
 

 

The death of Sheikh Khalifa marks the end of an era. Under Mohammed bin Zayed the UAE is likely 

to see a more vigorous process of renewal, with young people playing a particularly important role 

By Dr Dennis Sammut 

The sad news of the death of Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed al Nahyan, the President of the United Arab 

Emirates and Ruler of Abu Dhabi marks the end of an era not only for the UAE, but the entire Gulf 

region. Sheikh Khalifa was probably the last of the Gulf rulers who was already an adult and active in 

public life (as Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi) in the moment of transition in the early 1970’s when a 

hasty British withdrawal from East of Suez created new conditions, from which the United Arab 

Emirates eventually emerged as a unified and independent state in December 1971. 

At the time Sheikh Khalifa was constantly on the side of his father Sheikh Zayed, who many came to 

call “the wise one”, and who is still revered in the Emirates as “the father of the nation”. When 

Sheikh Zayed died in 2004 , Sheikh Khalifa stepped in his shoes. It was a time of big change for the 

UAE, and the transition from one generation to another in the leadership, was also reflected in the 

enormous changes the country has experienced in its relatively short period of statehood. 

As his brother, and successor, Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed wrote on the news of Khalifa’s death, 

"The UAE lost its righteous son, the leader of the “empowerment stage” and the trustee of its 

blessed journey. His stances, achievements, wisdom, giving, and initiatives are in every corner of the 

country.” 

When the UAE was created in 1971, many wondered if it would last. Most agreed that as long as 

Sheikh Zayed was alive it probably would, but some where not so sure what will happen after. Sheikh 

Khalifa ensured that the same wisdom of Sheikh Zayed remained the guiding light when he became 

the country’s second President. Soon no one questioned the durability of the UAE any more. 

Unfortunately ill health meant that for most of the last decade Sheikh Khalifa practically retired from 

public life after he never recovered fully from a stroke in 2014. The day to day running of the UAE, 

and of the Emirate of Abu Dhabi, reverted to his brother, the Crown Prince, Mohammed bin Zayed. 

He will now take the mantel of the third president of the UAE. It will be a process that will be 

characterised by continuity rather than change. Already as Crown Prince Mohammed bin Zayed has 

implemented deep rooted changes, the results of which can particularly be seen in the country’s 

international standing. The UAE is now a recognised regional power; it holds a seat on the United 

nations Security Council; its voice is heard and respected in many international fora.  

However, now invested with the full powers and authority of Head of State, Mohammed bin Zayed is 

likely to be emboldened to push forward a number of key issues on his agenda.  

The first is national consolidation. The UAE remains a Federation, and it has succeeded because all 

the seven emirates have developed their own specific dynamic. Whilst being a part of an even more 

dynamic whole. Maintaining this whilst galvanising the energy of the whole country, particularly the 

talent of its youth into a national spirit that can deal with the multifaceted challenges of the 21st 

century will be one of the main tasks.  

A second task is to take to the next level the UAE’s transformation from a country dependent on its 

prosperity on its energy resources, to one where economic sustainability is ensured. The process of 

turning the UAE into a truly global business hub has already successfully started, but is not complete, 

so there is much work to be done.  



 

Finally Mohammed bin Zayed will in the future push to increase the role of the UAE as a regional and 

global player. On the political front this will mean in the future diplomatic initiatives that can 

contribute to regional peace and stability; and on the defence front an acceleration of the process of 

turning the UAE from a security consumer to a security provider. 

This is a tall order. We know from Mohammed bin Zayed’s record of the last decade in particular that 

he does not like to do things with half measures. This sometimes opens him up to some criticism, but 

few doubt that Mohammed bin Zayed has the ambition and ability to pursue these objectives. To 

succeed he will need to inspire young Emiratis to trust and believe in his vision. As head of state he 

will be better placed to do so. 

After the usual 40 days of mourning for Sheikh Khalifa the UAE will enter the era of Mohammed bin 

Zayed. If his record as Crown Prince is anything to go by this era will be characterised by passion and 

ambition for the success of the UAE, but also a belief in the talent and capacity of the young 

generation, and a resolve to keep the country on the road of peace and tolerance. 
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