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Takeovers  
It might be overstating the case to say that the 
Sheikhs of the UAE began the year under pres-
sure, but the mistreatment of migrant workers 
was certainly attracting a measure of bad pub-
licity and a November 2006 report from Human 
Rights Watch had been scathing in its criticism. 
Taking the lead, the Makhtoums of Dubai did 
what any self-respecting oil-rich oligarchs 
would do: they tried to buy a football club. Liv-
erpool FC to be precise.  Liverpool players 
famously backed the city’s striking dock work-
ers in the 1990s and and the club is steeped in 
tradition. An association with Dubai Interna-
tional Capital will do little for its reputation.  
 
Draft Labour Law  
Despite the pressures of expanding its corpo-
rate portfolio, the UAE somehow found time to 
release a draft labour law in February. It is a 
woefully inadequate document, the most nota-
ble omissions being the absence of trade union 
provisions despite 4 years of promises and the 
exclusion of domestic workers.   
 
Collective Expulsions  
In March 3,500 ETA Ascon employees stopped 
work, demanding pay rises and improved con-
ditions. They were offered a pay rise of $0.55/
day and a return air fare home every two years. 
Unsurprisingly, tempers got a little frayed. 
Within three days, 65 workers had been de-
ported without trial and ETA-Ascon were of-
fered 250 free work permits in compensation. 
In October the Ministry of Labour threatened to 
deport 4000 protesting workers. The strike 
attracted international press attention and an 
apparent softening of the Ministry of Labour’s 
stance but the story vanished leaving the fate 
of the workers unknown. 

Lawsuit Accuses Sheikhs of Enslavement  
In February, US law firm Motley Rice, de-
scribed as ’the most feared asbestos/tobacco/
mass-torts plaintiffs law firms in the US 
launched a class-action lawsuit against Dubai’s 
rulers, accusing them of the enslavement of  
child camel jockeys.  The UAE’s PR machine 
went into hyper drive; a website 
(www.dubaicameljockeys.org) defending Dubai 
sprang out of nowhere, initiatives were hastily 
drawn up and signed, photographs were taken, 
UNICEF lent their approval and on 18th Au-
gust, the NGO Ansar Burney reported that child 
camel jockeys were still being used in the UAE 
more than 20 years after the practice was first 
made illegal. The website is a smashing read 
though. 
 
Refused Clearance for Domestic Servants 
Mindful of the fate which awaits many young 
women who move to the Gulf as domestic 
servants, the Indian minister for women and 
children announced that the Indian government 
would  refuse to grant emigration clearance to 
women under 30 who are intending to travel to 
the Gulf as housemaids. A US State Depart-
ment report in 2006 described the situation of 
south Asian domestic workers in the UAE as 
'grim'. The same year, a Bangladeshi woman 
was thrown to her death from a fourth floor 
balcony by her Bangladeshi traffickers after she 
refused to work as a prostitute. The UAE's draft 
labour law of February 2007 explicitly excludes 
domestic servants from its provisions. 
 
Peasants of Mass Destruction? 
According to Sheikh Makhtoum of Dubai, illegal 
workers in Dubai constitute a national security 
threat. Is he talking Bolshevism? In June, the 
government announced an amnesty on illegal 

workers. Nearly 200,000 workers presented 
themselves at emergency centres for repatria-
tion. As part of the process immigration authori-
ties handed 40,000 passports (which had pre-
sumably slipped down the back of their couch) 
to the Indian consulate. The authorities lauded 
themselves for their benevolence. Nobody 
mentioned that they were to blame for the 
whole mess and, at the time of going to press, 
there has been no storming of the Abu Dhabi 
Hilton by baying hordes bent on agrarian re-
form. 
  
Passport Charge  
Despite a Dubai Court of Cassation ruling the 
confiscation of passports illegal in 2001, as the 
story above indicates, the practice is wide-
spread. In November 2007 a Dubai court tried 
a woman for the crime of stealing her own 
passport from her employer. The Eritrean na-
tional claimed she stole the passport because 
she wanted to fly home.  
 
Suicides on the rise 
While the country’s rulers think of ever more 
ludicrous ways to blow the surplus petrodollars 
pouring into the country on the back of the 
soaring price of oil, the country’s migrant work-
force pay the price for the plummeting dollar, 
which further reduces salaries already light-
ened by illegal visa costs, deductions and exor-
bitant interest fees on loans. Requests for pay 
rises are denied and protest is met with beat-
ings and/or deportations. Many workers who 
took advantage of the government’s amnesty 
have returned home debt-laden and there has 
been a consequent increase in suicides with 
several cases reported in Andhra Pradesh. 
  

2007: The Year In Brief 

Although we have always eschewed use of the qualifier ‘contemporary’ 
in reference to contemporary forms of slavery (what crime exists in 
anything but its contemporary manifestation) it is the term used by Dr 
David Keane and I in our soon to be published paper ‘Enforcing Mi-
grant Workers’ Rights In The UAE’. It is the first paper to approach the 
problem from a legal perspective and to examine the situation not as a 
mere socioeconomic phenomenon, but as a crime under established 
principles of international law. It will be published in February 2008 in 
the International Journal on Minority and Group Rights and, in addition  
to outlining the extent and nature of the abuses, it examines the UAE’s 
failure to meet its international obligations and furthermore puts forward 
the argument that slavery, in the form of widespread and systematic 
debt bondage, is alive and well in the United Arab Emirates. It lays the 
blame for the situation squarely at the door of the government of the 
UAE and argues that the significant commercial interests of govern-
ment figures are the primary reason behind the UAE’s failure to ad-
dress the issue. Nick McGeehan,  

Slavery in the Gulf?: Minority 
Rights Paper Accuses UAE of 
complicity in debt bondage. 

TIMELINES 
 
1580—1807: The London Stock Exchange is an active player in the slave 
trade. 
March 2007: Ken Livingstone, London’s Mayor, breaks down whilst apolo-
gising for London’s role in what he calls a ‘squalid’ trade. 
September 2007: Bourse Dubai, an arm of the Dubai Government, buys 
a stake in the London Stock Exchange. Livingstone manages to keep his 
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TIMELINES 
 
July 30th 2004, Gulf News  "A federal law organising 
trade unions in the UAE will be issued soon, an official 
source has said."  
October 12th 2004, Gulf News  "A federal law legalising 
trade unions in the UAE will be issued soon, a senior 
official said."  
March 8th 2006, Gulf News  "The UAE has laid the legal 
foundation to set up trade unions, a senior official said 
yesterday."  
April 1st 2006 Gulf News  "The UAE is set to pass a new 
labour law which will include the right to form trade unions 
and peaceful assembly” 
February 2007 The UAE releases an initial draft of its 
new labour law. No provisions for trade unions and no 
right to strike. 

“Dubai is the apotheosis of the neo-liberal values of contempo-
rary capitalism: a society that might have been des igned by the 
Economics Department of the University of Chicago.”  Mike Davis 
in New Left Review 

Recent and Forthcoming Activities 

In April Mafiwasta organised a half-day seminar , kindly sponsored by the 
Open Society Institute and kindly hosted by the London School of Eco-
nomics. The event was attended by Human Rights Watch, Amnesty In-
ternational, the Trades Union Congress, Platform, and Tourism Concern. 
David Keane of Human Rights for Change presented on the international 
human rights obligations of the United Arab Emirates in particular its 
obligations under the Convention of the Elimination of Racial Discrimina-
tion which the UAE has signed but many of whose provisions it flaunts. 
Hadi Ghaemi, author of the Human Rights Watch report ‘Building Tow-
ers, Cheating Workers’ discussed his experiences in the UAE, where he 
conducted his research for the report. Hadi outlined the extent of the 
problems faced by the UAE’s migrant workers and drew particular atten-
tion to the plight of domestic servants. The issue of UAE nationals’ fear  
of affording migrant workers collective rights in a country where migrants 
constitute 80% of the population was raised in a presentation by Dr Na-
zila Ghanea-Hercock of Oxford University.  Nazila suggested that allay-
ing these fears could open the door to meaningful dialogue.  
It was generally agreed that this is an issue which suffers from its lack of 
status. It is a low priority for UN bodies, NGOs have few resources and, 
without the drive and focus which such bodies provide, it remains an 
issue which the media can, and generally do, ignore. Success therefore 
hinges on the effective use of limited resources to change perceptions, 
raise awareness and effectively tarnish the brand that the UAE has 
steadily been developing for itself in the past decade. 
As part of our campaign to raise awareness we have been actively in-
volved in supplying a range of journalists, photographers, artists, re-

searchers and academics from around the world with comment and ad-
vice. Mafiwasta made its television debut in October with Nick McGeehan 
interviewed live on Al Jazeera International on the issue of collective 
expulsions. A spate of suicides in the Indian state of Andhra Pradesh 
prompted a second interview on the same channel in December.  
The arguments presented in Nick McGeehan and David Keane’s co-

written paper will form the basis of our 
advocacy work in 2008. Where channels 
of international law are concerned,  the 
Committee on the Elimination of Racial 
Discrimination is set to meet in Geneva 
in March to consider the case of the 
UAE . We will be unable to submit a 
formal shadow report to the Committee 
at this stage, but have already submitted 
a short document outlining the numer-
ous areas in which the UAE has failed to 
meet its obligations under the Conven-
tion. The ever-increasing international 
profile of the UAE, and in particular Du-

bai, provides us with an excellent opportunity to draw attention to its 
dismal human rights record. Plans are afoot to mount a protest outside 
the Emirates stadium in north London, complete with cleverly doctored 
‘Don’t Fly Emirates’ replica shirts, and free car stickers bearing a witty, 
and libellous slogan. Any suggestions on this or any other matter will of 
course be gladly received. 

ZEROES 

N. McGeehan and D. Keane at the 
2007  Minority Rights Summer 
School  in NUI Galway. 

The Just-Do-It-Anyway Sporting Vision Award goes to the European 
PGA for agreeing to stage a $20 million golf tournament in Dubai (which 
isn’t in Europe), Manchester United  (fresh from their Saudi Arabian 
tour) for the setting up of its Dubai soccer schools and Formula 1, who 
will perhaps unsurprisingly be spewing fumes into Abu Dhabi in 2009. 
The Taking-Candy-from-a-Baby Consultant of the Year  Award goes 
to KPMG for brokering the PGA deal. KPMG also work with Gary Player 
who has ambitious plans to build courses in Burma—Junta Tourism 
anyone? In second place is US based Saylor Company  for their sterling 
work on the Dubai government’s camel jockeying charm offensive.  
The Diamond-Encrusted-Skull Artistic Integrity Awar d is shared by 
the Louvre  and Guggenheim  Museums  both of whom are to set up 
museums,  designed by renowned architects Frank Gehry and Jean 
Nouvel, in Abu Dhabi and Dubai respectively. 
The Sweeney Todd Giving-A-Good-Profession-A-Bad-Nam e Award , 
unsurprisingly, goes to Frank Gehry  and Jean Nouvel . 
The Academic Incongruity Award goes to the Paris Sorbonne , whose 
move to the UAE lends a degree of credibility to the rumour that Harvard 
and Yale are relocating to Las Vegas and Atlantic City respectively.  

In its attempt to portray itself as a progres-
sive, business and tourist- friendly hotspot, 
the UAE has sought to attract renowned 
figures and institutions from the worlds of 
sport, the arts and academia to its shores. 
Vast sums of money and an army of slick 
PR and consultancy firms smooth the wa-
ters and sell the sun-kissed dream, no 
questions asked. The following, (and for 
reasons of space we can only include a 
tiny fraction) deserve honourable mention 
for knowingly, or in a few cases just unwit-
tingly, granting legitimacy to a corrupt and 
casually brutal oligarchy.  

HEROES Sam Duckworth of Get Cape Wear 
Cape Fly proved that not everybody just 
takes the money and runs. During a 
concert in Dubai, Duckworth boldly 
raised the subject of  migrant workers. 
This in turn raised the hackles of the 
assembled ex-pats, who generally, and 
with some notable exceptions, prefer 
not to see what is unfolding outside of 
their villas.  In stark contrast to 
Duckworth’s agitating. Elton John be-
haved like a proper house guest. He 
didn’t see anything wrong about playing 
in a country which jails homosexuals. 

Numerous journalists have taken on the subject and 2007 saw excellent 
articles from Lawrence Donegan in the Guardian and Mike Davis in the 
New Left Review . Special mention must also go to Leo Hickmann who, 
writing in the Guardian, became the first journalist to use the words ‘Dubai’ 
and ‘Slavery’ in a headline. The Observer then undid this good work in 
spectacular fashion by printing an Emirates Airlines sponsored ‘How to Do 
Business in Dubai’ supplement. 
Photographer Jennifer Midberry’s  photo-essay on Dubai, available to 
view online at jennifermidberry.com, scratches the surface of the city and 
reveals the reality of the city. Thanks also go to Michael Chambers who 
kindly supplied the images for this newsletter. 
One final mention must go to the Hadzabe tribe of Tanzania who, after a 
tough battle and with no support from their government, eventually de-
feated the Abu Dhabi Royal Family’s attempts to use their land for hunting 
purposes. 

For more information see www.mafiwasta.com or  
contact Nick McGeehan at feedback@mafiwasta.com  


