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UNITED ARAB EMIRATES
	At A Glance
	

	Population, July 2006 est.
	2,602,713 (including 1,606,079 non-citizens)

	GDP Per Capita (PPP), 2006 est.
	$49,700

	Human Development Index Rank, UNDP, 2006
	49 (out of 177 countries)

	Freedom House Rating, 2006
	Not Free

	Political Rights
	6

	Civil Liberties
	6

	Freedom of the Press Rank, Freedom House, 2006
	141 (out of 194 countries)

	Corruption Index Rank, Transparency International, 2007
	34 (out of 180 countries)
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Updates and Forthcoming Events TC "Updates and Forthcoming Events" \f C \l "1"  

· UAE Prime Minister and Dubai ruler Sheikh Muhammad bin Rashid al-Maktum announced a new cabinet on February 17, 2008, appointing new economic, foreign trade, and labor ministers and doubling to four the number of female ministers. There was no change in the key ministries of energy, foreign affairs, or interior. The prime minister also holds the defense portfolio. Click here for the new cabinet line-up.
· Al-Maktum also issued a decree on January 31, 2008 appointing his son Hamdan as crown prince of Dubai. Al-Maktoum also issued directives on January 18 to launch a 15 billion dirham (U.S. $4 billion) plan to build 40,000 houses for needy nationals and to double the budget for social assistance to 2.2 billion dirhams (U.S. $600 million). Click here for more details.
· Minister of Justice Muhammad al-Dhaheri announced on January 6, 2008 that the UAE is hoping to amend its law on the judiciary to allow women to become judges and prosecutors. He added that women were being trained for the job and two women in Abu Dhabi had been appointed as prosecutors and would begin work once the amendment to the judiciary law was passed. If approved, the move would make the UAE the second Gulf Arab country, after Bahrain, to allow women to become judges.


State Institutions/ Separation of Powers
· The United Arab Emirates (UAE) is a federation of seven emirates: Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Ajman, al-Fujayrah, Sharjah, Ra’s al Khaymah, and Umm al-Qaywayn. Each of the seven emirates is governed by its own traditional rulers. The central institutions of the UAE, regulated by the constitution, are ultimately dependent on the power of the emirate-level traditional rulers.

· The UAE gained independence from Great Britain on December 2, 1971.

· The 1971 interim constitution was amended and made permanent in 1996 (Arabic Text of 1971 constitution).

Executive and Legislative branches

· There is no true separation between the executive and legislative branches in the UAE.

· The president is the head of state. He:

PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=-"
· Is chosen by the Federal Supreme Council (FSC) to serve a five-year term.

· Appoints the prime minister, deputy prime minister, and the cabinet.

· Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayid al-Nuhayyan, the emir of Abu Dhabi, has held this position since November 2004.  He succeeded his late father Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan al-Nuhayyan who had been president since 1971. 

· The prime minister:

· Is the head of government.

· Is chosen by the president.

· Is responsible to the president and the FSC.

· The vice president:

· Is chosen by the FSC to serve a five-year term 

· Sheikh Muhammad bin Rashid al-Maktum, the emir of Dubai, has held both the positions of vice president and prime minister since January 5, 2006.  His late brother, Maktum bin Rashid al-Maktum, held the position from 1990 until 2006. While the positions of prime minister and vice president are currently held by the same person, this is not required by the constitution and has not always been the case. 

· The Federal Supreme Council (FSC):

· Is the highest legislative, executive, and constitutional authority in the UAE. 
· Is composed of hereditary rulers from each of the seven emirates.  The rulers of Abu Dhabi (president) and Dubai (vice president) have veto power on FSC decisions. New members of the FSC are chosen by the ruling families in each emirate.

· Is required by law to meet at least annually but in practice usually meets four times a year.
· Approves federal legislation.
· Elects the president and vice president for five-year terms; both may be re-elected for an indefinite number of times.

· Approves the nomination of the prime minister.
· The Council of Ministers or Cabinet:

· Is appointed by the president and headed by the prime minister.

· Is responsible to the president and the FSC.

· Drafts decrees and laws but cannot approve them.

· The current 21-member cabinet was appointed on February 9, 2006.  Click here for a cabinet list.
· The Federal National Council (FNC) or Majlis al-Ittihad al-Watani reviews legislation and proposes amendments but cannot enact or revise legislation, does not have veto power, and only serves in an advisory and consultative role.  The FNC:

· Is unicameral.
· Is comprised of forty members.
· It is controlled by an Executive Committee composed of the FNC’s chairman, the secretary-general, the undersecretary, and four elected members. 
· Discusses the annual budget.

· Has the power to make policy recommendations to the cabinet and to summon and question any minister regarding ministry performance. 

· Click here for a list of FNC members. 

· Election officials stated they envisage universal suffrage for nationals in four years and an expansion of the council's role to include more oversight powers.
· In December 2006, 20 of the 40 members were elected for the first time in the country's history.  The government selected 6,689 voters (including 1,189 women) that were allowed to run and cast votes. The ruler of each of the seven emirates named members to the electoral colleges (6,689 members in total, 1,189 of them women), who then elected half the FNC members from amongst themselves.  The other half of the council’s members will continue to be appointed by the leaders of the emirates.  The government appointed 20 of the 40 members of on February 4, 2006, including eight women.
· Prior to December 2006, all members were appointed by the rulers of the seven emirates to serve two-year terms with the possibility of renewal. The leaders of Abu Dhabi and Dubai each appointed eight members, Sharjah and Ra’s al-Khaymah each appointed six members, and Ajman, Umm al-Qaywayn, and al-Fujayrah each appointed four members.
· The beginning and end of FNC sessions are determined by presidential decree.
· FNC procedures are governed by the Standing Order of 1977 that created permanent committees in the areas of defense, finance, economics, legal affairs, education, culture, and Islamic affairs. Members of the committees are elected annually at the first full FNC meeting of the year. Each member of the FNC has to serve on at least one committee.
· Federal laws are drafted by the Council of Ministers and then submitted to the appropriate FNC committee. The committee suggests amendments to the proposed draft, the amended draft goes to the Legislative Committee for debate and consultation. The draft is then presented to the president.

Judiciary

· UAE law is based on Islamic legal principles and influenced by English common law and Egyptian legal traditions. 

· The constitution provides for a formally independent judiciary; however, in practice judicial decisions are subject to review by the government.  The Ministry of Justice is directly involved in almost all aspects of court administration.

· Judges are appointed by the president and their decisions are also subject to review by the FSC. UAE nationals retain their judicial appointment for life, while judges that are foreign nationals serve under renewable contracts. 

(     Courts
· The UAE’s federal structure and the mixture of Islamic legal principles and English common law have created a very complex and confusing judicial structure. There are two layers of civil courts: the federal system and the local systems. The federal system has jurisdiction over civil matters in all the emirates except Dubai and Ras al-Khaimah. In addition, all emirates have their own sharia courts.

Civil Courts

· The federal civil courts consist of a three-tiered system:

· The Courts of First Instance are the lowest courts in the system and are located in each of the emirates.
· The Federal Appeal Courts are the next level of appeal after the Courts of First Instance and are located in each of the emirates.
· The Federal Supreme Court or the Court of Cassation, located in Abu Dhabi, is the highest court of appeal for all cases heard in the lower courts. It is composed of five judges appointed by the president with the approval of the Supreme Federal Council who arbitrate on inter-emirate disputes and disputes between the federal government and individual emirates. In addition, it determines the constitutionality of laws, both at the federal and local levels, and has judicial review over legislation.  The Federal Supreme Court also has jurisdiction to investigate misconduct by high government officials.

· The emirates of Dubai and Ras al-Khaimah have their own local and appellate courts, which have jurisdiction over all matters that the constitution does not specifically reserve for the federal system (see section on Emirates and Local Government). These emirates do not refer cases in their courts to the Federal Supreme Court for judicial review. 
Sharia Courts
· While all but two of the emirates have ceded civil jurisdiction from the local to the federal level, all retain their own separate Sharia courts.
· The relationship between the Sharia courts and the civil courts (local and federal) has not been clarified in legislative texts, which can lead to some overlap in jurisdiction.  In some emirates, Sharia courts consider civil, commercial, serious criminal, and especially family matters. They act in accordance with traditional Islamic law and practice, and their decisions may be appealed to the Federal Supreme Court.  Civil courts accept jurisdiction of Sharia courts in personal status cases.  

· Civil judges are enjoined to rely on the Sharia in the absence of clear legislative texts.

· The emirate of Dubai has a special Shiite council to act on matters pertaining to Shiite family law.
· Non-Muslims who are tried in Sharia courts can receive civil penalties at the discretion of the judge. Sharia penalties imposed on non-Muslims can also be overturned by a higher court.
Criminal Courts

· There are separate criminal courts with their own appeal system.  In the criminal courts there are three stages of litigation that mirror the civil court system, namely, the Courts of First Instance, the Courts of Appeal and the Federal Supreme Court. 
· The Sharia courts may, at the federal level only, hear appeals of serious criminal cases including rape and robbery, which were originally tried in lower criminal courts.  
Special Courts

· Following traditional customs, the local rulers’ diwans (local traditional courts) maintain the practice of reviewing many types of criminal and civil offences before cases are referred to the prosecutor’s office. The diwans may review sentences passed by judges and return cases to the court on appeal. The diwans’ involvement, which typically occurs when the case involves parties from two different emirates or a citizen and a non-citizen, can lead to long delays in the judicial process.
· The military has its own court system that tries only military personnel. 
The Emirates and Local Government
· Articles 120 and 121 of the 1996 constitution govern the relationship between the central government and the emirates. They give the central government responsibility for foreign policy, defense, immigration, education and health, the currency, the postal system, communications services, air traffic control, labor relations, banking, delimitation of territory, and extradition.

· In 2004, Article 121 was amended to allow for the transfer of legislative authority from emirates to federal organizations.

· Articles 116 and 122 stipulate that, “the Emirates shall exercise all powers not assigned to the Federation by this Constitution,” and that “the Emirates shall have jurisdiction in all matters not assigned to the exclusive jurisdiction of the Federation.”

· Local government is structured around the seven emirates, whose municipal officials are all appointed to their positions:

· Abu Dhabi is the largest and wealthiest emirate and is ruled by the president Sheikh Zayed Bin Sultan al-Nahyan. The emirate is divided into two relatively independent municipalities, al-Ain and Dibba. Abu Dhabi also has its own central governing body, the Executive Council.
· Dubai is the second largest emirate and is ruled by the vice president Sheikh Mohammad Bin Rashid al-Maktum. Together with Abu Dhabi, Dubai funds most of the federal budget. 

· Sharjah is ruled by Sheikh Dr. Sultan Bin Mohammed al-Qassimi. It also has its own Executive Council and Consultative Council 
· Fujairah is ruled by Sheikh Hamad Bin Mohammed al-Sharqi.
· Ras al-Khaimah is ruled by Sheikh Saqr Bin Mohammed al-Qassimi. 

· Um al-Qaywayn is ruled by Sheikh Rashid Bin Ahmed Al Mu'alla.

· Ajman is the smallest emirate and is ruled by Sheikh Humaid Bin Rashid al-Nuaimi.
· The size of the emirate determines its degree of local autonomy.  In the smaller and less developed emirates the central government takes a larger and more prominent role.  There are no direct taxes in the UAE and each emirate earns its revenue from oil income, other fees or transfers from the oil rich emirates.  Although the emirates are mandated to contribute half of their income to the federal government, in practice none do so.
· In more remote areas, the ruler of each emirate may choose a local representative (usually a leading tribal figure) to act as a conduit through which the concerns of inhabitants may be directed to government.

· Under the terms of the constitution, rulers of the emirates may relinquish certain areas of their individual responsibility or authority to the federal government. One such significant decision was to unify the armed forces in the mid-1970s.
· The Majlis
· Citizens may express concerns to their leaders in a traditional consultative forum, called a majlis, held by individual emirate rulers or senior members of their family. Citizens often pursue complaints through the majlis rather than through formal administrative structures.
· Debates started in the majlis often influence government policy, especially in cases where a consensus is forthcoming.
Rights

Personal liberties

· The constitution provides for equality before the law without regard to race, nationality, or religion. In practice there is discrimination against non-citizens in most areas of life including employment, housing, and healthcare. 

· The constitution provides for freedom of speech and of the press. In practice these rights are restricted by the government. 

· The constitution prohibits torture and unlawful or arbitrary arrest, search, detention, or imprisonment. Suspects in custody can formally be detained without charge indefinitely and are not entitled to legal counsel until an investigation is completed. The law also permits incommunicado detention. Sharia courts sometimes impose flogging sentences on those found guilty of adultery, prostitution, and drug abuse.
· The constitution provides for freedom of religion. In practice there are restrictions on this right. The constitution declares that Islam is the official religion of all seven emirates. Proselytizing of Muslims is illegal and it is prohibited for Muslims to convert to other religions. The government controls and subsidizes almost all Sunni and Shiite mosques and distributes and monitors the sermons of all Sunni imams. The 2004 International Religious Freedom Report provides a more detailed discussion of religious freedom in the UAE. 

· The New York-based organization Human Rights Watch provides a comprehensive overview of human rights developments in the UAE.

Legislation regulating the exercise of rights

· Political Party Laws

· Political parties are illegal.
· Electoral Law

· For the first time in its history, the UAE will hold elections for public office. On December 1, 2005 President Khalifa bin Zayed al-Nahyan announced that half of the members of the Federal National Council (FNC), the closest body the country has to a parliament, will be indirectly elected. The ruler of each of the seven emirates will form local assemblies which will then elect half the FNC members from among themselves. It is unclear how the local assembly members will be chosen. The other half of the council's members will continue to be appointed by the leaders of the emirates. The 40-member FNC serves in an advisory capacity and lacks legislative powers. No date has been set for elections. 
· Law on Associations

· The constitution does not provide for freedom of association or assembly. The government limits freedom of association and public assembly is subject to government approval. 

· All private associations, including children’s clubs, charitable groups, and hobby associations must be approved and licensed by local government authorities. In practice, government enforcement is inconsistent and unlicensed groups exist. While permits are required for organized public gatherings, in practice the government does not interfere with gatherings held in public places without a permit, unless there are complaints. 
· Media Laws

· The constitution provides for freedom of the press. In practice, the situation is extremely mixed. The government prohibits criticism of itself and the ruling families, as well as coverage of any subjects it considers to be a threat to stability but it has also allowed the establishment of remarkably free satellite TV stations. 

· The media is subject to Federal Law 15 of 1988, which stipulates that all publications be licensed by the Ministry of Information. The Ministry also approves the appointment of editors.

· The majority of the media is either government-owned or government-subsidized and most newspapers rely on the government-owned Emirates News Agency for their content.  Most broadcast media offer only official viewpoints. The government also censors anti-government, pornographic, and radical Islamic internet sites.

· The satellite television broadcasters al-Arabiya (launched in 2003) and Abu Dhabi TV (launched in 2000 and owned by Emirates Media Inc) were given unprecedented press freedom to produce investigative and censor-free journalism in the UAE.

· In 2000, a free media zone was established in Dubai called the Dubai Media City (DMC) in order to attract international media with low tax rates and press freedom. Within the DMC, few restrictions are imposed on media that is produced for foreign audiences.
· UAE Prime Minister Sheikh Muhammad bin Rashid al-Maktum decreed on September 25, 2007 that journalists can no longer be imprisoned for reasons relating to their work, setting a first for the decriminalization of media offenses in the region. A long-time demand of journalists, the decision came two days after a Dubai court sentenced two journalists to two months in prison for libel against a woman involved in a domestic dispute. Click here for more information. 

· According to the annual Worldwide Press Freedom Index by Reporters without Borders, the UAE ranks 65 of 169 countries.  The index runs from 1 (most press freedom) to 169 (least press freedom).

· Personal Status Law

· There is an absence of codification of personal status issues.  The personal status of women in the UAE is determined by Sharia or Islamic law. 

· The constitution provides for equality before the law, but Islamic law discriminates against women in matters such as inheritance and divorce. Furthermore, women face discrimination in social, economic, and legal areas. Muslim women are prohibited from marrying non-Muslim men and from leaving the country without permission from a male guardian. Married women must receive their husband’s permission to be employed outside the home. Polygamy is legal in the UAE.

· In July 2005 a new personal status law was approved by the cabinet. The draft law contains 363 articles that pertain to five areas including marriage, legal competence, guardianship, will, inheritance, and endowments. Amongst other initiatives, the law will give women the right to end their marriage after petitioning the Sharia Court, paying compensation, or returning their dowry. 

Recent Government Initiatives Affecting Rights

· UAE Prime Minister Sheikh Muhammad bin Rashid al-Maktum decreed on September 25, 2007 that journalists can no longer be imprisoned for reasons relating to their work, setting a first for the decriminalization of media offenses in the region. A long-time demand of journalists, the decision came two days after a Dubai court sentenced two journalists to two months in prison for libel against a woman involved in a domestic dispute. Click here for more information.
· The UAE enacted a law in November 2006 making human trafficking punishable by life imprisonment and set up a national committee to combat human trafficking in May 2007.  

· The UAE’s first official human rights association was established on February 18, 2006 with the aim of “respecting and enforcing human rights according to the state's laws and constitution.” Led by former Ambassador Muhammad al-Duhaim, the organization will be based in Abu Dhabi.

Political Forces

Political parties 

· Political parties are illegal and none exist in the UAE.
Civil society

· All nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) must be registered with the Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs; however, a number of unregistered NGOs operate openly without government interference. There are approximately 100 domestic NGOs registered at present. NGOs focus on social and humanitarian activities and not overtly political issues. Registered NGOs receive subsidies or funds from the government according to the size of their membership.
· There are no independent human rights organizations in the country. The only human rights NGO is the government-subsidized Jurists Association’s Human Rights Committee, which focuses on human rights education.
· Trade unions, strikes, and collective bargaining are illegal. In practice, there have been numerous strikes by private sector employees who complain of unfair wages and working conditions to the Ministry of Labor.  The government has mediated labor disputes.  Foreign nationals, who make up 98 percent of the private sector workforce, are not covered by legislation governing labor standards and are often subject to exploitation.

· A number of professional organizations exist:

· Accountants and Auditors’ Association
· Dubai Press Club
· Emirates Internet Association (EIA)
· Emirates Medical Association

· Engineers Society

· Journalists’ Association
· UAE Contractors’ Association

· The largest umbrella organization for employers is the Federation of UAE Chambers of Commerce and Industry.

Election Results

· In December 2006, 20 of the 40 members were elected for the first time in the country's history.  The government selected 6,689 voters (including 1,189 women) that were allowed to run and cast votes. The ruler of each of the seven emirates named members to the electoral colleges (6,689 members in total, 1,189 of them women), who then elected half the FNC members from amongst themselves. 
Constitutional Revision

· The Federal National Council and the Federal Supreme Council amended the 1971 interim constitution to make this a permanent constitution in May 1996. The amendment named Abu Dhabi as the capital of the UAE.
· Under Article 144, amendments to the constitution are drafted by the Federal Supreme Council and must be approved by a two-thirds majority of the Federal National Council before the president signs them into law.   
Corruption

· The UAE ranks second among Arab countries and 34th out of 180 countries worldwide on Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index 2007.
· Corruption cases are investigated by the Anti-Corruption Unit, which is part of the Defense Ministry.
· The arrest and imprisonment of Dubai’s customs chief by the Anti-Corruption Unit in 2001 sparked debate over the state of corruption in UAE.  The State Audit Institution argued that corruption was widespread, while the Ministry of Justice claimed the case to be exceptional.  Major newspapers published the names and photos of the officials in a new “name and shame” policy.  A commission was formed to study corruption and propose anti-corruption legislation.  No new anti-corruption laws have yet been passed.
· In 2002, the government enacted stringent anti-money-laundering laws and reforms of the banking sector in the wake of revelations that much of the financing for the September 11, 2001 attacks passed through the UAE.
Ratification of International Conventions

· The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD) on June 20, 1974.

· PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=-" The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) on January 3, 1997. 

· International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (CCPR): not ratified

· International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR): not ratified
· The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (CAT): not ratified
· The Convention of on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW): not ratified
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