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Good afternoon Ladies and Gentlemen. I know that this is not a good choice for me to stand 

like this but the reason why I wanted to change pace is that this is right after lunch and I think 

that it is nice to wake up everyone otherwise it will be very boring. 

  

Talking about women and women being as a window dressing I think contradicts itself 

especially in the political participation. People actually look for performance and results at the 

end of the day and in a political environment the results are much more visible. So if you fail, 

you fail miserably and if you succeed, then you succeed very well. It may be a high profile of 

being Minister of Economy but let me tell you the most challenging part too. I am also the 

Chairman for the Security and Commodity which means that I control and regulate the 

market, the stock markets. So that is another terrifying status within the Emirates too, for the 

enrolment of women.   

  

What I would like to do first is actually – and I will give reasons why I want to say this – we 

keep talking about this report, Rima, and we talk about this business about the Arab world at 

large. The Arab world at large actually differs: there are small governments, rich 

governments, large countries, large population countries, poor countries. So when you look at 

the report at large, it makes it very difficult to differentiate amongst what developments, what 

success stories actually took place in each Arab country. And in the same, and sometimes 

because of the society at large or the Arab world at large, it makes the more depressing story 

more apparent, while there are some real good stories like those we spoke about in the 

Maghreb which I think should be much more visible. So when you focus on these stories it 

will bring up at least better faith and better contentment about ourselves, about the societies. 

  

The United Arab Emirates is part of the Gulf Cooperation Council, and therefore this is a Gulf 

region. The Gulf region is more conservative in comparison for example to the 

Mediterranean, North Africa and some of the other Arab countries. However, having a 

common cultural aspect amongst the GCC, we still see varieties, variation and disparity in 
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terms of women development and also the rate of the pace itself, and the way it grows for 

women’s emancipation and women’s involvement in different parts of the society.  

  

Having said that, I just want to give some numbers in relation to the professional women in 

the UAE. We have seen more and more women’s participation in the UAE and there are 

several reasons that had driven this. The working women in the UAE – and I speak of national 

women - had outnumbered the number of men in the governmental sector which is quite 

interesting. The women hold 30 percent of management positions, 70 percent in other jobs, 

like doctors, teachers, engineers, pharmacists, and other professionals. 15 percent of 

professors in the UAE university are actually Emirati women. 32 percent of employees in the 

finance and banking sector are women in the UAE – this is one of the largest, especially in the 

private sector, where you see women’s participation and involvement in the professional 

career. Women invested more than 12.5 billion dirhams – that is about 3 billion dollars – into 

the UAE economy. This is when we speak about business women and entrepreneurs. And the 

women’s participation in the national labour force – when we talk about the national labour 

force – actually leaped from 9.6 percent in 1986 to 33.4 percent now. So when you compare, 

these are actually good numbers. They may not be what we aspire for, but at least we are on 

the right path, moving forward. And then, November 2, 2004, the first appointment to the 

cabinet as Minister of Economy and Planning; this was part of the history of our founder HH 

Late Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan. This actually came at that time. A year later a 

second woman minister actually got appointed to the cabinet. Recently, almost about last 

week or the week before, in the National Council, it was the first time ever that the women 

actually started to participate in the National Federal Council – this is our parliament. And in 

that aspect we have seen that one woman got elected through the normal format. However the 

members coming to the cabinet for the National Council are actually nominated by the 

governments of the emirates, each emirate. And we have seen eight women appointed. So 

today we have 22.1 percent of women’s participation in the National Council and this is a 

very healthy number. So for us this is another record in history for the United Arab Emirates. 

  

Let me give you a number to compare, just to talk about that particular area. The percentage 

of women in parliament: Germany: 31.6 percent; Iraq: 25 percent; Tunisia: 22.8 percent; 

UAE: 22.1 percent; United Kingdom: 19.7 percent; Italy: 17.3 percent; France: 12.2 percent; 

US Congress: 6.3 percent; India: 8.3 percent; Morocco: 10.8 percent; Jordan: 5.5 percent; 
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Bahrain: 2.5 percent; Oman: 2.4 percent; Egypt: 2.0 percent; Kuwait: 1.5 percent (no woman 

candidate was elected in the 2006 election, one woman was appointed to the sixteen-member 

cabinet); Yemen: 0.3 percent; Qatar: 0 percent; Saudi Arabia: 0 percent. These numbers were 

taken from the Inter-parliamentary Union and I think that these numbers of national 

parliaments were dated or provided by 31st of December 2006, so these are recent numbers. 

But what it shows you, when people hope about women – and you know about women in the 

Arab world and about their participation in the national parliaments –, look at the numbers, 

look at the numbers of other countries. Sometimes we should look at the good side by 

comparing to Western society and the numbers there.  

  

If I go back to the question of women’s participation in the government: I agree with you, we 

do not want 50 percent of cabinet members to be women. The role of women in the cabinet 

itself does not reflect the enrolment of women, or the driving of women’s rights and women’s 

needs when you are part of the cabinet. As Minister of Economy I look at the economy at 

large; we make no differentiation for gender when it comes to the economy. All the laws 

pertaining for men and women are equal: there is nothing that says you “We will do so for 

women in business”. You do not do that and in the Emirates it is up to the women basically to 

rise in a particular area. So from that aspect, in my personal belief, the women’s enrolment in 

the National Council is really the voice of the people. To me this is really the catalyst for the 

change. One driver is to have the enrolment of women in national parliament because I do 

believe that this is where women can take action, basically to deliver the needs and the rights 

of women.   

  

But another aspect when I look at these numbers and look at societies and compare, is that 

you cannot reach this until you have actually prepped education for women. To me the 

number 1 goal, in my personal belief, if you really want women to rise, is that you need to get 

women with their right to education, right at the start and from the beginning. You rightly said 

that when children look at books and they see “My mum cooks and my dad works”, this is 

actually a total disaster because that is not the message that should actually be conveyed. The 

message should be that there are opportunities and we are bright persons, men or women. And 

therefore from this point of view I think that we can drive the development of women, give 

the women the rights. UAE is a conservative society and therefore it is important to see how 

the women education evolved. Earlier, we had at the high school level, HH late Sheikh Zayed 
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okayed high schools for men and women, and guess what? Because of that I actually 

graduated in computer science. The fact that it was a segregated school helped me to advance 

in the science, the mathematics and the physics rather than being inhibited or intimidated by 

studying with the boys. So I do believe that segregated education at some point can actually 

help and instil confidence in women to believe in themselves, especially in the science, 

technology and engineering.  

  

Secondly, we had found out through the society that sometimes – I was lucky to travel to the 

US to study, but there were other young women who could not; their families did not believe 

that this was really the path they wanted for them. HH Late Sheikh Zayed actually decided 

that at the end of the day what is important to us is the education that spilled to women 

universities. And today the UAE has two women campuses inside the university; we have a 

separate campus in the UAE university; and we have six colleges, higher colleges of 

technology with the Canadian system. You see women’s advancement and all these 

universities, especially in the MIS ( Management Information System) , the business, they are 

very much Internet served, bilingual, their education system is all in English, and their higher 

education. That is actually what helped the women in the society itself to feel confident about 

themselves, but also to believe about their rights. You need to give the proper education, the 

openness that actually can help these women to rise and to participate in the society. So 

education to me is very critical and the fact that the government made that available. We have 

a lot of  co-education schools too, a lot of co-education universities, but the fact is that it is an 

option for the family and the girl to decide. As long as she gets her education, that is the 

critical path. When you get your education, you can be a good professional but in the same 

time you can be a good mother, as long as you have the education. Even if you do not enrol in 

the professional career, you still actually can manage to raise a good family, have the 

knowledge for it and therefore, with that education you raise better children with a lot of 

better understanding about the society and the women’s role. 

  

When I look at the numbers in the UAE should I say that it is really because the women 

themselves have actually driven their changes or their rights? Not really. I do believe that the 

government, our government, was really instrumental in pushing the women. So when I look 

at the application of how we change the mindset and map of the Arab world, I would say that 

societies differ and in some you will find good leadership from the government per se that 
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actually can help make the change. But in other societies probably the women themselves 

should push. I have found out myself that sometimes what drives women backward or 

actually make them struggle is the women’s confidence in themselves. It really becomes a 

negative factor when women cannot decide about taking a new path, pushing themselves. The 

role of women as models especially in the participation in the political life, in the government, 

in diplomacy, one part of it is actually to demonstrate to the younger women that these things 

can happen and that you can actually be in that. Sometimes you pay a high price of sacrifice, 

but at the end of the day you pave the path for these young women to believe that this is 

actually doable. 

  

  Just to state a statement from one of our leaders, our Prime Minister, when the election 

of these women came for the National Parliament; it was really funny because you think a 

woman would say this. He said, this is HH Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, our 

Prime Minister: “A place without women is a place without spirit.” So when a man says that, 

that really is still that actually the confidence of women is not: “This is your moment, you 

have got the parliament, go for the goal, do the election, push more women to go up there”. 

But it is good to hear it from a man and not just a woman because I think that this is very 

critical. 

   

Yesterday, Eugene asked a very interesting question, this is where I will go to what can be 

done, basically to empower women in their profession. If I speak about the UAE, I think that 

in the UAE you will find several developments that have been taken place for the women. 

One of the CEOs of one of the large free zones is actually a woman. The largest engineering 

organisation for the free zones and the ports is run by a woman. The woman are actually 

everywhere. But the most important question is – and you said it yesterday – we have got 

these reports ok, where do we go next? We said two things: one is what can we do? But 

second we also said that we do not want imported democracy or imported rights of women. 

Ok, but if we do not want any of this we should be doing something. So what is it that we can 

do? I actually believe that the reports that came out are instrumental in developing further. 

There are great examples, phenomenal examples of women’s participation in different aspects 

in every society in the Middle East. But no one had ever collected and recorded best practices 

and these experiences to be a good model for other Arab countries. Today I speak from 

experience of the United Arab Emirates. We have advanced ourselves in technology usage 
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and the Internet. In the UAE, I think, the Internet participation is 60 percent and this one of 

the highest worldwide, this is not only about the Middle East. This said, UAE and the E- 

government on the Internet had become a good model for a lot of Arab countries actually to 

look at, and use this experience and build on it. The positive developments and the progress of 

the economy in the UAE had also created a good momentum for others to look at. So I use the 

same methodology. If we actually collect good examples of all the different Arab countries – 

in Maghreb we have seen great examples, in Jordan, women in the SMEs – we will see 

wonderful examples that actually can keep the momentum very positive. And we start looking 

at the glass half full rather than half empty. So I do believe that this is maybe the way where 

we can go forward. 

  

What are other centres? I can speak of other examples that we have. First, I think of the 

responsibility of every woman who rises, to her responsibility as  Ambassador Extraordinaire 

or as a minister. We take this role and try to evolve and develop for our women. So this is our 

responsibility at people who broke the glass ceiling and move forward with them. Interesting 

example we have seen in the UAE: Shell for example has a joint program for women in 

business as well as professional women, and this is its fifth year – I actually sit on the judges’ 

board; but every year they scan through a lot of applications of women in the UAE. Now I 

think that they span in the Middle East. They look at women in profession actually for an 

award winning and also a business woman entrepreneur. So you have got a professional 

woman every year. And I think that this is an incentive to recognise and bring women to the 

light and create a positive environment for others to compete and actually to move forward to 

that level.  

  

There has been many SME’s initiatives in the Middle East and part of it is also the micro-

credit programs and we have seen great examples in Jordan and also North Africa like 

Morocco. SME’s programs are fantastic. In the UAE we have a couple of these organisations 

and we found out that the SME in Dubai has actually 50 percent of participation of women: 

this is where you build entrepreneurs and business women. So 50 percent participation of 

women, I mean that there is a role in these women to actually take the path in developing and 

building themselves to be in the SMEs. I am actually taking a trip to China on one of these 

trade fairs, this is in Canton. I went to it in November and when I came back I communicated 

with the women business councils as well as with the SMEs. I am taking seventy women with 
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me, business women, to go to this exhibition, look for opportunities during ten days. So the 

idea is to bring opportunities for them, open up the door and find ways for them to actually 

develop and to create economic growth for themselves.  

  

Although we talk about government participation, about politics, I am a firm believer that 

economy is the path because the economy makes the politics, economy makes the 

containment. And I think that putting more women on the road of economy and creating a 

development in business for themselves is really the right path because when you have that, it 

is really easy to access everything else. Wealth actually is a catalyst and I do believe that 

when built on people it will drive them forward.  

 The women universities I think, basically is another area of focus. The co education is 

a good example but also I think sometimes societies that are still afraid from pushing women 

to education because this is a co-ed culture should accommodate for the alternative because at 

the end of the day their goal is actually for them to get their education but not to force 

themselves in a co-ed environment.  

 What I would like to say at the end is that there is no cookie cutter fits all , you cannot 

take what is a good example sometimes that worked in Morocco and you cannot apply it 

unless you know the reasons behind it and find out what is in there. So when you look at the 

reports at large, the reports should bring examples of differences and these differences also 

should take into consideration if they have any conditions or barriers that inhibit that growth 

or development. But having looked at the reports for the last three four years, I believe that 

this is a positive track to have this report out and for us to look at ourselves. Like you rightly 

said yesterday or last night it is better that look at ourselves than others look at us and criticise 

us. Thank you very much.  
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