
 

 

For the UAE, the best is yet to come 

By Dennis Sammut 

These days the United Arab Emirates celebrates the 51st anniversary of its foundation. This 

anniversary is always a good time to look back at the story of this young nation: its modest origins, 

the vision of its founding father Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan al Nahyan, and its achievements in its half 

century of existence. But this year also saw the accession of Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed as Ruler of 

Abu Dhabi, and his election by the Federal Council, according to the constitution of the UAE, as 

President. Mohamed bin Zayed had been at the forefront of the leadership of the UAE for over a 

decade, and in many ways he had already left his mark on the country. But once he assumed the 

leadership of the country Sheikh Mohamed has significantly accelerated the process of turning the 

country into a global leader in many areas, and this despite the country’s modest size and the size of 

its population. 

Modest but solid foundations provide basis for success 

It is difficult to imagine, including for most Emiratis who were not yet born when UAE was founded 

and became an independent state in December 1971, how different life was.  

The seven sheikhdoms had been administered as protected states by Britain for at least a century 

before that. The arrangement was on the basis of archaic treaties that offered British protection in 

return for unfettered loyalty, access and monopoly. The Treaties gave the British the best of both 

worlds – they had de facto control over the seven sheikhdoms, whilst they assumed no responsibility 

for their welfare. That, they insisted was the prerogative of the local rulers who maintained “control” 

over domestic affairs, although in practice the British controlled everything that mattered.  

Life was hard, and poverty was widespread. In Abu Dhabi, only the Ruler’s house, and a handful of 

others were built with stone- everyone else lived in palm huts. Oliver Miles, British political officer in 

Abu Dhabi in 1961 described the situation very succinctly in an interview with the Imperial War 

Museum in 2001: Poverty he says was very striking. “It wasn’t degrading poverty. People had self-

respect”. 

In Dubai and some of the Northern Emirates up to the mid-20th century diving for pearls was the 

main source of income. When cultured pearls started being produced the demand for Gulf pearls 

plummeted, with dire consequences. 

Geo-political changes, and the discovery of oil started changing all that towards the late 1950s, but 

the pace at first was slow. 

The bond between the ruling families and the people 

As a historian looking at the processes in the Gulf under British rule I was always struck by one 

feature that distinguished the seven sheikhdom, and this was the genuine bond between rulers and 

people. Eventually this became a key factor in the stability of the region, the endurance against all 

predications of the Union, and the present day success of the UAE. It is true that the populations in 

the seven sheikhdoms was small, and whilst there were ruling families – the al Nahyan’s in Abu 

Dhabi, the al Makhtoum’s in Dubai, the al Qassemi in Sharjah, etc, these were intertwined with the 

rest of the population, making one big extended family. Overt discontent was very rare. There were 

grumblings, but these were of the sort that you would find in any large family. At difficult moments, 

the people rallied around their rulers. This bond, in many ways, remains the basis on which UAE 

society and governance is based, and a key ingredient of the country’s success. 



 

 

 

Estimated size of the population in the seven Emirates in 1965: 

Dubai   60,000 

Abu Dhabi  25,000 

Sharjah   15,000 

Ras al Khaimah  12,000 

Fujeirah   3,500 

Umm al Quwain 3,000 

Ajman   2,500 
Source: K.G. Fenelon: The Trucial States, a brief economic survey Khayats, Beirut, 1967 

 

Change at whirlwind speed 

By 1971 life had started to change, but not that much. Oil revenues started coming in. There was a 

construction bonanza, Dubai airport was commissioned, soon turning what was by and large a sleepy 

fishing village into a global megapolis – by vision if not yet by size of population. In the early years 

some had feared that the UAE would disintegrate as soon as the British left, as had happened in 

other British political constructs in East and Central Africa, the Caribbean and elsewhere. But unlike 

in these places, the UAE was never a British construct. The British envisioned something somewhat 

different – a larger Union including Bahrain and Qatar, that probably would have collapsed. In the 

end, on the Trucial Coast, the rulers in the period 1969-71 rose to the occasion, put aside any 

differences and took what was at the time a bold and historic step – the creation of the UAE.  

In every document related to this period one factor stands out: the role of the personality of Sheikh 

Zayed in building both the consensus and the momentum for the Union. Those who call Sheikh Zayed 

the father of the nation are completely justified. His wisdom and generosity made the UAE happen. 

The achievements of the past half a century are well documented: the process of state-building 

accompanied the economic boom; the quality of life of the average Emirati changed beyond the 

wildest imagination – the Bedouin and the fisherman of yesterday became the entrepreneur and the 

innovator of today. These processes started right after independence, but accelerated  dramatically 

over the last decade. 

The five pillars of the UAE past success and future ambitions 

If one looks back at the UAE in the last decade one can identify five key areas which have become the 

pillars on which the destiny of the country is being built. It is the success of the leadership of the UAE 

in identifying these five pillars, and in ensuring that success could be achieved in all areas, that is now 

is now catapulting the UAE into its next chapter of its history with such confidence. 

People 

The centrality of people in the success of the UAE project should not be underestimated. A country 

that started off with a small population which was overwhelmingly illiterate today is able to launch 

missions to Mars and interact confidently with larger countries on the world stage.  

A young, confident and highly educated crop of cadres are now the motor that is driving the “UAE 

project”. A diplomat in a European capital told me recently how impressed he was by the young 

Emirati diplomats he has to deal with.  



 

 

The quantum leap is the result of consistent and persistent investment in people and in the process 

of instilling in young people a sense of ambition to be the best. In his first speech as President of 

UAE, Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed emphasised the role of young people in building the country, and 

this has been a constant theme of his presidency so far. 

Investment in people means education, but it also means empowering young people by giving them 

responsible jobs early on, and the UAE is clearly doing both. 

UAE demographics are somewhat unusual. Out of a population of 10,081,782 living in the UAE today 

only 1.16 million are Emiratis, the rest are expats, many of who were born in the UAE. So far the UAE 

has been good at galvanising the energy and talent of both of its segments of population and 

problems are less than in some of the other places with a similar demographic picture. UAE leaders 

often laud the role of expats in their country’s development.  

Managing the demographic mix will remain a challenge for the future. 

Innovation 

A feature that one often associates with the UAE is innovation. The country is not satisfied with being 

one step behind and feels more comfortable being one step ahead. This is not only a scientific issue, 

it is also about values. Innovation requires free thinking, and on many issues the UAE is open and 

tolerant. 

Dubai has led the way in aspects like business models and business practices; Abu Dhabi pushes new 

ideas for dealing with climate change and other environmental issues. People, especially young 

people, are encouraged to think outside the box and come up with innovative ideas 

Economic Success 

The UAE is one of the richest countries in the world. It is easy to dismiss this as being primarily due to 

oil and gas. In fact this sector now contributes only about a quarter of overall GDP. From early on the 

UAE has sought a diversified economy. Dubai by the 1980s was already an important global trading 

hub and this role increased over the years. The success of Dubai airport, Emirates airlines and Dubai 

ports, and the trading and service sector activity generated, drove the country’s economic 

dynamism. 

Oil and gas have helped to build strong foreign reserves and a large sovereign wealth fund, but the 

prosperity can also be attributed to a sound commercial legal system which foreign investors trust, 

and which explains the billions of foreign direct investments that comes into the country yearly. 

Defence and Security 

The fourth pillar on which the success of the UAE is based is defence and security. The UAE army 

today is a far cry from enthusiastic but limited Trucial Oman Scouts that formed the basis of the first 

Federal defence force. 

The UAE is situated in a difficult neighbourhood. With countries like Iran next door, the UAE has to be 

vigilant. Its small population puts some constraints on the UAE’s defence capabilities but its has been 

compensating for this with having the latest state of the art equipment. The mandatory conscription 

introduced in 2016 has its fans and critics, but it does enable defence to become a national effort. 

The UAE also has a complex set of defence arrangements with various global and regional powers. 

 



 

 

Global outreach 

The fifth and final pillar that forms the basis of the contemporary UAE is its global outreach. From the 

first day after independence the UAE has not been isolationist. It sought good relations with other 

countries. Instruments, like the Abu Dhabi Fund, have supported development projects across the 

world, and it has been a generous contributor to humanitarian aid appeals. 

But initially the UAE’s diplomatic clout was low. Not anymore. The country is today a global player, its 

voice heard and respected in international fora. It is currently one of the ten non-permanent 

members of the UN Security Council, and the UAE’s global footprint can be seen in many contexts. 

For the UAE this is prestige and influence, for the rest of the world it is a good thing, because the UAE 

is not pushing some ideological agenda, nor does it have designs on other countries. Its international 

engagement can be seen as a model of how small countries can play effectively at the international 

level. This role used to be played in the past by the Scandinavian countries, but now as part of the EU 

and NATO they have less room for manoeuvrability. 

 

The vision, the risks 

The UAE leadership has given the country an ambitious vision for the future. The five pillars, on 

which much work has already been done in the past, now also constitute the basis for going forward 

in the future. All the ingredients for success are there. Which does not mean that the country is not 

susceptible, as any other country in the world, to possible risks and dangers. Ongoing global and 

regional process are worrying for the leadership of any country. The UAE has much to lose from 

turmoil in the international system. As covid-19 has shown, unexpected crisis can be costly in many 

ways. And the speed of change in the UAE may have left some of its people gasping to keep up. The 

future success of the UAE depends on constant innovation to deal with emerging challenges 

tempered by a sense of humanity. This is the formula that has helped the UAE achieve success in the 

past and will surely continue to do so in the future. 

Why for the UAE, the best is yet to come 

As I look at the UAE and its achievements over the years, I am convinced that the country has not 

peaked yet, and the best is yet to come. The wisdom of the past must continue to inspire the future, 

and the Emiratis need to remain enthusiastic about what comes next. Everyone will have to continue 

to work hard, for there is no room for complacency. But over the next days there could be a moment 

of pride and celebration as the country looks with satisfaction at its past, and with confidence at its 

future. Happy birthday UAE! 
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