedia of Religious Practices. “United Arab Emirates: Rites of Passage.” November 
2005. http://www.gale.com/pdf/samples/sp666114.pdf 
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Do’s and Don’ts 
 
A visitor to the UAE should heed these few important guidelines. 
 

• Do remove your shoes before entering a mosque or private dwelling. 
 

• Do remember that you, as a Westerner, have a high profile in public places and 
that your conduct is observed by the local population. 

 
• Don’t speak to, sit next to, or attempt to contact a member of the opposite sex in 

public, unless she is a member of your family. 
 

• Don’t consume alcoholic beverages in public places or offer drinks to Arabs. 
 

• Don’t enter mosques unless you have cleared such visits 
 

• Don’t bring a search dog into a private dwelling. They are unclean under Islamic 
law. 

 
• Don’t sit in such a way that you show soles of your shoes or the bottoms of your 

feet to an Arab. 
 

• Don’t offer a piece of food, a gift, or any object to a Muslim using your left hand. 
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Urban Life 

Urbanization 
The income from petroleum and natural gas production has transformed the Trucial 
States settlements of the early twentieth century into twenty-first century urban centers. 
Urbanization and the gradual movement of the UAE population from rural areas to the 
city have characterized the country in the past twenty-five years. Abu Dhabi, Al-Ain, and 
Dubai have grown into metropolitan centers linked to the world by international airports, 
super highways, and digital information networks. The citizens of the UAE, most of 
whom inhabit these urban centers, live in luxury, air-conditioned villas with all the 
conveniences of any Western city. The infrastructure supporting these urban centers 
includes reliable and well-integrated schools, medical facilities, electricity grids, and 
ground transportation services. This infrastructure includes an impressive cell phone 
communications network. Even school-age children have their own mobile phones.39  
 
Exchange 21: May I use your phone? 
Soldier: May I use your phone? agdar asta'mil taleefonak? 
Local: Sure. akeed 

 
Exchange 22: What is your phone number? 
Soldier: What is your phone number? cham ragam taleefonak? 
Local: My phone number is 132-5447. ragam taleefonee waaHid ithlatha 

ithneyn Khamsa arba'a arba'a sab'a 

Education 
The federal budget of the UAE allocates resources to support an impressive program of 
educational development. More than 500,000 students are currently in this system, which 
extends from kindergarten through primary, secondary, vocational, and university 
schooling. Of this number, more than 40% are in private schools. Nearly half of all 
teachers at the primary and secondary level are native UAE citizens. The goal for 
Emiratization of the teaching profession is 90% by the year 2020. 
 
Exchange 23: Do your children go to school? 
Soldier: Do your children go to school? awlaadak yerooHoon lil madrasa? 
Local: Yes. ee  

 
Exchange 24: Is there a school nearby? 
Soldier: Is there a school nearby? akoo madrasa gareeba min naa? 
Local: Yes. ee 

 
Teachers’ salaries are high and quality teachers in both foreign languages and technical 
subjects are regularly recruited from Western countries. Liberal school funding also 

                                                 
39 Embassy of the United Arab Emirates. “Urban Development in the UAE.” 2007.  
http://uae-embassy.org/html/Buisness/Urban_Development.html 
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ensures that students have access to modern educational technology. Classrooms are 
equipped with Smart Boards and all secondary and university students are given laptop 
computers. This ratio is somewhat lower for primary schools; one computer to five pupils, 
and for kindergarten the ratio is one to ten. Education is not co-educational. However, 
there is an equal number of schools for males and females. The equality of opportunity 
can be seen in the results of national testing programs. The statistics for the General 
Secondary School Certificate (GSSC) final examinations show that females using equal 
resources have outperformed males in the past several years.40 

Health Care 
The UAE has been identified as having one of the best medical care systems in the Arab 
world. Its comprehensive health care services encompass a broad program of free health 
education, preventative medicine, maternity and child care, and surgical treatment.  
 
Exchange 25: Is there a medical clinic nearby? 
Soldier: Is there a medical clinic nearby? akoo 'iyaada SiHeeya gareeba min naa? 
Local: Yes, it is over there. ee, al 'iyaada ihnaak 

 
All citizens are covered and guaranteed free treatment. The health care infrastructure 
extends to an urban network of clinics, medical laboratories, and hospitals.41 It also 
includes international partnership programs such as the Dubai Harvard Foundation for 
Medical Research.42 
 
Exchange 26: Is there a doctor here? 
Soldier: Is there a doctor here? akoo duktor min naa? 
Local: No. laa 

 
The success of the national health care initiatives can be seen in the changes in actuarial 
statistics. In the past ten years the mortality rate of infants has dropped to one percent and 
life expectancy has risen: for males, to 74, and for females, to 76. The government health 
care program in the UAE is also augmented by private hospitals and clinics such as the 
Al-Maqam and Al-Dowali hospitals in Dubai.  
 
Exchange 27: My foot is broken doctor, can you help me? 
Soldier: My arm is broken. Doctor, can 

you help me? 
Theraa'ee maksoor, tigdar itsaa'idnee? 

Local: Yes, I can help you. ee, agdar asaa'dak 
 
Some private medical groups in the UAE have signed contracts with prominent US 
hospitals to develop specialist hospitals. One example of ongoing development projects is 

                                                 
40 Ministry of Finance and Industry. UAE Government. “Education and Youth.” 
http://www.uae.gov.ae/Government/education.htm 
41 UAE Government. “Health Services.” http://www.fedfin.gov.ae/Government/health.htm 
42 Dubai Harvard Foundation For Medical Research. “About the Foundation.” 2007. 
http://dhfmr.hms.harvard.edu/about_the_foundation.html 
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the 15-year agreement between the Mubadala Group of Abu Dhabi and the Cleveland 
Clinic of Ohio to develop a world-class specialty hospital in Abu Dhabi.43 
 
Exchange 28: Do you need my help? 
Soldier: Do you need my help? tara tiHtaj moosaa'ati? 
Local: Yes. ee 

 
The UAE has been in the vanguard in other areas of modern medical technology. The 
telemedicine service at the Al-Mafraq government hospital has reduced the need for 
patients to travel abroad for expert treatment. Their high-definition television link to the 
Mayo Clinic of Minnesota permits real-time diagnosis and treatment of difficult medical 
cases.44 
 
Exchange 29: Do you know what is wrong? 
Soldier: Do you know what is wrong tara tu'ruf shinoo il mushkila 
Local: No. laa 

Traffic and Transportation 
One sign of the prosperity of the UAE is the number of luxury and sports cars on the 
country’s highways. In spite of the presence of traffic police, native drivers neglect speed 
limits and traffic signals. Foreigners are cautioned to drive defensively and to be on the 
lookout for reckless drivers. The liberal speed limit of 160 km/hr (100 mph) on highways 
in the three urban centers, Abu Dhabi, Dubai, and Al-Ain, is frequently disregarded by 
Emiratis who can easily have traffic violations removed by relatives in the police 
department. The high incidence of deadly accidents attests to the general disregard of 
traffic rules. 
 
Exchange 30: Is there a gas station nearby? 
Soldier: Is there a gas station nearby? akoo sheeshat baanzeen gareeba min 

naa? 
Local: Yes, it is on this road. ee, akoo wiHda fil Tareeg 

 
Exchange 31: Is there a good auto mechanic nearby? 
Soldier: Is there a good auto mechanic 

nearby? 
akoo meekaaneekee zeyn gareeb min 
naa? 

Local: Yes, there is. ee, akoo waaHid 
 
Exchange 32: Do you know how to fix this? 
Soldier: Do you know how to fix this? tu'ruf chef it SaliH haay? 
Local: No. laa  

 

                                                 
43 Lexdon Business Library. “Cleveland Clinic and Mubadala Development to Create Cleveland Clinic Abu 
Dhabi.” 13 September 2006. 
http://www.lexdon.com/article/Cleveland_Clinic_and_Mubadala_Development/54828.html 
44 UAE Government. “Health Services.” http://www.fedfin.gov.ae/Government/health.htm 
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There are no trains in the UAE, but there is an efficient and reliable fleet of buses 
operated by the Dubai Transport Company (DTC), which connects all of the emirates and 
their cities and towns. The white buses can be recognized by their red and green stripes. 
Fares inside the cities are fixed at AED 15 (USD 4), but vary between cities according to 
distance. The 145-km (95-mile) bus trip between Dubai and Al-Ain costs AED 100 (USD 
27.25). 
 
Exchange 33: Will the bus be here soon? 
Soldier: Will the bus be here soon? al baaS yejee gareeb? 
Local: Yes, it will be here in ten 

minutes. 
ee, ba'id 'ashir dagayeg 

 
Exchange 34: Is there a bus station nearby? 
Soldier: Is there a bus station nearby? fee maHaTat baaS ibhal manTaqa? 
Local: Yes. ee  

 
 
For the visitor who wishes to travel without a rental car, there is a fleet of metered yellow 
taxis who will take a traveler to any point in the country.  
 
Exchange 35: Can I get a cab around here? 
Soldier: Can I get a cab around here? mumkin aaKhuTh taxsee min naa? 
Local: Yes. ee  

 
Cars can be rented from major international agencies (e.g., Hertz, Avis, and Budget) 
located in the airports and majors hotels of all cities. A passport, valid US or European 
driving license, and a major credit card are the usual documents required for car rental. 
As with all services in the Arabian Gulf, customers are advised to compare rental fees 
and to be aggressive bargainers when inquiring about rates.  
 
Exchange 36: Can I rent a car from you? 
Soldier: Can I rent a car from you? mumkin aaKhuTh sayaara min naa? 
Local: No. laa  

 
The UAE and its airports have become a hub for passenger and cargo traffic to the 
Arabian Gulf and for connecting flights to point east and west. Two major airlines, 
Emirates Air and Gulf Air, are international flag carriers for the UAE. Moreover, four of 
the country’s airports, Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Al-Ain, and Sharjah, have been designated 
international airports. The airports of the twenty-first century are to global transport what 
the seaports of the Trucial States were to maritime transport one hundred years ago.  
 
Exchange 37: Which direction to the airport? 
Soldier: Which direction to the airport? ib-ay jiha lil maTaar? 
Local: That way. min naak 
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Cuisine and Dining  
There is no shortage of fine dining in the main cities of the UAE. The best of Asian, 
European, and American cuisine come together in the hotels and restaurants of Abu 
Dhabi, Dubai, and Al-Ain. 
 
Exchange 38: Are you still serving breakfast? 
Soldier: Are you still serving breakfast / 

lunch / dinner? 
inta lisaa itgadim fuToor / ghaThaa / 
'ashaa? 

Local: Yes. ee  
 
Exchange 39: I'd like a coffee / tea. 
Soldier: I'd like a coffee / tea law tismaH gahwa / shaay 
Local: Sure. akeed  

 
Dining out has become a pastime for Emiratis themselves. They have acquired a global 
appetite and entire families can be seen in the sushi bars of Dubai and the pizzerias of 
Abu Dhabi. Restaurants and hotels frequently offer musical entertainment and dance. 
Visitors will notice that dining rooms have separate sections for family dining. This is 
because traditional Arab society in the Gulf draws a line between the life styles of single 
and married people. 
 
Exchange 40: Can you get me my bill? 
Soldier: Can you get me my bill? mumkin t'Teenee faToorat ilHisaab? 
Local: Sure. akeed  

 
Exchange 41: Put this all on one bill, OK? 
Soldier: Put this all on one bill. HuT kulshee if faaToora weHda 
Local: Sure. akeed  

 
 
The marquees of the fast food giants of Europe and North America, like Burger King and 
Kentucky Fried Chicken, can be seen along the main streets of the big cities. They are 
popular with young Emiratis. However, the Middle East has no shortage of its own fast 
and tasty foods. In the evenings one can also see Lebanese and Egyptian fast food 
restaurants selling schwarma (a chipped-meat sandwich wrapped in pita bread) or falafel 
and fresh fruit juices.  
 
Exchange 42: I'd like some schwarma. 
Soldier: I'd like some schwarma. law tismaH shaawormaa 
Local: Sure. akeed  

 
Exchange 43: What type of meat is this? 
Soldier: What type of meat is this? ay no' laHim haay? 
Local: Lamb. Dhaan  
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Western diners will notice a conspicuous absence of pork from the menus of popular 
restaurants. This is in keeping with Islamic dietary practice, which prohibits Muslims 
from eating pork. Some hotels, however, offer their Non-Muslim guests pork that has 
been cooked in a separate kitchen. Major supermarkets like Safeway and Megamart have 
a separate meat department where Westerners can purchase pork for their home cooking. 
 
Exchange 44: This food is delicious. 
Soldier: This food is delicious. al akil waayed Tayb  
Local: Thank you. shukran  

 
Exchange 45: Do you have any dessert? 
Soldier: Do you have any dessert? 'idkum Halaweyaat? 
Local: Yes, we have fruit. ee, 'idna fawaakih 

 
Major hotels and many restaurants that cater to foreigners have a license to sell alcoholic 
beverages. Consumption of alcohol is forbidden to Muslims and most Muslims follow 
this prescription. When consuming alcoholic beverages one should remember two things: 
It should never be offered to Muslims and never be consumed outside of the hotel or 
restaurant. 
 
Exchange 46: Can I have more water? 
Soldier: Can I have more water? mumkin ta'Teenee maay? 
Local: Sure. akeed  

 
Exchange 47: Where is your bathroom? 
Soldier: Where is your bathroom? wayn il Hamaam? 
Local: Over there. min naak  

Marketplace 
The souk, or marketplace, can take two forms: the modern boutique of the themed 
shopping mall or the traditional shop or stall of the covered markets in the Old City.  
 
The elegant boutiques of Dubai or Abu Dhabi readily accept all major credit cards. The 
merchants of the old souks prefer hard cash and will accept any major foreign currency. 
 
Exchange 48: Do you accept credit cards? 
Soldier: Do you accept credit cards? tigbaloon baTaqaat maSrafeya? 
Local: Yes. ee  

 
Exchange 49: Do you accept US currency? 
Soldier: Do you accept US currency? tigbaloon il 'omla il-amreekeya? 
Local: No, we only accept Dirham. laa, bas naaKhuTh dirham 

 
Shops, whether modern or traditional, tend to open at nine a.m. and remain open until 
noon prayers, sometime before one p.m. The period from one to four is a lunch and siesta 
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time. The markets reopen in the late afternoon and remain open until closing, sometime 
after ten p.m.  
 
Exchange 50: Is the market nearby? 
Soldier: Is the market nearby? al soog gareeb min naa? 
Local: Yes. ee  

 
A few particularly conservative merchants will close their shops for twenty minutes 
during the mid-day and evening prayers. Exception to the general shopping hours occur 
during the month of Ramadan when shops will remain open until two a.m., and during 
the Dubai Shopping Festival when some shops remain open 24 hours a day. 
 
Exchange 51: How much longer will you be here? 
Soldier: How much longer will you be 

here? 
ilmeta tkoon min naa?  

Local: Three more hours. thalaath saa'aat 
 
Exchange 52: I can offer you this much money for this. 
Soldier: I can offer you this much money 

for this. 
mumkin a'Teek hal gad ifloos ilhaay 

Local: No. laa  
 
Exchange 53: Can you give me change for this? 
Soldier: Can you give me change for 

this? 
mumkin ta'Teenee Kherda ilhaay? 

Local: No. laa  
 
Thanks to the duty-free status of UAE ports, merchants have access to inexpensive Asian 
imports. Quality clothing and electrical appliances from countries like Malaysia, China, 
Indonesia, and the Philippines can be bought in the traditional souk at reasonable prices. 
 
Exchange 54: May I hold this and inspect it? 
Soldier: May I hold this and inspect it? mumkin amsik haay wo afHaShaa? 
Local: Sure. akeed  

 
Exchange 55: Do you have any more of these? 
Soldier: Do you have any more of these? 'idkum thaanee min haay? 
Local: No. laa  

 
If you don’t find a particular color or size, you can ask the merchants to check their 
storerooms. Always examine the merchandise closely. In the case of electrical appliances, 
ask for a demonstration. If you know the fair market price of an item, you can bargain 
with the seller. If you make a purchase, ask for a receipt. 
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Exchange 56: Do you have this in a larger size? 
Soldier: Do you have this in a larger 

size? 
'idkum haaThol ib maqaas akbar? 

Local: Yes, we do. ee, 'indenaa  
 
Exchange 57: Do you have this in a different color? 
Soldier: Do you have this in a different 

color? 
'idkum haaThol ib lon imghaayer? 

Local: Yes. ee  

Street Vendors 
Policemen and licensed merchants forbid street vendors from selling in or near major 
shopping centers. Itinerant street vendors, however, can be found on side streets, usually 
selling a single item such as reproductions of famous watches, perfumes, or software and 
MP3 discs. The legality of their sales is questionable, since copyright laws prohibit the 
sale of such items. Some vendors also sell fast food such as belila, boiled chickpeas in a 
spice sauce, or roasted peanuts. Generally, their food is clean and safe. 
 
Exchange 58: Did you prepare this food? 
Soldier: Did you prepare this food? inta jahazit hal akil? 
Local: No. laa 

 
Exchange 59: Is this food fresh? 
Soldier: Is this food fresh? hal akil Taazij? 
Local: Yes. ee  

 
There is very little street crime in the UAE, yet children of Asian immigrants sometimes 
can be found near the traditional souks. Soliciting is illegal and unjustified begging is 
discouraged, but they may importune visitors, asking for money.  
 
Exchange 60: Buy something from me. 
Local: Buy something from me. ishtaree haaThee min nee 
Soldier: No, go away. laa, waKhir 

 
Exchange 61: Give me money. 
Local: Give me money. 'iTnee floos 
Soldier: No, I don’t have any. laa, maakoo 

Gathering Information 
Although the UAE has been a firm supporter of the US and other Western countries who 
are combating global terrorism, Middle Eastern and Asian terrorists have used its airports 
as transit spots. In the course of your stay in the UAE you might be offered information 
which could be useful to your unit. Consult your chain of command concerning such 
offers. 
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Exchange 62: Can I help you? 
Soldier: Can I help you? agdar asaa'dak? 
Local: I have information for you. tara 'indee ma'loomaat lak  

 
Exchange 63: Where do you work, sir? 
Soldier: Where do you work? weyn tushtughul? 
Local: I am a manager. anaa mudeer 

 
Both Emiratis and guest workers are good sources of information. Due to the sheer 
number of foreigners, one is more likely to encounter a guest worker than a native of the 
UAE. Very few foreigners own land, but many Asian and Arab foreigners are business 
partners with Emiratis, controlling less than a 50% share of the business. Generally, 
foreign workers are well informed about their surroundings. 
 
Exchange 64: Do you know this area very well? 
Soldier: Do you know this area very 

well? 
tara tu'ruf hal manTaqa zeyn? 

Local: Yes. ee  
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Rural Life 

Rural Employment 
For the 15% of UAE citizens who live outside the major cities, rural life has not meant 
poverty or misery. The rural development programs of the UAE’s founders 35 years ago 
and the generosity of the current government have ensured an equitable distribution of 
the country’s wealth to urban and rural areas.  
 
Exchange 65: Do you own this land? 
Soldier: Do you own this land? inta tumlok hal ariDh? 
Local: Yes. ee  

 
Rural life for the UAE means one of two distinct life styles. The first and smallest group 
of rural inhabitants are the nomadic Bedouin tribes, who live in the southern desert near 
oases like Liwa. They are the Sunni ancestors of the urbanites of Abu Dhabi and Dubai. 
They raise sheep and camels and sell their livestock at rural markets or transport them to 
city livestock auctions. The government assists them by providing subsistence allowances, 
liberal subsidies to support animal husbandry, and deep wells. With a reliable sport utility 
vehicle and a good map, these areas can be visited by foreigners. The Bedouins are 
hospitable and eager to engage the outside world.45  
 
Exchange 66: My car broke down, can you help me? 
Soldier: My car broke down, can you 

help me? 
sayaartee Kharbaana, tigdar itsa'idnee? 

Local: Yes, I can help ee, agdar asaa'dak 

Villages 
The second group of rural inhabitants consists of produce-, poultry-, and dairy farmers of 
inland villages, like those of the Jiri Plain in Ras al-Khaimah, and the fishermen of the 
coastal villages of Ajman. This group also receives generous government subsidies to 
underwrite irrigation and agricultural development and increase crop yields. These 
farming settlements also employ large numbers of Asian agricultural workers. In the past 
ten years, the agricultural sector has made the UAE self-sufficient in vegetable fruit 
farming and dairy production.46 
 
Exchange 67: Are you the only person in your family who has a job? 
Soldier: Are you the only person in your 

family who has a job? 
tara inta il waHeed ili fee 'a-iltak 
yushtughul? 

Local: No. laa  
 
                                                 
45Horticulture Research International. International Society for Horticultural Science (ISHS). “United Arab 
Emirates.” http://www.hridir.org/countries/united_arab_emirates/index.htm 
46United Nations University Press. Cores, Rainer and Scholz, Fred. “Bedouins, wealth, and change. A 
Study of Rural Development in the United Arab Emirates and the Sultanate of Oman The rural farming 
areas.” http://www.unu.edu/unupress/unupbooks/80143e/80143E03.htm 
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Daily Life 
Farm work or fishing is performed by men. The wives and daughters of UAE citizens 
perform domestic work. Emirati farmers usually employ large numbers of Asian male 
laborers to do the actual farming. Many of these laborers work six and seven days a week. 
Labor law reform in the UAE has not yet reached the farms.  
 
The farmers and fishermen deliver their products to the central markets and produce 
distribution centers in the city either daily, in the case of fish, or several times weekly, in 
the case of produce. Each city has open-air markets in their older districts.  
 
Exchange 68: Will you be going to the market today? 
Soldier: Will you be going to the market 

today? 
inta raayH is soog il yom? 

Local: Yes ee  
 
Exchange 69: Can you take me there? 
Soldier: Can you take me there? tigdar taaKhiThnee min naak? 
Local: Yes, I can. Follow me. ee, agdar. ta'aal waraay 

Health and Education 
The central government in Dubai carefully monitors the availability of health care 
facilities and schools in rural areas. Official policy has been that no family should be 
without ready medical care and no child without a place in school. The president and 
prime minister have pledged to maintain the network of rural schools and primary health 
care facilities in each rural district so that all citizens of the UAE have equal access to 
quality education and medical services. Asian farm laborers, however, are routinely 
excluded from access to health care.47 

Rural Administration  
Life in the rural areas, the farming settlements, and the desert, is organized around the 
authority of a sheikh, whose title is hereditary.  
 
Exchange 70: Does your sheikh live here? 
Soldier: Does your sheikh live here? tara ish sheyKh yeskin min naa? 
Local: Yes. ee  

 
The sheikh is a respected figure and an unofficial representative of the central 
government.  
 
Exchange 71: Can you take me to your sheikh? 
Soldier: Can you take me to your sheikh? tigdar taaKhiThnee lil sheyKh? 
Local: Yes. ee  

                                                 
47 Zawya.com. Middle East Business Information. “HH Sheikh Mohammad Bin Rashid Unveils the UAE 
Federal Government Strategy.” 17 April 2007. 
http://www.zawya.com/Story.cfm/sidZAWYA20070417115746/SecCountries/pagUAE 
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The sheikh is also the first point of contact for information about the lands under his 
jurisdiction. 
 
Exchange 72: Respected sheikh, we need your help. 
Soldier: Respected sheikh, we need your 

help. 
ma'aalee ish sheyKh, niHtaaj 
musaa'adtak 

Local: I can help you. agdar asaa'dak 
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Family Life 

Family vs. Tribe 
The family unit in the Arabian Gulf derives its social and economic standing from its 
tribal affiliation. This is true of both Sunni and Shi’a families. Being related to the royal 
families or the ruling tribes in the UAE imparts greater social and economic opportunity. 
Nepotism is the normal way of life in the UAE. Marriage is the means of fortifying and 
prolonging the existing social structures. By means of arranged marriages, sons marry 
their cousins or more distant relatives from the same tribe and thereby cement their hold 
on tribal lands.48  
 
Exchange 73: Does your family live here? 
Soldier: Does your family live here? 'aa-iltak yeskinoo min naa? 
Local: Yes. ee  

 
Tribes are reluctant to grant citizenship to outsiders. Moreover, they are reluctant to share 
their wealth with foreigners. This explains why Gulf families have been able to resist the 
encroachment of the twentieth century pan-Arabism of other Arab states. Sons and 
daughters remain at home until their marriage. After marriage they often live in the 
family mansion for several years until they have achieved financial standing.49 
 
Exchange 74: Did you grow up here? 
Soldier: Did you grow up here? tara itrabeyt min naa? 
Local: Yes. ee  

Marriage and Divorce 
Marriages are not left to chance and only occur after lengthy planning and preparation. In 
arranging marriages, the family retains control over its offspring.  
 
Exchange 75: Are these your children? 
Soldier: Are these your children? tara haaThol awlaadak? 
Local: Yes. ee  

 
A wife comes to live with her husband, but remains attached to her own family. In case 
of divorce, which is rare, she can always return to her father’s house.  
 
Exchange 76: Is this your entire family? 
Soldier: Is this your entire family? haay kul 'aa-iltak? 
Local: No. laa  

 

                                                 
48Federal Research Division. US Library of Congress. “Persian Gulf States: A Country Study. Tribal 
Nature of Gulf Society.” 1993. http://countrystudies.us/persian-gulf-states/17.htm 
49 UAE Interact. UAE National Media Council. Heard-Bey, Frauke. “The Tribal Society of the UAE and its 
Traditional Economy” http://uaeinteract.com/uaeint_misc/pdf/perspectives/04.pdf 
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The average age of marriage for males is 25 in the UAE. Spinsterhood is rare and 
bachelorhood is virtually unknown. It is not uncommon for a man to have eight to ten 
children from one wife. Though a man may have up to four wives under Islamic Law, 
having a second wife is infrequent, and third and fourth wives are rare.50   
 
Exchange 77: Are you married? 
Soldier: Are you married? inta mitzawij? 
Local: No. laa  

 
A house may have several married and unmarried female relatives living in it. Women 
are not permitted to live alone or in dwellings without a male relative present. 
 
Exchange 78: Is this your wife? 
Soldier: Is this your wife? haay zawjitak? 
Local: No. laa  

Typical Household 
Many families contain two and three generations, grandparents to grandchildren. They 
are, however, patriarchal. The oldest male or the father of the family is generally 
considered to be the central authority figure. In decision making, sons defer to their older 
brothers or fathers.  
 
Exchange 79: Do you have any brothers? 
Soldier: Do you have any brothers? akoo 'indak iKhwaan? 
Local: Yes. ee  

 
The average family in the UAE has male and female domestic servants. Married women 
commonly have a maid and a nurse if there are more than two children.  
 
Exchange 80: Are these people part of your family? 
Soldier: Are these people part of your 

family? 
tara haaThol in naas juzo min 'aa-ltak? 

Local: No. laa 
 
Although women are permitted to drive, the family frequently has a immigrant driver 
who also assists with maintenance work around the house.  
 
 
 
Exchange 81: How many people live in this house? 

                                                 
50 Social Science Dept. College of Arts. Bahrain University. El-Haddad, Yehya. “Major Trends Affecting 
Families in the Gulf Countries.” May 2003. 
http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/family/Publications/mtelhaddad.pdf 
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Soldier: How many people live in this 
house? 

cham waaHid yeskin min naa? 

Local: Ten. 'ashra 
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