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INTRODUCTION

    The UAE is a popular tourist destination for European, Asian and American tourists. It boasts 

the only seven star hotel in the world (Burj El Arab), the tallest building in the world (Burj Khalifa) 

and many luxurious malls. It is also the host of the next World Expo trade fair, to be held in 2020. 

But behind this luxurious façade is an emirate that is governed by a regime which violates human 

rights on a grand scale. Amnesty International 1  , Human Rights Watch 2   and the United 

Nations 3  have all recently published disturbing reports in which these violations are described 

extensively.

ICFUAE (The International Campaign for Freedom in the United Arab Emirates), a London-based 

human rights organisation, in collaboration with the now dismantled ICFHR sent an 

international delegation to the UAE on a fact-finding mission from 16 – 20 May 2015. The 

delegation consisted of three human rights lawyers (Georges Henri Beauthier from Belgium, 

Shabnam Mayet from South Africa, and Andre Seebregts from the Netherlands) and one British 

journalist who specialises in issues regarding the Middle East, Jonathan Fryer.

The goal of the mission was to investigate whether human rights violations were (still) being 

committed, after those reports.

1  “There is no freedom here”, silencing dissent in the UAE, Amnesty International, November 2014
2   Human Rights Watch, United Arab Emirates, country summary, January 2015
3   United Nations working group on arbitrary detention, November 2013
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BACKGROUND

     The United Arab Emirates is a relatively new country, formed in 1971 as a federal union of seven 

contiguous trucial states at the south-eastern end of the Arabian Gulf following the announcement of 

the withdrawal of the British from East of Suez. Previously the British had been the emirates’ 

protecting power, and British advisors continued to play a role in the security of the UAE and its 

constituent powers well beyond formal independence.

Traditionally poor and dependent on fishing, pearl diving and maritime trade, the emirates underwent 

a rapid transformation after the Second World War with the discovery and exploitation of oil, notably 

in Abu Dhabi and Dubai. Oil is still the main source of wealth concentrated in Abu Dhabi, though Dubai 

has successfully diversified its economy as its own oil reserves have been depleted, promoting itself as 

a financial and business centre, tourist destination and regional air transport hub.

Under the strong personal guidance of its ruler, Sheikh Mohammed Bin Rashid Al Maktoum, who is 

also Vice-President of UAE, Dubai has rapidly modernised and developed its capital into a global 

city, over 90% of whose population is non-Emirai. In order to cater for the demands of this 

cosmopolitan population and the millions of foreign tourists, Dubai has a far less conservative attitude 

towards matters such as gender segregation, clothing and alcohol than Abu Dhabi and the other five 

emirates. To that extent, it is atypical of the UAE as a whole.

However, it is subject to federal laws in areas such as foreign affairs, defence and internal security 

which means that behind the relatively liberal façade is a much more conservative reality, in which the 

maintenance of a hereditary monarchy, untrammelled by parliamentary constrains, is the core principle.
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Each emirate has its own royal family, but it is the Al Nahyans of Abu Dhabi who are primus inter 

pares. The late Sheikh Zayed Al Nahyan (who died in 2004) was rightly viewed as the founding father 

of the UAE and is still deeply revered. His son, the current ruler of Abu Dhabi, and thereby President 

of the UAE, Khalifa Bin Zayed Al Nahyan, does not have anything like the same charisma or authority 

as his late father, and it is generally accepted that the real power behind the throne is the Crown 

Prince, Sheikh Zayed’s third son, Sheikh Mohammed Bin Zayed Al Maktoum. He oversees the UAE’s 

internal security forces and has been accused of personal responsibility for a series of human rights 

abuses, including disappearances and torture of both Emirati nationals and foreigners.

Although in other parts of the Gulf, such as Qatar, the mistreatment of foreign workers (especially in 

the fields of construction and domestic service) has often been the major international human rights 

concern, in the case of the UAE the suppression of internal political dissent is particularly notable.

The media are strictly controlled and many websites and online services are blocked. Social media are 

monitored for anti-regime comments or activity. Demonstrations are not tolerated and political 

parties are banned. Since 2006, there has been a half-elected Federal National Council (FNC), 

comprising 40 members drawn from all seven emirates. Half of them are appointed by the emirates’ 

rulers and the other half are elected by a limited number of Emiratis for a four-year term. The role of the 

FNC is purely advisory.

All power rests with the royal families and almost all government ministers are members of those 

families. Accordingly, the UAE can fairly be described as an autocracy and any attempt to challenge 

that situation is ruthlessly suppressed. Criticism of individual members of the royal families is treated 

as a serious crime.
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FACT-FINDING 
MISSION

     For the sake of both being effective and the safety of those the delegation speaks to, the UAE 

authorities were not informed of the fact-finding mission prior to the arrival of the delegation. 

Representatives of other human rights organisations have been denied access to the UAE as soon as it 

became known that they were investigating human rights violations 4 .

The delegation’s aim was to speak with victims of human rights violations and their families without 

the fear that the meetings may be monitored. It became apparent that this was a necessary precaution, 

when the delegation tried to rent a conference room at a hotel to meet with victims. The hotel 

manager immediately informed the delegation that the police would be informed of the fact that a 

conference room had been rented and that a copy of the passport of the person requesting the 

conference room would be sent to the police.

The information in this report is based on interviews with human rights activists, former prisoners, 

families of prisoners and a journalist. The delegation also made written requests for appointments 

with the Federal Attorney General, the Abu Dhabi Attorney General and a representatives of the 

Ministry of Justice, but received no response from the aforementioned offices. 

The delegation then visited the Ministry of Justice in Abu Dhabi in an attempt to arrange a meeting 

with a representative. From there the delegation was sent to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, where 

they were informed by representatives that the delegation was not to speak to any UAE officials 

without prior written authorisation from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

 4 Human Rights Watch, United Arab Emirates, country summary, January 2015, p. 2, “There is no freedom here”, silencing dissent in the
UAE, Amnesty International, November 2014, p. 10
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The delegation also attempted to arrange a meeting with representatives of the government 

endorsed, “Emirates Human Rights Organisation”. Despite being promised that the delegation would 

be contacted in order to arrange such a meeting, the meeting never materialised.

On the day the delegation visited the Ministry of Justice (19 February 2015), the Khaleej Times (a 

mainstream UAE newspaper) ran an article stating that the State Security Circuit at the Federal 

Supreme Court had sentenced four people to life in prison and one to 10 years for “disseminating 

information online to ridicule and damage the reputation and prestige of state symbols”. The 

defendants were also fined DH ۱ million each (about 275,000.00 US dollars).dollars).

8
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HUMAN RIGHTS 
VIOLATIONS

Forced disappearances   
    Many suspects brought before the State Security Chamber of the Federal Supreme Court have 

been victims of enforced disappearances.

The UAE authorities have held them for months at a time (and sometimes longer) at secret 

facilities. They were not allowed to contact neither their families nor their lawyers.

The latest example of the enforced disappearance is the case of the so called “3 sisters”, who were 

held by the authorities at an undisclosed location for 3 months for posting comments on twitter 

on behalf of their brother, who is a prisoner of conscience in the UAE.

Lack of an independent judiciary
     The UN Special Rapporteur on the independence of judges and lawyers has described the UAE’s 

entire judicial system as “under the de facto control of the executive branch of the government”5 .

Fair trials
     Many trials brought before the State Security Chamber of the Supreme Court are deeply flawed. 

In 2013, 94 suspects were charged with the forming of a secret organisation, intent on 

overthrowing the government. Many of the defendants were prominent scholars, lawyers and 

advisors to the government. They have denied all the charges against them.

 5 Office of the high commissioner for human rights, preliminary observations on the official visit to the United Arab Emirates by the
United Nations Special Rapporteur on the independence of judges and lawyers (28 January – 5 February 2014)
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Many accused who are brought before the State Security Chamber of the Federal Supreme Court are 

unable to enlist the services of a lawyer to defend them. Lawyers have good reason to be afraid to 

defend the accused in cases which involve the security apparatus.

Prominent lawyers defending accused who have been tried by the said chamber, have been 

arrested and sentenced to lengthy prison sentences. See for example Dr Mohammed al-Roken, a 

University Professor and former President of the UAE Jurists Association, who was sentenced to 

10 years in prison.

Others accused have been informed by their lawyers that they no longer wished to represent them 

after having been harassed by government officials. The lawyers were told that if they continued to 

defend their clients, they too would be imprisoned and their licenses to practice law in the UAE would 

be revoked.

Lawyers working for firms that defend dissenters, have been expelled from UAE altogether.

Torture
    Though most defendants, some while they were in court, stated that they had been tortured while 

they were being held incommunicado for months at secret facilities, these allegations were never 

investigated further by the authorities.

The forms of torture which were alleged, included the exposure to extreme temperatures, beatings, 

electrocution and threats of violence and/or sexual assault.

The evidence which was used to sentence most of the defendants, was obtained under torture.

One defendant denied ever having made the confession which was produced in court by the 

government. Requests by the defence team to have the signature on the aforementioned confession 

examined, were refused.

The lawyers were not given appropriate time to prepare for their matters and in several cases the 

lawyer received the 5000 page file only a few days before the trial began.

It is customary in the UAE for prisoners to be released after they have completed three quarters of 

their sentence. The only exception to this rule is usually those persons who have been sentenced by 

the State Security Chamber of the Supreme Court. Those prisoners are not released until they have 

completed their sentence in its entirety.
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In all sentences that are issued by the State Security Chamber of the Supreme Court, the right of 

appeal does not exist.

Harassment of dissenters and their families
    It is not unusual for persons who are critical of the regime and their family members to be 

harassed by the authorities.

Many who have spoken out against the authorities:

-  have been banned from travelling;

-  have been denied renewal of their business licenses;

-  have had their assets seized and/or stolen by the authorities;

-  have been banned from opening bank accounts;

-  have been deported;

-  have been denied security clearance by the authorities to get a job;

-  have had their passports seized;

-  have had their Emirati citizenship revoked (at times rendering them stateless)

Despite the travel bans not being official, more than 200 UAE citizens are not allowed to travel abroad. 

Affected persons are only informed of this when they attempt to board an aeroplane, and no 

explanation or reasons for the travel ban being implemented is offered. There is no legal remedy which 

can be used to counter the travel ban.

In the UAE, merchant/business licenses must be renewed on an annual basis. This includes lawyers. 

Many dissenters and their family members have been denied the renewal of their business licenses 

without any further explanation.

The requirement of security clearances for employment within the government has been found 

unconstitutional by the Federal National Court, however, the practice continues regardless.

Scholarships which had been awarded to the children of dissidents, have been revoked, thus making it 

impossible for them to continue their education.

Family members of human rights activists have been interrogated and thereafter they are requested 

to publicly denounce the activities of their detained family members.

It became clear that dissent of any type is considered to be ‘an act against the regime’. Dissent in the 

UAE is intended in the widest usage of the term and could even mean tweeting what the judge or
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another party to the proceedings has said during a trail.

There is no independent media and those attempting to create such a space, even if it is online, are 

dealt with harsh fines and their digital spaces are frozen or destroyed. The regime has accepted 

defences from its critics which were obviously false or manufactured, for example having them confess 

that they were funded or motivated by the Muslim Brotherhood of Egypt, or that they were members 

of Al-Islah, which is an organisation that has existed in the UAE for almost as long as the UAE itself. 

The latter having been created in 1974 and the former in 1971.

Arbitrary detentions
In August 2014, the UAE issued counter-terrorism laws which classify a broad range of peaceful and 

legitimate conduct as terrorism offences and issues the death penalty for, among other things, 

undermining national unity6 .

The UAE also continues to use a repressive 2012  cybercrime  law to prosecute critics of the 

government7 .

Detention based on these laws is often arbitrary.

Suspects in cases where the security apparatus is involved, are often held without a court order.

Many suspects in these cases are detained at a high security prison (al-Razin), which is located at a 

three-hour drive from Dubai. Family visits are always behind glass; there is no library; and prisoners 

are allowed two 5 minute phone calls a week, which are often disrupted.

They may only call and be visited by direct relatives who have been screened beforehand. The quality 

of the food is sub-standard.

Identification documents 
Passports and business licenses are documents which are essential requirements for citizens in order 

for them to be able to go about their daily lives. The regime has systematically made life impossible for 

dissenters and their families by refusing to renew or issue one or more of the aforementioned 

documents.

6 Human Rights Watch, United Arab Emirates, country summary, January 2015, p. 2
7 Human Rights Watch, United Arab Emirates, country summary, January 2015, p. 2
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RECOMMENDATIONS

ICFUAE provides the following recommendations to the UAE government:

- Immediately and unconditionally release all persons imprisoned solely for the peaceful exercise

of their rights to freedom of expression, and drop all charges against individuals which stem 

solely from their exercise of these rights;

- Amend the overly broad provisions in law which criminalise the peaceful exercise of freedom

of expression;

- Ensure that restrictions in law and practice on the formation and operation of NGOs are lifted

so that the law enables the exercise of the right to freedom of association, and desist from 

passing legislation that would further restrict their activities;  

- Ensure that detainees have immediate access to the outside world, in particular to their lawyers

and their families;

- Ensure that all suspects receive a fair and public hearing by a regular, independent and

impartial court in accordance with international human rights standards, and with an effective 

opportunity to exercise the right of appeal;

- Ensure in law and practice that no one is coerced into testifying against themselves or others,

or to confess guilt and that no such “confessions” are accepted as evidence in court;

- Take effective measures to prohibit and prevent all forms of torture and other cruel, inhumane

or degrading treatment or punishment, including ensuring that all complaints or allegations of 

torture and other ill-treatment are immediately, promptly, and thoroughly investigated, and 

where sufficient admissible evidence is found, those suspected of such actions are tried in 

proceedings that adhere to international fair trial standards;
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- Guarantee the independence of the judiciary;

- Prohibit the practice of secret detention;

- End all harassment and intimidation of human rights defenders and their family members,

including lawyers who are seeking to uphold their rights;

- Lift all travel bans imposed arbitrarily against political and human rights activists and their

families;

- Cease arbitrary revocation of citizenship and reinstate the nationality of those whose citizenship

were previously revoked.

ICFUAE provides the following recommendations to the international community:

- Ensure that business and other interests are not prioritised over serious human rights violations

and use influence to urge the UAE Government to ensure that all prisoners of conscience are 

released immediately and unconditionally, and that the UAE authorities observe their 

obligations under international human rights law to guarantee freedom of opinion and 

expression, and freedom of association and other human rights. The World Expo trade fair to be 

held in the UAE in 2020 provides opportunities for the international communities, including 

the UN and human rights organisations, to use their influence on the regime to end all human 

rights violations.
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www.icfuae.org.uk 

campaigns@icfuae.org.uk




