
 

The UAE prepares to celebrate 50 

 

When one speaks of today’s United Arab Emirates, with its mission to Mars; its cutting edge 

achievements in the fields of environment and habitat, the glitzy towers of Dubai, and the cultural 

renaissance across the seven emirates, it is difficult even impossible to remember that this country 

did not exist fifty years ago. Not only that, the seven tiny emirates that constitute the Union were 

then little more than fishing villages with subsistence economy, often squabbling with each other. By 

1971, Abu Dhabi had started getting some benefit from oil revenues, and Dubai’s merchants were 

always industrious and innovative, but even with the wildest stretch of imagination you would not 

have been able to visualise the UAE of today by looking at what existed then. 

It is very easy, and ultimately incorrect to say that the UAE miracle was a money miracle. Money 

helps, but can never be the ultimate solution. Delving deeper we can see that the success of the UAE 

has been due to four separate but mutually re-enforcing factors: 

 Sound leadership 

 Good governance 

 Balanced foreign and economic policy 

 A unifying national ambition 

One should not exaggerate and say that mistakes were not made in the last fifty years. Of course 

they were. But it is much more interesting and relevant to explore what has been the recipe for 

what overall has been a huge success. 

Sound leadership 

It has been said often, but needs to be repeated. The wisdom and personality of Sheikh Zayed bin 

Sultan al Nahyan made the creation of the UAE possible, and defined it in the crucial formative early 

years – finely balancing different elements internally and externally. Internally he kept the Union 

together when most were quite sure that it will either never take off, or will collapse within weeks. 

There were so many examples of failed post-colonial unions and federations hastily put together by 

departing imperial powers that makes the cynicism justified. I have as part of my historical research 

interviewed some people who were close to the process in those early years, and reviewed 

hundreds of documents. They all point to the fact that it was the personality of Zayid that tipped the 

balance towards success. Internally, the crucial part of the jigsaw was Dubai, and its leader Sheikh 

Rashid al Maqtoum. The British who pushed for the federation, but doubted if it would succeed, 

were surprised at how Sheikh Rashid and Sheikh Zayid put aside any differences and decided to 

make the UAE happen. The others were too small and too weak to go on their own. Sheikh Zayid 

made sure that he made it easier for them to take the right decision too. 

Externally the challenges were much bigger. Regional powers eyed the new federation, some with 

good intentions, others less benevolently. Here again Sheikh Zayid’s ability to balance the relations 

with neighbouring countries in those crucial early years was absolutely vital. It seemed that in those 

early years the UAE had no enemies, just friends, and that gained time for the federation to find its 

feet. However the advent of the Iranian Revolution in 1979 changed all that. All of a sudden the UAE 

had a distabilising force as its next door neighbour. Managing this neighbour has become the biggest 

challenge for the UAE ever since. There were others, the Iran-Iraq War, the first Gulf War, and then 

the second, to mention some. The political innocence of the UAE, noticed in those early years of 

Federation, soon had to make way to pragmatism. The UAE had to become a regional power in its 



 

own right. It took time and it was not easy. Yet one can say that under the leadership of Mohammed 

bin Zayid that has been achieved and the country can now play its role in defending itself and its 

friends. Of course, there was also a cost. The UAE got embroiled in its first war when in 2016 it 

joined the Coalition to restore the legitimate government of Yemen deposed by an Iranian inspired 

Houthi movement. The arrival of body bags from that war was surely one of the most difficult 

moments in the UAE’s young history, but the country reacted with dignity and courage. 

But there is something that often foreigners fail to understand when looking at the UAE – this is the 

relationship between the ruling families and the rest of the population. Maintaining this bond, which 

has its roots in traditional tribal traditions, under the pressures of the modern world is not easy. So 

far it has worked, and keeping this bond, and adjusting it for the times,  will be the challenge of the 

next fifty years. 

 

Governance 

Which brings me to the second point, that of Governance. Many people who visit the UAE are 

surprised how efficient the wheels of government are. Yes one can say that the government had the 

money to put in place the best practices, but again money alone does not make good governance. It 

requires the political will, the leadership, the commitment and the vision. UAE has established a 

reputation for a sound legal system, essential for the success of the country as an economic player. 

The principle of everyone equal before the law is by and large respected. 

Many are also impressed by the range of innovations introduced in the UAE government since 

Mohammed bin Rashid became prime minister, and especially by the number of young people who 

now hold Ministerial positions. 

Balancing the country’s foreign and economic policy 

The UAE is a small country in a difficult neighbourhood. Its foreign policy must therefore take into 

account multiple factors, and must move in tandem with its economic policy.  In the early years the 

two pillars of the economy were hydrocarbons, mainly in Abu Dhabi, and trade sand services, mainly 

in Dubai. This has never been a black and white divide, and these days it is even unhelpful to think in 

these terms since Abu Dhabi is making massive efforts to diversify away from hydrocarbons, and the 

prospects look very encouraging. 

The UAE has for the last fifty years been firmly anchored in the western camp. In 1971 the 

Americans replaced the British as the leading force in the Gulf, establishing a close relationship with 

the UAE leadership. Especially given the regional threats, particularly from Iran, this is likely to 

continue. But the UAE has also developed strong relations with Russia, China and India. Managing 

these relations will be one of the main challenges of the next decade, especially since China is now 

perceived in the west as a strategic rival, rather than a partner. At some point the UAE will have to 

make a choice, and this choice will define the future. Keeping the mantra of Sheikh Zayed of having 

friends everywhere is wise. Unfortunately we live in a much more complex world, so balancing 

relations may not be so easy. 

A unifying national ambition 

Every country develops its national narrative – the reason why it exists, its main characteristics, its 

vision. The UAE is no exception, but what is different is that the UAE has in recent years been 

developing a national ambition based on a quest for excellence and success. It is a vision that unites 



 

leaders and people across the seven emirates and across society. More significantly this national 

ambition appears to be embraced by a new generation of young Emiratis who have made it their 

own. Let us not underestimate how important this is. Some fifty years ago some had predicted that 

newly acquired oil wealth will make Emiratis fat and lazy. This has not happened. Young Emiratis 

wake up in the morning to go to work, be it in business, or in the civil service, or in the rapidly 

increasing service industry. The national ambition for success and excellence is now well embedded 

in the country’s ethos. This perhaps, more than anything else, is the best guarantee for future 

success. 

Emiratis have a right to celebrate their country’s jubilee this year. It can be a great opportunity to 

take stock of what has happened in the last five decades, what has worked and what has not, and to 

learn from mistakes and celebrate successes. Yet this is also the right time to think about the future, 

to articulate further the national vision and to lay out a national ambition that unites all strata of 

society across the seven emirates. 

 

Dennis Sammut wrote his doctoral thesis at the University of Oxford on “The end of the British 

period in the Gulf (1951-72)”. He is currently Director of LINKS Europe, based in The Hague 

(director@links-europe.eu). 

 

 

 

 

 

 


