United Arab Emirates

Country Overview

The UAE is a confederation of coastal Gulf States - once independent Sheikhdoms. This desert land supported a tiny population of fisherman and Dhow traders until the discovery of oil and gas in the 1960s. Since then the pace of development has been tremendous with enormous growth in the major Emirates. There are seven Emirates, of which Dubai and Abu Dhabi are the richest, largest and most prominent. The individual states function as provinces under the UAE government's umbrella and take their names from the cities at their core. There are no internal borders and outside the cities a tiny population and a lot of desert. Sharjah is close to Dubai - a twenty-minute drive outside of rush hours. 

Dubai

City Overview

Dubai - the Singapore of the Gulf, is a multi-cultural and multi-ethnic city with large populations from Europe, South Asia, the Far East and other Arab countries. Its cosmopolitan and liberal atmosphere makes it vastly different from anywhere else in the region. The infrastructure is extremely well developed and the city has grown very rapidly in the last 30 years to become a thriving commercial centre and regional HQ for many major companies. Sharjah is somewhat less cosmopolitan and is a quieter and more conservative emirate than Dubai. It has much more of an Arab character and is graced by some striking modern Islamic architecture. The ruling family place great emphasis on culture and the city boasts more than twenty museums, several art galleries and beautifully restored heritage areas. Sharjah is also a busy commercial centre and has a thriving port with a very attractive dhow wharfage. The UAE is a comfortable and hassle-free place to live and between Dubai and Sharjah, social and cultural activities catering to all tastes abound. 

Local restrictions on employment

Teachers on summer school contracts require a one-year visa. Appointed teachers will be supported through this process, and all costs covered by the British Council.

Teaching centre

The British Council Dubai was established in 1969 and occupies central and accessible premises including an L-Zone, a self study centre and information service and a cafe. Dubai is a medium-sized centre with around 500 students per term on the general adult and young learner programmes. The centre has ten well-equipped classrooms, a networked computer centre, a large teachers room and a teacher resources area. The staff consists of Teaching Centre Manager, Deputy Teaching Centre Manager, Professional Development and Training Manager (ST), YL Coordinator, ICT Coordinator, six network teachers, one local contract part-time teacher and up to 6 hourly-paid teachers per term. The British Council Sharjah was opened in 1998 and is located in an office building in the centre of town. It is a small-sized centre with 150 - 250 students per term on the general adult and young learner programmes. The centre has six well-equipped classrooms, a networked computer centre, small self study area, cafeteria and a staff room with excellent teachers resources. The staff consists of the Branch Manager, a small customer services team, two full-time teachers, and up to 8 hourly-paid teachers per term. There is growing demand in both centres for IELTS courses and our workplace training programmes to support the government Emiratisation programme. The centres are continuing to expand generally in all areas and teachers are encouraged to gain experience in a range of course types in order to support this.

Accommodation

Teachers are usually accommodated in an apartment in a high rise building close to the Teaching Centre. Accommodation within the city varies from palatial to unsavoury but teachers are usually housed in a 1 or 2 bedroomed flat in a new or reasonably new building. All buildings are air-conditioned and are nicely appointed; all with fitted kitchens, some with fitted wardrobes and all with complete bathrooms including showers. 

General living costs and conditions

The cost of living is generally cheaper than the UK though socialising can be expensive. Consumer electronics, cars, petrol, taxis, and clothes are generally cheaper than the UK. It is possible to live extremely cheaply and save, and equally possible to be extravagant. 85% of the population are expatriate workers and find an easy balance between the two. Banking services are efficient and modern, there are foreign banks (eg HSBC, Standard Chartered) and local ones as well as plenty of facilities for exchange and transfer of funds to and from other countries. 

Transport and communications

Transport is by taxi or private car. Taxis are reasonable, with a trip between Sharjah and Dubai costing about 30 Dirhams. A number of staff have a private arrangement with a taxi driver and pay a weekly/monthly rate. It is very easy to travel within and between the 7 Emirates (though there is little to distinguish them) as well as to the neighbouring Oman. There are a huge number of flights in and out of Dubai with fairly cheap deals to Sri Lanka, India, the Far East, Africa and the Arab world. Travel to Europe and beyond is more expensive with prices comparable to medium/long haul from Europe.

General health, medical and dental care

Health facilities are excellent with well equipped, state of the art private hospitals and clinics. The government health service also has very good standards with all specialities catered for. Dentists abound, many of them British expats catering to the local community. 

Any other information 

Life is comfortable and westernised with a wide variety of sports clubs, shopping malls, supermarkets, western cinemas, hotels and restaurants. There is now an indoor snow park for skiing, sledging or enjoying a cooling-off period at the weekend. Shopping is easy - there is both local souk life and a lot of high street names - Marks and Spencer, BHS, Next, Mothercare etc. The UAE is a very good base for those interested in diving. There are good sites easily accessible, and boat trips are frequent. Many divers also drive to Oman for weekends/short stays from time to time - non-divers can snorkel or go dolphin-watching on a boat trip. Dubai's nightlife is unlike anywhere else in the region. There are numerous nightclubs, again catering to a range of tastes. The comedy clubs are popular and have visiting comics from the UK on a regular basis. In Dubai, alcohol is available for non-Muslims in the numerous western style hotel bars and restaurants. It can be bought and consumed at home with a special permit (though it can take a few weeks to arrange this on arrival), but is relatively expensive and quite heavily taxed. Sharjah by contrast is dry with the exception of one expatriate sports club. However as both Dubai and Ajman are close by, a more Western-style night out is only a short taxi drive away. Expatriate women enjoy the same rights and freedoms as their male peers - they can drive, work freely and do not need to cover up. Dubai and Sharjah have positioned themselves as tourist destinations and are liberal in their attitude towards foreigners. However it is sensible to treat this attitude with respect and not take things too far. Enthusiastic displays of affection in public would be frowned on, and clothing should be modest in general out of respect for the hosts as much as anything else. Common sense dictates this and it is an easy country to fit into. 

Abu Dhabi

City Overview

Abu Dhabi is the federal capital of the UAE and the home of the president, HH Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan. It is much smaller than Dubai and much less well known. Dubai, being the commercial capital is much more geared to the tourist trade whilst Abu Dhabi tends to be quieter. Shopping is good and you can get just about anything you might want, including alcohol and pork products. These are not available at all shops as shops need to have a special license to sell pork and residents need a special license to buy and drink alcohol. Abu Dhabi is a city of high rises with most of the population living on Abu Dhabi island. From the sea the city has been said to resemble Manhattan. Although there are lots of hotels with clubs and bars, Abu Dhabi has a family feel to it. Most people say it's a village masquerading as a city. 

Local restrictions on employment

All expatriate workers must be sponsored by their employer and to complete the sponsorship procedures, it is mandatory to have an AIDS test. It is possible for married employees in restricted categories, (teachers fall into this category) to sponsor their spouses and children. It is prohibited for mixed sex couples to co-habit, a crime punishable by a jail sentence. The working partner in a same sex relationship may not sponsor his or her partner. 

Teaching centre

The Teaching Centre normally works a five day week, with some Young Learners classes on a Thursday morning. For teachers, a normal working week is 37.5 hours over 5 days.. There are up to 920 teaching hours per year. In addition to classroom teaching and preparation, teachers carry out class administration and client care duties. Teachers have 7 calendar weeks leave per year and local public holidays. The British Council Abu Dhabi, like other Council directorates in the Gulf, reports to a Regional Director based in Abu Dhabi. There are 3 other Teaching Centres in the UAE, a larger Centre in Dubai and smaller Centres in Sharjah and Ras Al Khaimah. Links between the Centres are strong and frequent. The British Council, Dubai was established in 1969 with Abu Dhabi following in 1977. The Centre in Abu Dhabi is housed in two villas which are linked by the reception area and is in a central location in Abu Dhabi. The premises include a self study centre, an Information UK zone and a cafeteria as well as offices for examinations services and administration as well as the Teaching Centre. Abu Dhabi is a small teaching centre with 200 - 300 students per term on the general programmes. The Centre has nine well equipped classrooms, a networked self study centre which is bookable for class use, a teachers' room and resource area. The staff consists of a Senior Teacher, 1 Young Learner co-ordinator, 1 ICT co-ordinator, three full-time network teachers, three part-time local contract teachers, and up to 12 hourly paid teachers per term. 

Accommodation

Teachers are usually accommodated in an apartment in a high rise building close to the Teaching Centre. Accommodation within the city varies from palatial to unsavoury but teachers are usually housed in a 2 bedroomed flat in a new or reasonably new building. All buildings are air-conditioned and are nicely appointed; all with fitted kitchens, some with fitted wardrobes and all with complete bathrooms including showers. 

General living costs and conditions

The standard of living for Western expatriate workers is high in the UAE. There are supermarkets which offer goods at very different prices. The main shops for western expatriates tend to be Spinneys, (very pricey for most things) Albert Abela's (reasonable across the board) and Carrefour (a French supermarket with good products at reasonable prices.) Prices compare with the UK with most meat cheaper, apart from pork and pork products which are very expensive. Restaurants offering food from many countries abound in Abu Dhabi and the five star hotels usually offer more than one food outlet usually with live bands and dancing, but the cost of a meal is expensive. There are many English-style pubs with happy hours and bar meals. Restaurants not forming part of a hotel are not allowed to serve alcoholic drinks but offer quality food at very reasonable prices. The British Council allowance for water and electricity is usually enough to cover a two bedroomed apartment. New cars are cheap compared to the UK and second hand cars are widely available. Petrol is incredibly cheap, about a sixth of the cost in the UK. 

Transport and communications

Taxis : These constitute the main form of public transport within and between towns. Metered taxis are identifiable in a) Abu Dhabi by their white and gold colour and b) in Dubai their beige colour and logo of Dubai Transport Company on the side. Taxis are cheap and plentiful but it is advisable to agree a price before setting off in an unmetered taxi. Within the town, visitors should not expect to pay more than Dhs 20 to any destination. Taxis from the hotels are considerably more expensive and it is worth walking a little in order to hail a passing cab. Visitors taking a taxi from the international airports to any destination in either Dubai or Abu Dhabi should expect to pay about Dhs 60. The airports are very close to the cities. Buses : There is a bus service but it is rather erratic. Car hire: There is a large number of car hire companies offering various sizes of vehicle. Visitors may drive on an international driving licence. A temporary driving licence is required for this and is usually arranged by the car hire company against a British licence. NB The speed limits are usually 100 kilometres per hour on the roads outside Most people drive their own cars though taxis are freely available. Local calls from private telephones within the Emirate in which you are living are free. Calls to other emirates are metered, as are those to neighbouring countries. Phone boxes are plentiful with some taking Dh 1 and Dh 0.50 fil coins and others taking phone cards. Hotels tend to add a mark-up to calls dialled from rooms. It is possible to dial most countries direct. International calls are expensive, cheap calls operate to most countries between 2100 and 0600. Internet access is readily available. 

General health, medical and dental care

At the moment no health certificates are required for short term visitors to the UAE. Most of the UAE is free of malaria, but certain areas on the east coast and in the mountains are known to be malarial. For peace of mind visitors may like to consult a travel agent for up-to-date WHO advice about possible health risks and malaria prophylaxis. There are a number of British general practitioners who run private health and dental clinics. Pharmacies are plentiful and well stocked, but drugs are expensive. The casual sale of unprescribed drugs is more rigorously controlled in the UAE than in most of the Middle East. There are a couple of good, private hospitals as well as a modern, government run hospital. These hospitals often have GPs in-house, as well as specialists and all the modern facilities. Water supply: tap water is considered to be safe, but some expatriates prefer bottled water for drinking. 

Any other information

Abu Dhabi has two large new shopping malls: the Marina Mall and the Abu Dhabi Mall. There is also a gold souq and a traditional souq. There are several, good supermarkets where you can find most things you would find in the UK, though not so many varieties. There are many, international hotels with restaurants ranging from Japanese to Russian. These are all licensed. There are also smaller restaurants offering food from many countries. These are not licensed but the food is much cheaper. The hotels all have nightclubs and bars, most of which offer live entertainment. Abu Dhabi has 2 grass golf courses and 1 sand course. There is also The Club which offers a swimming pool, gym facilities, squash, tennis and badminton courts as well as a lively sailing club and the Abu Dhabi branch of the British Sub Aqua Club. It also hosts the Abu Dhabi Dramatic Society. There are numerous other operations offering similar facilities, all at varying prices. 

