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Message from 
H.H. Sheikha Latifa Bint Mohammed Al Maktoum

Dubai has always placed the highest emphasis 
on promoting its rich cultural heritage, and today 
it continues to establish its credentials as an 
international centre of arts and culture, leading 
the way to becoming one of the world’s leading 
creative communities. Building on this momentum 
and continuing to advance the prominence of our 
culture sector globally is of strategic importance 
to the sustainable development of our emirate.

Creative Dubai reveals that a clear opportunity 
exists to strengthen the connections between 
culture and commerce. Investing in the sector, 
supplying greater educational opportunities, and 
providing a strong platform for local talents to 
flourish in cultural and creative professions, are 
all necessary for empowering Dubai’s creative 
economy to realise its highest potential. 

At a time in human history when we are by 
necessity distanced as a result of the global 
pandemic, finding connections through culture 
and the creative industries has never been 
more essential. The culture sector has proved 
indispensable to our daily lives. Our efforts to 
forge effective pathways to growth and ongoing 
conversations with the cultural sector will 
continue, under the forward-thinking stewardship 
of Dubai Culture. 

I look forward to taking the next steps of our 
ambitious journey in 2021, a year of note, 
marking the 50th anniversary of our beloved UAE. 
Together, we will set the pace for the future of 
culture in a fully empowered creative Dubai.





Foreword

Hala Badri 
Director General of 

Dubai Culture

The Creative Dubai report highlights a success story full of 

creativity, innovation, optimism, and determination as well as 

addresses the concerns of artists and professionals, who are 

exploring new horizons in the fields of culture and creativity in 

Dubai. It also caters to decision makers, who have begun to realise 

the active role played by art, culture, and talents, and want to 

support and finance this field. 

The report highlights the reality of our world, which is recovering 

from the repercussions of COVID-19, and sheds light on how the 

cultural sector withstood the crisis and adapted to it. Therefore, the 

creative and cultural industries are beginning to bring us together 

again, with safe, vibrant avenues, and constructive interaction.

The year 2021 represents a milestone for Dubai and the UAE, 

commemorating the 50th anniversary of the union. In the wake of 

this significant event, we are committed to harnessing our efforts 

to be active in the sustainable development journey that the 

country will be adopting over the next 50 years. This reverberates 

with the core value of Dubai Expo 2020, which is to create a better 

future for humanity. In light of the unique data within the report, 

and based on the importance of the creative economy as one 

of the catalysts for sustainable economic growth and advancing 

innovation, its content and timing have been ideal for documenting 

and evaluating the emirate's journey towards developing its cultural 

sector and the growth opportunities that are to follow. 

Dubai has an integrated and mature infrastructure that qualifies 

it to be an attractive global hub for investment in the creative 

industries, which have left a clear economic and social imprint on 

the emirate over the past twenty years, contributing to Dubai’s 

gross domestic product and efforts towards stimulating innovation 

across other sectors of the economy. 

Hence, in this first-of-its-kind report, we are monitoring the 

performance of the cultural and creative industries by shedding 

light on the creative economy and providing a comprehensive 

outlook on the performance of creative industries in Dubai. We are 

confident that this report will consolidate Dubai's global position 

in the creative economy sector, in line with the Dubai Creative 

Economy Strategy that was launched by His Highness Sheikh 

Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, Vice President and Prime 

Minster of the UAE and Ruler of  Dubai.

The Creative Dubai report seeks to address two main point:

• Why the growth of the culture sector is essential for 
Dubai.
• What the reality of Dubai's creative and cultural 
industries look like today and the needed steps towards 
future growth.   

The participating sectors and institutions provided different 

outlooks, but they all shared one thing in common: their enthusiasm 

and optimism for the future of the cultural and creative sectors 

in Dubai as well as their commitment to supporting the emirate 

towards a brighter future.

The report aligns with Dubai Culture and Arts Authority’s mission 

to support culture, arts, heritage and literature in Dubai and drive 

the growth of the emirate’s artistic and cultural scenes. Through 

its strategic roadmap 2020-2026, Dubai Culture continues to 

carry out its mission to achieve the emirate’s new cultural vision to 

become a global centre for culture, an incubator for creativity, and a 

thriving hub for talent, as well as to support a stimulating ecosystem 

for creative industries, in line with the Dubai Creative Economy 

Strategy, which aims to make the emirate the global capital of the 

creative economy by 2025.

All these are achieved by taking the necessary steps, building on 

past achievements, and finding new ways for Dubai's residents and 

visitors to enjoy arts and culture. This report emphasises Dubai’s 

cultural sector and identifies appropriate methods for measuring its 

growth, concluding with a promising outlook regarding the emirate’s 

social and economic prosperity.
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Executive summary
Culture is a force to be reckoned with, wielding outsized 
influence on nearly every aspect of the modern world. 
From fueling growth in the global economy to enriching 
society and humanity as a whole, the sector’s fluid nature 
and ubiquity is precisely what makes its long-term 
impact so profound.

In the face of shifting economic winds, a global pandemic 
and a fourth industrial revolution, the USD 2.25 trillion 
global culture sector has been steadfast. It has sparked 
new creative cities that bring people together and inspire 
new ways of thinking and co-existing. 

In Dubai, the evolution of a dynamic culture scene 
mirrors the evolution of the city itself. There is a 
clear connection between Dubai’s rapid growth as a 
metropolis that entices foreign investment and tourism, 
and how it has built its cultural infrastructure with 
increasing sophistication and maturity. 

As Dubai’s economy continues to diversify, and to rise 
in rankings for quality of life and livability indices, new 
audiences will increasingly seek more varied, authentic 
and meaningful experiences in all forms of cultural 
expression. Core cultural industries —the focus of this 
report— will play a key role in the city’s future success as 
it steps into its role as a global creative city.

The evolution of a dynamic arts and 
culture scene in Dubai mirrors the 
evolution of the city itself.

The road travelled 
Cultural and creative industries (CCI) have come a 
long way in the emirate. Dubai has shown that 190 
nationalities can productively cohabit and learn from one 
another, but with a nearly 90% expatriate population, 
Dubai has yet to tap into its own cultural fabric. This 

represents a wealth of potential that could deeply enrich 
cultural life for Dubai residents, and expand cultural 
offerings for its visitors.
 
The economic and social benefits are multi-fold: more 
CCI jobs, businesses and consumer spending contribute 
directly to GDP and create spillover in tourism and other 
sectors. Gains in education, well-being, social cohesion, 
international cultural diplomacy, and other areas of social 
capital, while harder to measure, are well-evidenced 
impacts of investing in this sector.

The sector’s fluidity and breadth have made it harder to 
pinpoint critical gaps and areas most in need of support. 
Decentralised core cultural industries also make it 
challenging to plan for a collective future. However, by 
continuing to adapt and develop, Dubai can maintain its 
position as a dynamic and responsive hub as the world 
evolves.

Culture’s place within Dubai has been under-studied, but 
at long last this report brings it into focus. With a better 
understanding of the sector’s key stakeholders and 
programmes, how they interact and what drives them, 
policymakers and cultural leaders can begin to build the 
‘Creative Dubai’ of tomorrow.

The sector’s fluidity and breadth 
have made it harder to pinpoint 
critical gaps and areas most in  
need of support.

About the report
This report chronicles Dubai’s journey in developing its 
culture sector and examines sectoral developments 
within six cultural industries: Visual Arts, Design, Literary 
Arts, Performing Arts, Film and Cultural Heritage. The 
rapid expansion of these industries over the past two 
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decades places them at the heart ─ or ‘core’ ─ of the 
emirate’s culture sector.

Investment in further developing these core cultural 
industries will form a solid foundation upon which to  
base expansion of the wider creative industries in Dubai 
(such as media, advertising, gaming, and other CCI –a 
full list of classifications is set out in Chapter 2).
 
As high-performing culture sectors globally 
demonstrate, a strong bedrock in the culture sector 
fuels the overall growth of the wider creative economy.  

Strengthening Dubai’s core  
cultural industries will develop 
a solid foundation upon which 
to base expansion of the wider 
creative industries.

A perspective on the potential future growth that Dubai 
stands to realise is provided by looking to economies 
where targeted investment in the cultural industries 
has yielded fast-growth trajectories, such as those of 
Singapore and Shanghai. Their particular successes 
in various industries are highlighted as ‘global lessons’ 
that are applicable to Dubai’s context for each of the six 
core industries overviewed in this report. An outlook 
on the overall economic contribution of the CCI is also 
provided by referencing longer-established creative 
economies such as the United Kingdom and European 
Union countries.

To gain a local view on Dubai’s culture sector, the report 
surveyed Dubai-based key industry actors ─ including 
more than 100 cultural professional executives and 
practitioners ─ on current barriers and opportunities 
they perceive in their industry. The results of this survey, 
together with in-depth interviews with government and 
industry stakeholders, extensive desk review and data 
observations, inform the report’s key findings. 

To chart a clear path to growth, the report proposes 
a set of seven enablers, or growth accelerators:  
Infrastructure, Education, Entrepreneurship and 
Innovation, Talent Attraction, Funding, Regulation, 
and Public Participation. The international evidence 
shows that focus on these areas can stimulate more 
productive and inclusive growth in the CCI. The report 
concludes with recommendations for each industry, 
framed under these growth-accelerating enablers 
where they are most relevant. 

Chapter 1 provides key definitions and introduces the 
economic and social benefits generated by the culture 
sector. It makes a strong case for expanding Dubai’s 
culture sector and channelling resources to feed its 
long-term success.

Chapter 2 outlines the report’s methodology and 
proposes a classification model for the six core cultural 
industries, to understand their relationship to the wider 
CCI in Dubai. 

Chapter 3 describes seven key enablers that galvanise 
the growth of the cultural industries, with examples of 
where these enablers are activated in Dubai and where 
there are opportunities to boost their effect. 

Chapter 4 opens with a global outlook on each of the 
six core industries, and then provides a deep-dive into 
the industries' current landscape in Dubai. It maps key 
actors and initiatives that form the backbone of each 
industry, complemented by inspiring case studies and 
global lessons. Each industry overview ends with a 
summary of key findings and gaps identified.

Chapter 5 recaptures the key findings from the sectoral 
analyses and offers actionable recommendations for 
strengthening each core cultural industry, as well as 
a framework for measuring the performance of the 
culture sector.
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Summary of key findings

The cultural and creative industries as a sector, 
accounted for just over 4% of Dubai’s total gross 
domestic product (GDP) in 2019. In the same year, the
number of cultural workers represented approximately
3.6% of all workers in the emirate. It is a young and 
dynamic sector, in which micro and small businesses play 
a significant role, accounting for 56% of its total output.

At industry level, the report analysis identifies the 
following key strengths and growth opportunities in 
Dubai’s core cultural industries:

• Dubai’s visual arts industry is firmly established, 
with well-developed infrastructure, mature market 
dynamics, a region-leading art fair, and year-round 
programming. Critical areas that merit attention 
to stimulate industry growth include diversifying 
funding sources, particularly through promoting 
innovative policies, a culture of commissioning, 
patronage programmes, and competitive grants; 
expanding the breadth of educational offerings, 
especially within government secondary schools 
and tertiary formal qualifications; and making 
the visual arts more accessible to more diverse 
audiences.  

 
• Dubai’s design industry is strongly emergent, 

with developments in significant infrastructure, 
expanded formal and informal learning 
opportunities, and the establishment of a region-
leading design festival. Areas for growth include 

 increasing design manufacturing capacity; 
streamlining patent and copyright registration; 
providing targeted supports to creative 
enterprises, including for business training and 
marketplace platforms; and recognising excellence 
in product design. 

 
• Dubai’s literary arts industry is emerging, with 

notable strides made in public reading campaigns, 

an expanded network of libraries, a well-attended 
annual literary festival, and community-focused 
initiatives. The book market is dominated by 
English-language imports, with steady growth in 
the digital segment. Critical gaps in print publishing 
infrastructure can be bypassed by focusing on 
faster-growing market segments 

 such as digital publishing and self-publishing.  
Other areas for development include: elevating 
the quality of literary translation to/from Arabic, 
establishing quality educational offerings for 
creative writing, and increasing funding  
schemes to boost literary production. 

 
• Dubai’s performing arts industry encompasses 

a two-tier industry: ‘big-ticket’ professional 
productions offered at landmark venues, and a 
growing grassroots scene ranging from smaller 
independent to amateur productions. The greatest 
opportunity for both of these tiers to invest in is 
talent development. In particular, local and regional 
talent needs to be developed and supported to 
grow as professionals. There is also an opportunity 
for Dubai to become a centre for learning in the 
performing arts within MENA, both nurturing and 
attracting emerging talent from around the region.

 
•	 Dubai’s	film	industry is broadly split into two 

trajectories. Dubai’s extensive production 
facilities and enabling regulatory environment 
is increasingly attracting the international film 
industry and poised to become an established 
international filming location. The emirate’s local 
film industry, including homegrown acting and 
directing, is still nascent largely due to a lack of 
educational opportunities and affordable facilities 
for independent productions. However, it is 
well placed to grow, if provided with adequate 
opportunity and support. Provision of specialised 
education and increased funding schemes can 
bolster Dubai’s homegrown ecosystem and will 
catalyse its growth.
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• Dubai’s cultural heritage industry is firmly 
established, through highly successful 
preservation and promotion of its tangible  
and intangible cultural heritage and its effective 
integration into the tourism sector, within schools, 
and public spaces. In this industry, Dubai can 
benefit from devoting greater attention to its 
modern (post-1960) architectural heritage, and 
by revitalising and increasing public access to 
existing under-utilised sites, which can perform 
new functions including the offer of new heritage 
appreciation experiences.  

 

The horizon ahead

Dubai already has valuable assets at its fingertips: the 
clarity of its identity, its confidence on the world stage, 
the balance it finds in its cultural ecosystem between 
private organisations and government-led initiatives; 
the overall character and diversity of its residents, 
communities and institutions. 

However, Dubai still has work to do. Expanded funding 
opportunities, broader educational offerings, simpler 
regulations and more opportunities for promotion will 
help, but it will also need to nurture different skill-sets 
and create opportunities across its population. From 
investors to entrepreneurs, patrons to developers, 
researchers to technicians and culture-makers to 
visitors, each will need to feel supported and able to 
focus on maximising their talents to enrich the creative 
economy.

To reach its full potential, Dubai must serve as a place 
where creativity happens and is consumed. It will need 
to better understand how its spaces and talent are used 
and ensure its infrastructure allows for connection and 
communication. 

It is hoped that the information presented in this report 
will stimulate discussion among Dubai’s cultural and 

creative communities, policymakers, and the wider 
public, whose voices collectively shape the culture 
sector’s potential to expand and thrive, producing 
considerable economic benefit for the emirate while 
enriching its cultural life.

The report ends with a vision for the reader to carry 
into the world: with proper tools and investment, Dubai 
has the raw ingredients to become a global cultural hub 
and a leader in cultural innovation. Its entrepreneurial 
spirit and energy, its natural competitiveness and its 
cosmopolitanism will help it get there.
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List of acronyms
ADG  Art Dubai Group

CCI  Cultural and Creative industries

d3  Dubai Design District

DSC  Dubai Statistics Center

DXBDW  Dubai Design Week

EC  European Commission 

GDP  Gross Domestic Product

HEI  Higher Education Institute 

KHDA  Knowledge & Human Development Authority

KPI  Key Performance Indicator

LMI  Labour Market Information 

MENA  Middle East and North Africa

MOCY  Ministry of Culture & Youth

MOE  Ministry of Education

STEAM  Science, Technology, Engineering, Art, Maths

UNCTAD  United Nations Conference on Trade and Development

UNESCO   United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation

WIPO        World Intellectual Property Organisation

Image: MENA Grad Show 2020.  
Courtesy of Art Dubai Group.
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1
Culture: 
A sector to invest in

Image: Solaroca by OPAVIVARÁ!, Art Dubai Commissions,    
Art Dubai 2019. Courtesy of Photo Solutions.



16   CREATIVE DUBAI

Figure 1.1 Cultural map of Dubai
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The creative economy in Dubai has generated more than
AED37bn in output and employed more than 108,000 
individuals in 2019 alone, across all the key industries 
analyzed in this report. This represents 3.6% of the total 
workforce in the city.1

Dubai’s rise in global prominence as a culturally 
important city reflects the targeted investments made in 
the culture sector to significantly expand its cultural and 
creative industries (CCI). In a comparison of worldwide 
Google searches from 2004 through 2020, searches for 
‘Dubai Heritage’ alongside ‘Dubai Culture’ and ‘Dubai 
Arts’ during this period suggest that broad interest in the 
emirate’s cultural fabric is growing.

 In the last twenty years, the emirate has exploded as a 
regional cultural hub, attracting thousands of creatives, 
patrons, and professionals, including entrepreneurs who 
have launched businesses in Free Zones and dedicated 
clusters/districts such as Dubai Design District, Alserkal 
Avenue, and Dubai Media Cluster. The TECOM Group, 
a member of Dubai Holding, reports that the number 
of registered creative freelancers increased by 446% 
between 2016 and 2020. As of 2019, Dubai is home to 
13,144 companies operating in the Creative Economy. 2  
To maintain momentum in the wake of COVID-19, Dubai 
has agilely responded by introducing a new Cultural Visa 
tailored for freelancers. 

An enabling environment – of regulatory, financial, and 
other supports – has allowed for a vibrant culture scene 
to take root and thrive. Globally recognised art fairs 
and cultural festivals, a well-established gallery scene, 
innovation-focused creative incubators, a burgeoning 
film industry and independent theatre scene, and the 
addition of striking new museums and libraries, illustrate 
the expansion and diversification of the emirate’s 
offering. 

Prioritisation of the culture sector has also led to 
increased, and more varied cultural programming, 
myriad government- and industry-led initiatives, and 
the integration of art into public spaces, all combining 
to reach broader audiences and to offer greater 
opportunities for participation in cultural life for 
residents and visitors alike.  

Alongside developing the arts and culture, Dubai has 
capitalised on its cultural heritage. An unwavering 
commitment to restoring historic sites, revitalising 
older neighbourhoods, and introducing programmes 
that preserve traditional practices and customs, has 
helped to protect intangible cultural heritage for future 
generations.

1.  The Dubai Statistics Centre includes in its analysis of the creative economy data on 7 key 'domains': Cultural and  
         Natural Heritage, Cultural Education, Performing arts and ceremonies, Visual Arts and Crafts, Books and Press,  
 Audiovisual and Interactive Media, Design and Creative Services.  Dubai Statistics Center, 2019 
2.  TECOM Group, 2020. Dubai Statistics Center, 2019

Culture: A sector to invest in
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Dubai ranks  
among the  

top 10 world’s 
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cities  
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Country Index for 

2020

In 2018
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City of Design
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coming from 

 cultural tourism 
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Culture: A sector to invest in

Dubai's rise 
as a global 
cultural city
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Taking a long view forward
The success of the culture sector in cementing itself in 
Dubai’s modern society and economy, owes in part to a 
concerted push at the emirate and federal levels, as well 
as through innovative public-private partnerships and 
grassroots efforts.

At the national level, the Ministry of Culture & Youth 
(MOCY)’s Cultural Agenda 2031 sets out an ambitious 
10-year strategy to boost the sector. Strategic initiatives 
emphasise areas such as education, business support 
for CCI enterprises, cultural exchange, and talent 
development. A new ‘Golden Visa’ programme for 
exceptional creatives, and new Talent Policy for CCI 
practitioners, are among key initiatives that will attract, 
nurture and retain talent – the lifeblood of the CCI. 

Cultural Agenda 2031 defines an 
ambitious ten-year horizon for the 
culture sector nationally. 
Further underscoring the role of the CCI in sustainable 
economic growth, in 2020 MOCY launched the 
‘Creative Industries Contribution Index’ to identify the 
contribution of the culture sector to the nation’s gross 
domestic product (GDP).

A newly launched Creative 
Industries Contribution Index 
will measure the impact of  
the CCI on national GDP.
At the emirate level, the Executive Council, led by H.H. 
Sheikh Hamdan bin Mohammed bin Rashid, Crown Prince 
of Dubai — has approved 2020 - 2025 Dubai culture's 
strategy road map to position Dubai as a "global centre 
for culture, an incubator for creativity and a thriving hub 
for talent"   

Bridging the federal and emirate administrations, an 
Arts and Cultural and Creative Industries Council was 
established in 2018, which provides inter-governmental 
tools and policy direction essential to expanding the 
culture sector.

While the cultural and creative industries in Dubai 
have experienced rapid and significant growth, public 
perception around the culture sector’s capabilities and 
its limitations are worth looking at more closely. 

A survey concluded in November 2020 for this report 
canvassed the views of over 100 respondents among 
leading industry actors and practitioners in Dubai. When 
asked about key barriers facing their respective cultural 
and creative industries, 51% of respondents rated the 
ease of doing business within their industry as ‘low’ or 
'moderately low’. Covid-19 has only served to compound 
these challenges.

Measuring the sector’s performance is another area 
that has historically proven challenging. Results from 
the same survey showed that 61% of respondents felt 
the quality and availability of culture sector data could 
be improved. Moreover, a majority of respondents 
indicated low levels of confidence in existing data.  
These findings reinforce the essential need for both 
improved measurement of the sector’s performance, 
and for making key data publicly available. Better and 
more transparent data, including on evaluating the 
effectiveness of policies, initiatives and programmes, 
can support more informed decision-making across the 
sector.

Today’s culture sector landscape in Dubai — from its 
successes to its hurdles and its strengths to its gaps — 
will be explored over the forthcoming chapters of this 
report: 

Chapter 1 introduces how the sector is defined, and the 
economic and social value that it generates globally;

Chapter 2 overviews the report’s methodology, 
common CCI classifications and the classification model 
applied for Dubai;

Chapter 3 delves into seven critical levers that can enable 
and accelerate the sector’s growth; 

Chapter 4 overviews six core culture industries in Dubai, 
and identifies existing strengths and gaps in each;

Chapter 5 summarises the report’s key findings and 
offers a set of recommendations for growing the CCI.

Culture: A sector to invest in
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Ultimately, this report takes stock of the strides Dubai 
has made and offers a view forward at a culture sector 
that: 

• Invests in its core cultural industries as the base for 
cultivating a vibrant and resilient creative economy

• Strengthens these core industries, through a 
value-chain cycle from creation to consumption

• Sustains strong performance by activating key 
enabling forces shown to drive growth in the CCI 

In doing so, the culture sector stands to cement Dubai's 
place as a leading, global creative city. Increasing the 
contribution of the CCI to Dubai’s economy will boost 
diversification and development, whilst enriching cultural 
life for its citizens, visitors, and the many communities 
who call the emirate home. 

Culture: A sector to invest in

Image: Rock, paper, scissors: positions in play by 
Nujoom Alghanem, Sara Al Haddad, Vikram 

Divecha, Ramin & Ronki Haerizadeh and Hesam 
Rahmanian, Hind Mezaina, Deepak Unnikrishnan, 

WTD magazine, Lantian Xie and Mohamed Yousif, 
2017.  

57th International Art Exhibition, la Biennale di 
Venezia. Courtesy of UAE National Pavilion. 



22   CREATIVE DUBAI

What is the culture sector?
The arts and culture sector (‘culture sector’) is a complex 
and ever-changing set of industries. It includes all 
sectors with activities based on cultural values and 
artistic creative expression, and it varies from one region 
to the next. Its fluidity is what defines it: an ongoing 
dance between ideas and tangible goods, with creativity 
leading the way.

The UK Department of Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) 
more concretely defines the culture sector as including 
"activities which have their origins in individual creativity, 
skill and talent," adding that they "have the potential 
for wealth and job creation through the generation and 
exploitation of intellectual property."

The European Commission recognises 14 specific 
subsectors.* 

Although cultural outputs can be monetized and made 
profitable, culture’s intrinsic value is emotional — that is, 
how much a cultural output resonates with its audience. 
In the same way, although the culture sector’s economic 
impact and social benefits can be approximated, any 
calculations underestimate its total contribution to and 
value within society.4

1 Architecture
2 Archives
3 Artistic Crafts
4 Audiovisual (Including  
 Film, Television, Video  
 Games and Multimedia)
5 Books and Publishing
6 Design (Including Fashion  
 Design)

7 Festivals
8 Libraries and Museums
9 Literature
10 Music
11 Performing Arts
12 Radio
13 Tangible and Intangible  
 Cultural Heritage
14 Visual Arts

The European Commission recognises 
14 specific subsectors3:

*  This report’s own sector classification is discussed in Chapter 2: Methodology and Classification Model
3.  European Commission, 2010
4.  Artscape, 2020

Culture: A sector to invest in
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What are the cultural and creative industries?

The creative and cultural industries are at the core of the creative economy.

The Green Paper, lead-managed by the European Union Commission's Education and 
Culture Director General, defines the cultural and creative industries as follows 

Cultural industries are industries which produce and distribute cultural products (goods/services) 
that are considered to have a specific attribute, use or purpose which embodies or conveys 
cultural expressions, irrespective of their commercial value. 

Creative industries are industries which use culture as an input, although their outputs are mainly 
functional; while outside of the traditional arts, these industries integrate creative elements into 
their wider processes. 

What is the creative economy?
British economist John Howkins first coined the term 
creative economy in 2001 to describe sectors whose 
goods and service are based on intellectual property 
rights.5

The creative economy is an evolving concept. It can 
broadly be conceptualised as the “interface among 
creativity, culture, economics and technology, 
as expressed in the ability to create and circulate 
intellectual capital, [which] has the potential to 
generate income, jobs and export earnings while 
simultaneously promoting social inclusion, cultural 
diversity and human development”.6

5.  Buitrago et al, 2013
6.  UNCTAD, 2018

Culture: A sector to invest in
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What do the numbers show globally?  
In its landmark 2018 report on the creative economy, the 
United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 
(UNCTAD) highlights that the size of the global market 
for creative goods doubled in size from USD 208 billion 
in 2002 to USD 509 billion in 2015.7 UNCTAD further 
projects that trade in creative goods and services 
and their contribution to GDP are likely to rise and are 
considered “a powerful economic force”.
 
In many developed economies, the cultural and 
creative industries are firmly established as assets in 
strengthening competitiveness in the global economy.   

While less established in economies across the Middle 
East and Africa, the CCI generated USD 58 billion in 
revenue and 2.4 million jobs in 2015, with an estimated 
10% annual growth rate.8

7.  UNCTAD, 2018
8.  EY, 2015

VALUE

EMPLOYMENT

EU

 508bn
2016

Figure 1.1 Economic impact generated by CCI, most recently available published figures across EU, UK and 
MENA from combined sources: EY, 2015; UNCTAD, 2018
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 1.7m
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Image: 'Identity website' at Global Grad Show. Courtesy Global Grad Show. 
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Economic value of the culture sector
The culture sector benefits the local economy in three 
ways:9

•  Direct economic impact is any economic value 
generated by CCI. For example, a gallery that 
employs 100 people has a direct economic impact 
of 100 jobs and any profit generated from art sales. 

• Indirect economic impact is any economic value 
generated by supporting industries that hire staff 
and provide goods and services to support CCI. For 
example, a new gallery’s indirect economic impact 
would include real estate agents who facilitate the 
property purchase, construction workers who build 
the gallery, art shipping experts who install new 
pieces and caterers who provide food and beverage 
at gallery functions. 

• Induced economic impact is the change in 
economic value due to the spending habits of the 
CCI workforce (direct economic impact) and the 
CCI-supporting workforce (indirect economic 
impact). For example, spending on groceries, rent, 
petrol and gym memberships by gallery staff, 
construction workers, art shipping experts and 
caterers would count toward induced economic 
impact. 

A 2019 UK study showed that for 
every £1 generated by the culture 
sector through direct economic 
impact, another £1.24 is generated 
as indirect and induced economic 
impact in the wider economy.10

This wider ‘spillover’ economic impact could include:

Place-based economic growth: Investment in the 
culture sector can drive the local economy’s expansion 
by:

• Attracting visitors to its cultural offerings  
• Creating jobs 
• Spurring SME formation 
• Enhancing skills and talent  
• Regenerating urban areas 
• Diversifying the local economy
• Creating synergies through new cultural  

and creative clusters (see definition)

Branding a city: Targeted investment in the arts and 
culture can create a city brand that attracts creative 
and culture professionals.  This helps shift international 
perceptions of the city's cultural value, sparking 
additional investment.

Berlin launched a rebranding campaign funded by the 
German government in 2008, landing on ‘Be Berlin’ 
which was accompanied by creative projects and annual 
campaigns such as ‘City of change’ and ‘A great place 
to live.’ By 2015, Berlin ranked 8th in the Economist 
Intelligence Unit’s annual liveability index.11

Attracting residents: Culture is shown to be a 
constitutive part of a city’s attractiveness and the life 
quality it offers.12

Cultural tourism: The arts and culture generate 
tourism and revenue in cultural activities such as visiting 
museums and cultural heritage sites and supporting 
businesses such as hospitality and travel. 

9.  CEBR, 2019
10.  Ibid.
11.  Medium, 2015
12.   Montalto et al, 2019
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13.  De Propris and Hypponen, 2008 

WIDER 'SPILL OVER' BENEFITS

Figure 1.3  Total Economic Footprint

1
DIRECT 
IMPACT

The value generated 
and jobs supported 

directly by arts 
and culture 

organisations.

2
INDIRECT 
IMPACT

The value generated 
and jobs supported in 
domestic industries 

that supply goods and 
services to arts and culture 

organisations.

3
INDUCED 
IMPACT

The value generated  
and jobs supported in 

the wider economy when 
employees associated 
with direct and indirect 

impacts spend their 
earnings in wider 

economy.

Creative clusters consist of13:

1

2

3

4

A community of ‘creative 
people’ who share an 
interest in novelty but 
not necessarily the same 
subject. 

A catalysing place where 
people, relationships, ideas 
and talents can  
spark each other. 

An environment that 
offers diversity, stimuli 
and freedom 
of expression. 

A thick, open and ever-
changing network of 
inter-personal exchanges 
that nurture individuals’ 
uniqueness and identity.
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Social value of the culture sector
Unlike virtually any other industry, art and cultural 
expressions have intrinsic value that create feelings of 
fulfilment and pleasure for its creators, practitioners, 
observers and audience — when applied on a wider 
scale, society enjoys greater overall well-being. Listening 
to a melodic musical score moves us emotionally and 
allows us to experience the pleasure of its beauty. 
Our aesthetics and feelings guide our experience and 
appreciation for culture, and public institutions that 
enable the arts and culture can, in turn, generate positive 
feelings and strengthen trust.  

As touched on above, the culture sector’s benefits 
extend beyond the economic. Its network of activity and 
stakeholders strengthen society and have lasting impact 
in four key areas:

• Health and well-being
• Education
• Social capital
• Nation-building

Health and wellbeing 

Engagement in the arts and culture has also been shown 
to reduce levels of depression and anxiety while having a 
positive impact on life satisfaction regardless of income 
level, education, illness or disability. For older adults, 
participating in the arts and culture improves overall 
well being (i.e, physical, emotional and social health) 
and reduces feelings of isolation and loneliness.14

Figure 1.3 Our areas of social benefits impacted by the CCI 
SOURCE: Multiple (footnoted)  

Culture: A sector to invest in

14.   Ontario Ministry of Culture, Tourism & Sport, 2015
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Education

Participation in cultural activities has been shown to 
improve individuals’ cognitive skills including literacy, 
memory, musicality and general comprehension15,  as well 
as improved interpersonal skills among children. A 2016 
Arts Council England study saw that schools with higher 
student enrollment in art classes had lower overall student 
disciplinary rates and higher high school graduation 
rates.16 

Social Capital

Culture helps build social capital, the networks of people 
with shared norms and values that create communities 
and society overall. Participating in arts and culture 
activities increases social interaction, connection and 
interconnectedness while increasing personal levels of 
social trust and sense of community belonging, leading to 
improved social inclusion and strengthened communities. 

Culture provides a medium of communication that allows 
otherwise disparate groups to connect. Arts engagement 
such as art and music therapy has proved effective as 
a tool for deradicalisation and reintegration of former 
extremists and as a preventative measure for those who 
may be vulnerable to extremism.17  

Nation-building

The intrinsic effects of culture also cultivate the kinds 
of citizens desired in a pluralistic society. In multicultural 
societies, the arts and culture generate “social bonds 
among individuals when they share  arts experiences 
through discourse, and the expression of common 
values and community identity through artworks that 
commemorate a nation’s experience.” 18

Culture also plays a pivotal role in promoting and 
preserving a country’s heritage — this too serves 
to build a cohesive national identity through shared 
heritage. Internationally, culture can serve as a tool for 
soft power to strengthen international relations and 
increase a country’s status.19

Image: SIKKA Art Fair 2019. Courtesy of Dubai Culture. 

15.    Tripney et al, 2010
16.    Arts Council England, 2016
17.    Hedayah Center, 2015
18.    Arts Council England, 2016

19.    UK Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport 
(DCMS), 2016
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Rising global demand for culture 
The late 20th and early 21st century have seen 
exponential growth in cultural participation. Within 
emerging markets, migration from rural areas into urban 
centres has been seismic, shifting from 751 million 
people living in urban areas in 1950 to 4.2 billion in 2018.20

Urbanisation and more disposable income has 
exposed the burgeoning middle class to more 
cultural offerings. Living within tightly-woven urban 
communities that combine work and leisure has fuelled 
consumers’ appetite for the arts and culture in nearly 
every variety.

As the average education level among the urban 
population improves alongside higher qualities of life, 
urban poles have increasingly catered to residents 
and visitors seeking diverse and authentic cultural 
experiences. And despite an era of rapid globalisation 
and uniformity across mass produced products like 
blockbuster films, fast fashion and mass produced 
music, the global rise in tourism has been accompanied 
by growing demand for authentic and diverse cultural 
offerings. 

The surge in urban demand for the arts and culture has 
translated into greater means necessary to sustain and 
grow the sector. Today, nearly 30 million people, or about 
1% of the global workforce, work in the cultural and 
creative industries.21

20.  UN DESA, 2018
21.  EY, 2015
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Dubai's growing culture sector
Demand for culture is on the rise in Dubai. Latest data 
from Dubai Statistics Center suggest that:

Demand for cultural activities in Dubai is rising
Household spending on cultural activities has been 
increasing faster than the increase in overall household 
spending since 2014. Social media trends suggest that 
from a low base interest in culture in Dubai has been 
increasing.

Dubai is under-supplied in cultural facilities
Dubai is renowned for its tourist attractions, and  has the 
capacity to grow its basic cultural facilities. For example, 
there are few museums to cater for the growing tourism 
industry and the relative shortage of such facilities 
is amplified by the growing demand for culture that 
emerges from other data such as job creation and 
household spending.

Comparatively few tourists take part in cultural activity 
Dubai Tourism suggests that over 10 million tourists 
visited the Creek area in 2019 where most of the 
museums are located, but museum admissions suggest 
only 1.5 million tourists, or just over 19%, went to 
museums. This discrepancy suggests unmet demand.

Dubai’s culture sector accounted 
for 4.02% of Dubai’s total economic 
output in 2019.

Increasing demand is reflected in the sector’s upward 
trends in employment and economic output. Using a 
broad-based GDP growth assessment that factors in job 
creation and business expansion, Dubai’s creative sector 
accounted for 4.02% of Dubai’s economic output in 
2019, even in the face of recent economic headwinds.22 
While Dubai’s culture sector is also subject to the UAE’s 
larger economic forces, it provides essential economic 
diversification that will help the city weather economic 
downturns. 

The COVID-19 lockdowns in 2020 severely disrupted 
activity across much of the sector. These negative 
effects provoked adaptive responses in various 
industries, from shifting to virtual viewing rooms at 
galleries to a spike in audiobook streaming. As an 
immediate response to the pandemic, the MOCY 
launched the National Creative Relief Programme, which 
provided grants up to AED 4.6 million to creative sector 
businesses in the UAE.23 As the post-pandemic recovery 
gains pace, the sector will need to find new ways to adapt 
to emerging demand. The unique opportunity of hosting 
Expo 2020 Dubai similarly provides a chance to offer 
audiences new perspectives of the emirate, with greater 
depth and diversity than ever before.

22.  Dubai Statistics Center, 2019
23.  Dubai Future Foundation, 2020
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Image: The Marketplace at at Dubai Design Week 2020, DXBDW2020. Courtesy of Art Dubai Group.
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2
Methodology and  
classification model

Image:  Khalvat by Sahand Hesamiyan, 2016.  
Courtesy of The Third Line.
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Purpose and context  
of this study
The purpose of this study is to assess the current state 
and future potential of Dubai’s culture sector, using 
an analytic method which understands the cultural 
industries as an integrated economic whole. 

The study aligns to and builds on the work being 
undertaken by the Dubai Culture & Arts Authority 
in its current 2021-2025 roadmap, including the 
sectoral priorities envisioned for the cultural 
industries that fall under Dubai Culture and Arts 
Authority's mandate. Also considered are strategic 
directives for the social sector set out by the Dubai 
Strategic Plan 2021, as well as legislation and 
decisions made at the federal level by the Ministry 
of Culture and Youth (MOCY). 

The overarching vision and direction set out by 
policymakers, whilst independent, are a key input
 into this study.
 

Scope
Cultural industries are generally considered to be 
encompassed within the wider creative industries. The 
difficult question about the economic role and value of 
culture depends on what framework is used to define 
the cultural industries, their relation to the wider creative 
industries, and by extension, their contribution to the 
creative economy. 

For this purpose, this report applies a fit-for-
Dubai classification model that aligns to the 
federal framework currently in use by MOCY. This 
classification model determines the scope of 
industries that the study will address. 
Based on the selected model for Dubai, six core 
cultural industries are proposed to form the bedrock 
of the sector. The premise of investigation is that 
strengthening this core is a critical precondition for 
sustainably developing the emirate’s culture sector and 
its wider creative industries.

These core cultural industries are:

Methodology and classification model
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Figure 2.1  Scope definition of six core cultural industries in Dubai 

LITERARY ARTS

The literary arts include both the written and 
spoken word as a medium of self-expression. The 
publishing industry covers vast ground from classic 
and contemporary literature and poetry works, to 
specialty genres such as children’s books, graphic 
novels, travel guides, various nonfiction subjects,  
and others, in print, electronic and audio formats.

FILM

Originally hailed as the ‘seventh art,’ 
film is a visual form of art that communicates stories, 
emotions, and experiences through moving images. 

Film comes in many genres and formats: a few 
examples are shorts, documentaries, animation, and 
experimental cinema. 

CULTURAL HERITAGE

Tangible cultural heritage refers to places and objects 
of historical significance: archaeological sites, historic 
structures, monuments, artifacts and documents. 
Intangible cultural heritage refers to traditions and 
rituals, including oral history, song and dance, social 
practices, crafts, rituals and knowledge sharing. 

PERFORMING ARTS

The performing arts encompass forms of creative 
expressions that are performed for or before an 
audience, including theatre, dance, and music. 

Performances can combine dramatic, musical, or 
chorographical elements, and blend in technological 
effects.  

DESIGN

The design industry covers a range 
of disciplines including fashion design, graphic design, 
interior design, product design, landscape design and 
architecture. Common to all design disciplines is the 
importance of creativity, innovation and functionality.

VISUAL ARTS

The visual arts include creative works made across 
new and existing mediums that are visual in nature. 
Visual artworks can be two-dimensional (such as 
paintings, drawings, photography and printmaking), 
three-dimensional (such as sculpture, ceramics, 
and installations), and digital art forms (such as 
video art, light art, 3D printing, sound performance, 
hyperrealism and mixed media).

Methodology and classification model
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Methodology
A mixed-methods approach is employed for baselining 
the industries in scope, and to investigate the inhibitors 
and drivers of their growth.

The methodology encompasses: 

• comprehensive desk review of the available 
literature and evidence,  

• identification of context-relevant global 
benchmarks, 

• analysis of the core cultural industries by expert 
sector specialists,  

•  survey of over 100 core actors and practitioners 
active in CCI in Dubai,  

• in-depth interviews with industry stakeholders for 
insights and case studies, 

• consultations with Dubai Culture and Arts 
Authority, MOCY, and the General Secretariat of 
the Executive Council on sector-wide strategic 
aims,  

• analysis of data from a variety of government 
sources, and 

• current-state value chain mapping of each industry 
and gap analysis. 

All statistics presented in this report derive from the 
best available data from global sources, as well as latest 
data sourced from Dubai and UAE government agencies. 
Annex A details all citations, while Annex B summarises 
data sources used. 

Drawing on key findings from this data, this report 
marshals a sample of the existing historical evidence 
to estimate the potential economic impacts of culture 
sector growth on Dubai’s economy. 

The analysis suggests a number of evidence-led 
recommendations for growth, as well as a framework for 
measuring growth impact. These are presented in the 

conclusion.

An overview of classification models
Classification systems describe the structural 
characteristics of the cultural and creative industries 
(CCI) and provide a lens for measuring their contribution 
to the economy. 

CCI estimates have become a regular feature of policy 
life and are widely used and cited. It is therefore essential 
to adopt (and adapt) an appropriate classification 
system as the basis for assessing the cultural and 
creative industries within the larger standard industrial 
classification systems that apply across the whole 
economy.

De facto standard classification models include 
UNESCO’s Framework for Cultural Statistics (2009) and 
the UK Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport 
(DCMS) model. The preferred definitions for classifying 
the CCI for many years, these two approaches however 
are criticised for structural inconsistencies. 

Other examples are the Symbolic Texts Model, which 
focuses on popular culture as opposed to the traditional 
art forms; and the UNCTAD classification, which places 
the creative industries (rather than cultural industries) 
at the core of the creative economy. The Concentric 
Circles Model takes as it premise that cultural goods and 
services deliver both cultural value and economic value, 
and it is the cultural value or cultural content of the goods 
and services that give the cultural industries their most 
important characteristic.

While the prevailing models use slightly different 
definitions of the creative and cultural industries, these 
definitions have three attributes in common:

• Creativity, arts and culture as productive 
endeavours.  

• Products strongly related to intellectual property 
rights, in particular copyright.  

• Activities with a direct role in the value chain 
transforming ideas into products.

Methodology and classification model
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The creative and cultural industries are an evolving 
concept and it is this very dynamism that generates 
opportunities and makes them relevant. This fluidity 
should be considered when looking at the available 
definitions and classifications.

Methodology and classification model
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Figure 2.2  Key features of various CCI classification models and comparison of their suitability for Dubai

Creative industries
- Advertising 
- Architecture
- Art and antiques 
market
- Crafts
- Design
- Fashion
- Film and video
- Music
- Performing arts
- Publishing
- Software
- TV and radio 
- Video and 
computer games

Measures a wide range 
of cultural expressions 
regardless of the mode of 
production, delivery and 
economic value

Prioritizes art forms but 
does not exclude methods 
of delivery of these forms

Goes beyond mandate 
of cultural institutions to 
include cross-cutting

Includes natural heritage in 
the scope of culture

Mainly used for data 
collection for cultural 
statistics purposes rather 
than for policy development

Includes activities 
with artistic 
component as 
well as economic 
activities that do 
not all fall under 
Dubai Culture and 
Arts Authority’s 
mandate

Considers the 
notion of heritage 
as a source of 
all arts form. 
This reasoning 
disregards the 
notion of individual 
creativity in current 
and contemporary 
artistic productions

Uses an economic 
approach to the 
classification of 
the industries. It 
is less relevant to 
Dubai context as it 
lacks reference to 
heritage

Focuses also on 
the culture of 
entertainment 
which are 
outside of Dubai 
Culture and 
Arts Authority’s 
mandate

Lacking clear 
guidelines for 
identifying 
industries and 
occupations

At the core of 
this model is 
the creative 
industries potential 
for economic 
development. It is 
recommended to 
use a model with 
culture at its core

DCMS 
Model

UNCTAD
Model

Symbolic 
Texts Model 

UNESCO 
Model

Core domains
- Museums, galleries, libraries 
- Performing arts
- Festivals
- Visual arts
- Design
- Publishing
- TV and radio
- Film and video
- Photography
- Multimedia 

Expanded domains
- Musical intruments
- Architecture
- Advertising
- Printing equipment 
- Software
- Audiovisual hardware
- Book Stores
- Music schools 

Heritage
- Cultural sites
- Traditional cultural 
expressions

Arts
- Visual arts
- Performing arts

Media
- Publishing and 
printed media
- Audiovisuals

Functional 
creations
- Design
- Creative services
- New media

Core cultural 
industries 
- Advertising
- Film 
- Internet 
- Music
- Publishing
- TV and radio
- Video and 
computer games

Borderline cultural 
industries
- Consumer 
electronics
- Fashion
- Software
- Sport
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Gives primacy to artistic process of 
production and presentation of the 
main traditional art forms which are 
placed at the centre of the model 
and fall within Dubai Culture and 
Arts Authority’s mandate

Uses a definition of cultural 
goods and services highlighting 
the economic and cultural 
characteristics of these goods on 
equal terms

Offers flexibility in terms of which 
industry goes into which circle

Application of model in a key study 
by the European Commission can 
be drawn upon as a reference for 
Dubai

Concentric 
Circles Model

Core creative arts 
- Literature
- Music
- Performing arts
- Visual arts

Other core cultural industries
- Films
- Museums
- Libraries

Wider cultural industries
- Heritage services
- Publishing 
- Recording
- Video and computer games 

Related industries
- Advertising
- Architecture
- Design
- Fashion

Selected classification model  
for this report 
The selection of an appropriate classification model is 
based on 1) consideration of DCCA’s mandate and mid-
term strategy, and 2) relevance of the model’s features 
to Dubai’s particular context. This ensures the selected 
model is comprehensive in scope, and crucially, that it is 
fit-for-Dubai. 

The resulting model uses the Concentric Circles Model 
developed by cultural economist David Throsby as 
its base, and adapts an application inspired by the 
Brussels-based policy think-tank KEA European Affairs 
in their landmark culture sector study for the European 
Commission, The Economy of Culture in Europe.1

Following the original concentric circle model 
methodology, the model asserts that cultural goods 
and services have both a cultural value and an economic 
value. 

It brings forward the importance of the ‘cultural value’ 
in the cultural industries by placing the arts and culture 
sector at the centre or ‘core,’ and proposes that it is 
the cultural value of cultural goods and services that 
provides their unique characteristics. 

On the economic value side, the model illustrates 
clearly how the impact of ‘culture’ can be both direct as 
a final good to be consumed and indirect as an input/
component of the production process of non-cultural 
goods. It also argues that the culture sector has an 
indirect economic impact on other creative industries, 
particularly those that are based on content inspired 
from this sector.

Methodology and classification model
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Features of the  
selected model
The industries classified under this model:

CIRCLE 1: The traditional art forms 
These are non-industrial activities where culture is a 
non-reproducible final product of consumption and or 
enjoyment. These art forms are the basis of the cultural 
industries and directly influence the wider creative 
industries. 

CIRCLE 2: Other cultural industries
These are mostly industrial activities or industries 
where culture is a final product that is aimed to be mass 
produced and widely distributed in the market. 

CIRCLE 3: Wider creative industries 
Encompasses the production of non-cultural goods 
where culture becomes a main input in the production 
process. The industries represented under Circle 3 
do not fall under Dubai Culture and Arts Authority’s 
mandate.

The culture sector is at the core:

The model designates at its centre the cultural value 
of the arts and culture sector while illustrating the 
concentric, multilayer multiplier effect of their economic 
impact. This emphatically aligns with Dubai Culture and 
Arts Authority’s strategic priorities, which are similarly 
built around developing the sector’s potential to drive 
both social and economic growth.  

It is inclusive and adaptive: 

Compared with other classification models outlined 
above, the concentric circle model is more inclusive (as 
it defines both cultural value and economic value for the 
sector) and clearly highlights the economic impact of the 
sector. The model also allows a certain level of flexibility 
and is better suited to adaptation, taking into account 
the assertion that cultural and creative industries are a 
dynamic, evolving concept.  

The multiplier effect radiating 
through the concentric shows that 
the more pronounced the cultural 
value of a cultural good or service is, 
the closer the industry producing/
providing it is to the centre.

Application of the model 
The selected classification model defines a clear 
scope for the six core cultural industries investigated 
in this report. It also helps to determine what types of 
indicators could be useful for measuring economic and 
social impacts generated by the culture sector; this 
aspect is explored in the report’s conclusion.

Additional to this model the report uses a second 
analytical lens to examine CCI: Key Enablers, or drivers  
of growth. These enablers are overviewed in Chapter 3.

Methodology and classification model
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DUBAI CULTURE AND ARTS 
AUTHORITY MANDATE

DUBAI CULTURE AND ARTS 
AUTHORITY MANDATE 
SHARED WITH OTHERS

OTHER 
STAKEHOLDERS

OTHER CULTURAL INDUSTRIES

CORE 
ARTS & CULTURE 

SECTOR
VISUAL ARTS

PERFORMING ARTS
LITERARY ARTS

HERITAGE

DESIGN
FILM

WIDER CREATIVE  INDUSTRIES

• VISUAL ARTS  
(Crafts, Painting, Sculpture, 

Photography) 
• PERFORMING ARTS  
(Theatre, Dance, Music, Festivals) 
• LITERARY ARTS  
(Literature, Publishing) 
• HERITAGE  
(Intangible/Tangible Heritage)

MAIN FEATURES
. Non-industrial activities

. High in cultural value 

.Limited mass-production capacity

. Possess intellectual property

•  DESIGN 
• FILM

MAIN FEATURES
. Proximity to market

. Activities that could be industrial

. Aimed at mass production

. Shared mandates with other 

stakeholders 

. Strong base for copyright

•	ADVERTISING,	
ARCHITECTURE, GAMES 
ETC...

MAIN FEATURES
. Economic activities and Industries 

that are dependent on cultural 

industries with a strong cultural/

creative component in their value 

chain

CORE ARTS & 
CULTURE SECTOR

WIDER CREATIVE 
INDUSTRIES

OTHER CULTURAL 
INDUSTRIES

Figure 2.1  Selected classification model for Dubai’s core 
cultural industries, adapted from concentric circles model 
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3
Enablers for growth

Image: Perfume House, Al Shindagha Museum, 2020.  
Courtesy of GSM.
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Successful growth across the culture sector — as 
measured by cultural output, accessibility and public 
engagement — heavily depends on the momentum of 
growth driven by cross-sector enablers. Enablers are 
forces and conditions that help grow the sector. When 
implemented effectively, cultural industries thrive. 

In turn, a robust and vibrant culture sector has a spillover 
effect: it generates revenue within other sectors, such as 
tourism and manufacturing, it improves quality of life and 
it strengthens international public perceptions of Dubai.

Dynamic cultural industries are symbiotic with academic, 
research and creative centres: they rely on and support 
one another, and they thrive from cross-pollination of 
people and ideas. As a result, they are usually in close 
proximity (e.g., within designated innovation zones, 

universities etc.).1

Enablers accelerate change: activating 
these seven cross-cutting enablers will 
shift Dubai’s growth into a higher gear.

As a region-leading creative city, Dubai can become the 
global meeting point for MENA cultural and creative 
industries as:  

• A platform to help regional creative talent create 
and produce within Dubai 

• A platform to exhibit, appreciate, acquire and 
engage with culture and the arts

This chapter sets forth seven key enablers that work 
in tandem to fuel the growth of the culture sector. It 
explores each enabler at a whole-sector level, while 
their industry-specific applications are detailed in the 
Chapter 3.

1.  World Economic Forum, 2016
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Seven key enablers drive CCI growth

INFRASTRUCTURE

Infrastructure constitutes the nuts and 
bolts of the culture sector, connecting 
culture professionals to audiences. These 
physical and digital platforms enable artists 
and culture professionals to produce, 
distribute and communicate their work 
online or in-person.

EDUCATION

Formal and informal learning provides a 
foundation for cultural understanding and 
appreciation, and is critical for inspiring the 
next generation of culture professionals.

TALENT ATTRACTION 

Culture sectors take root in places where 
people want to live and work (and can afford 
to do so). The most successful culture 
sectors flourish in places that have become 
international talent hubs.

ENTREPRENEURSHIP  
& INNOVATION

Innovation is the generating of new ideas 
that advance the culture sector while 
entrepreneurship brings those ideas to 
life. They can take shape within the culture 
sector or in support of the ecosystem.

FUNDING

Government, corporate, non-profit and 
philanthropic investment sources of 
funding bridge a funding gap, providing 
artists and other culture professionals the 
time and space — and financial stability — 
to create. Funding is also vital to launching 
and sustaining major cultural initiatives.

REGULATION

Law, regulations and policies governing 
the various cultural industries create an 
enabling environment for the sector. Good 
regulation can protect intellectual property, 
fund public art, encourage SMEs, and 
promote Dubai’s cultural offering globally.

PUBLIC PARTICIPATION 

Participation in cultural life becomes self-
reinforcing within the culture sector: as 
participation increases, demand for cultural 
life increases, enriching and growing 
the culture sector, leading to greater 
participation.

Enablers for growth
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Setting the stage: Infrastructure 
Infrastructure refers to platforms, networks, structures 
and facilities — both physical and digital — that enable 
artists and culture professionals to produce, distribute 
and communicate their work to their audience, and 
which in turn allow audiences to engage with this work.

Infrastructure is fundamental to the production, 
distribution and consumption of the arts. Digital 
technology is essential not only in supporting creative 
ventures to launch but also in promoting outreach and 
access to cultural products (goods and services).

PHYSICAL INFRASTRUCTURE

Physical infrastructure can include:

•   Production centres, such as artist studios, printing 
presses, film studios 
•   Knowledge and research centres, such as libraries and 
archives
•   Cultural clusters and districts
•   Festival and trade fair venues
•   Secondary support infrastructure, such as affordable 
housing for CCI workers and accessible transit to places 
of learning/work

Over the last 15 years, Dubai has significantly expanded 
its physical infrastructure which serves the culture 
sector. Landmark projects include Alserkal Avenue 
Art District, Dubai Design District (d3), Dubai Historic 
District, Dubai Media Cluster, Dubai Opera House, Dubai 
Public Libraries, Etihad Museum and Museum of the 
Future, among others.

A distinctive feature of creative enterprises is that they 
thrive best in proximity to each other. New value is 
created when artistic creativity, technical innovation, and 
business supports are deployed together to result in a 
new cultural products and services. 

Cultural and creative clusters are groups of 
interdependent organisations and resources in the same 
place such as a free-zone, district, or area. Clusters are 
increasingly used for sustaining economic development.

While creative clusters in Dubai such as d3 have cutting-
edge facilities in place, their potential is not yet fully 
activated. Key industry actors interviewed for this report 
expressed that clusters are underutilised; more supports 
and resources are needed to increase usage and 
productivity, and to foster the creation of communities 
that collaboratively ideate, experiment, and produce.

In leading creative economies, 
the CCI are characterised by high 
levels of clustering where groups of 
creative enterprises and resources 
are co-located to maximise the 
creation of new value. 

DIGITAL INFRASTRUCTURE

Digital infrastructure includes elements such as 
connectivity, hardware, software, applications, 
platforms, online services, e-commerce, and the internet 
itself. The CCI are increasingly reliant on sound digital 
infrastructure, for example: 

Digitisation is a crucial aspect of infrastructure that has 
wide applications in the culture sector. Digitised cultural 
content can be disseminated online, as well as enhance 
physical interactions. From livestreaming a performance 
taking place across the globe to virtual borrowing from 
the local library, many types of cultural products are 
offered in digital formats. 

Online collaboration tools have become an important 
tool in CCI, for example enabling more efficient 
international artist and institutional collaborations, 
virtual cultural exchanges and expanded learning 
opportunities. The utility of online collaboration tools 
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is greater than ever in the wake of COVID-19. Distance 
learning and remote working have kept the creative 
economy running: video-conferencing in particular, 
previously had restricted availability in the UAE, has 
emerged as a vital online collaboration tool in enabling 
business continuity. 

Cluster networks, like physical clusters, collaborate 
digitally to generate synergies between cultural 
businesses and professionals. The UK-based Global 
Cultural Districts Network (GCDN) brings together 
48 culture clusters across 25 countries and provides 
infrastructure that facilitates collaborations, exchanges, 
knowledge-sharing, culture strategy and policy tools.2 
Dubai's Alserkal Avenue is a member of GCDN, giving 
its 60 businesses access to a vast network of similar 
enterprises within other clusters.

The efficacy of digital infrastructure ultimately depends 
on access. The UAE has MENA's second highest 
smartphone penetration rate, at close to 97% in 2019; 
and was among the first countries to transition to 5G.3 
Dubai’s young, tech-savvy population presents a clear 
opportunity to expand the use of digital outreach and 
digital offerings to increase engagement with culture. 
For example, during the national lockdown, museums in 
Dubai provided virtual guided tours to more than 11,000 
students, setting an unprecedented level for connecting 
digitally with schools.

71% of Dubai CCI stakeholders 
surveyed rated digital offerings for 
cultural goods and services in Dubai 
as moderate or weak, while 77% 
considered having digital offerings 
important or extremely important.

These opportunities also bring challenges. Piracy, or  
the  unauthorised  distribution  of copyrighted material, 
is a major concern that requires strengthened legal 
protection and enforcement. 

2.  Datereportal, 2020
3.  GCDN, 2019
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Securing the future: Education 
Education, especially in culture and the arts, is a lifelong 
journey. Exposure to arts education changes how we 
think, see, feel and interact with the surrounding world, 
and activates our innate creativity. 

Education enables CCI growth in two ways:  

•   educating society to appreciate and participate in the 
arts and culture, i.e. creating demand for CCI
 
•   nurturing talent to build the skills of cultural and 
creative professionals, i.e. creating  supply for CCI
 
The Education industry itself generates a significant 
contribution to the economy, with the total output 
of the Cultural Education sector in Dubai reaching 
approximately AED107m in 2019.4

Broadly classified, education can be formal or informal. 
Key trends shaping the landscape at each educational 
stage are:

P-12 EDUCATION

Research indicates that exposure to the arts at a young 
age can be transformative, helping internalise creativity 
and increase overall cognitive skills . Students exposed 
to arts education — whether formal or informal — are 
likelier to pursue further studies and display greater civic 
engagement. 

Within formal schooling, a 'Science, Technology, 
Engineering, Arts and Mathematics‘ (STEAM) curricular 
focus is gaining traction in many progressive countries: 
that is, prioritising Arts alongside technical subjects. 
Another trend is Design Thinking (DT) which encourages 
ideation and testing new solutions to problems. In 2018, 
the UAE Ministry of Education (MOE) mainstreamed 
DT as a formal method into the national curriculum for 

all public schools across all grades. Introduction of this 
‘Design & Innovation’ subject is a major step towards 
promoting students’ creativity overall, as well as 
attracting some learners to creative disciplines.

However gaps in arts education remain: 

•   Public schools offer an integrated arts subject in lower 
cycles, but this is dropped from the curriculum in upper 
secondary cycle (grades 9-12). 
 
•   Nearly 90% of Dubai’ students attend private schools; 
these span over 15 different curricula, where the 
provision of arts education is not mandated. 
 
•   Data is scarce on access/participation rates of children 
and adolescents in informal learning for arts and culture 
(e.g. school field trips, extracurricular cultural activities, 
media consumption).  
 
•   Limited availability of training opportunities in arts 
pedagogy. A successful example of addressing this gap 
is seen in Singapore, which supports a sustainable base 
of ‘artist-educators’ to attain minimum qualifications in 
both their art form practice and pedagogy. 

TERTIARY EDUCATION 

There are a growing number of formal further 
education options in Dubai for those wanting 
to pursue a career in the creative industry. The 
Integrated Bachelor of Design at Dubai Institute 
of Design and Innovation (DIDI), developed with 
partners MIT and Parsons New School, is already 
at capacity; while a revamped Master of Arts in 
Museum Studies by Zayed University (ZU) is planned 
for its Dubai campus start in 2021.

Many HEIs (Higher Education Institutions) are also 
making connections from the world of academia 
to the professional art world. ZU’s College of Arts 
and Creative Enterprises supports its students 
via exhibitions outside the college gates, from the 
annual ‘showCACE’ in Dubai Design District (d3) and 
the Zayed University Urban Satellite Space (ZUUSS) 
in Alserkal Avenue to exhibitions abroad alongside 
the Venice Biennale.

4.  Dubai Statistics Center, 2019
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The Knowledge and Human Development Authority 
(KHDA) is the regulator for all HEIs in Dubai 
that are registered in free zones, while the MOE 
regulates HEIs registered in the mainland, as well 
as federal universities. Their work in accreditation 
and evaluation is critical to setting a high bar for 
quality of degree programme offerings by HEIs — 
which is, in turn, instrumental both for local talent 
development as well as for attracting CCI student 
talent to Dubai.  

Graduates of CCI fields should also be better 
supported to articulate career pathways, link 
with available jobs, and build skill-sets valuable to 
employers, particularly in the crucial early years of 
their entry to the job market. There is therefore a 
need for greater labour market information (LMI) 
and other initiatives to support graduates’ transition 
to the world of work. 

INFORMAL EDUCATION

A variety of informal learning opportunities currently 
serve the creative communities. This is not new: 
since the start of the century, contemporary galleries 
across the city have been aware of their collective 
responsibility to educate their public, running a 
variety of programmes such as film screenings, artist 
talks, book clubs and Pecha Kucha evenings. For over
a decade, Art Dubai has run one of the most 
extensive non commercial programs, with initiatives 
such as Campus Art Dubai providing year-round 
education opportunities. When non-profit spaces 
such as Tashkeel and Jameel Arts Centre took shape, 
programming of informal education possibilities in 
Dubai grew thick and fast.

There is a need to strengthen the culture ecosystem 
holistically. Arts management, arts education, and 
technical specialisms in working with technology 
and working with data, are examples of areas to 
expand educational offerings, to better meet the 
industry’s capability development needs.

Enablers for growth

Supporting 
creatives  

CCI businesses have  
lamented on the difficulty 
in hiring talented young 
graduates. Many are fast paced 
environments and prefer to 
rely on experienced hires who 
can ‘deliver under the gun’. 

Many are willing to invest  
expertise in high-potential 
graduates, and to develop 
them into candidates for 
 their business needs.     

A funded internship scheme 
can bridge this ‘experience 
gap,’ by supporting employers 
to take on young entrants 
to the job market, in a way 
that alleviates concerns, and 
upskills them ‘on the job’. 

Interns, in turn, gain 
experience that builds  
their soft and technical skills, 
preparing them to meet 
employer demands.
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Talent attraction  
Central to growth of the culture sector is human capital. 
Dubai has been a global model of talent attraction and 
retention. Its population exploded from 183,000 in 1975 
to 3.2 million in 2020, largely due to expats who now 
account for nearly 90% of the population.5  

Three key elements that enable Dubai to attract and 
retain strong creative talent are:

1. Artist and Creative Professional Mobility 

Ease of movement and mobility is necessary for growth; 
the ability to move around at short notice is often critical 
to how culture sector SMEs operate. 

Dubai now offers two visas that make it easier for culture 
professionals to work without employer sponsorship:

•   The GoFreelance visa issued by Dubai Development 
Authority allows freelancers to work within Dubai’s free-
zones (Dubai Media City, Dubai Internet City and Dubai 
Knowledge Park) and eventually will extend to all nine 
clusters under its mandate. As of 2020, DDA issues visas 
to three sectors: ICT, Education and Media, while other 
CCI-related sectors including design are not yet active. 
At a relatively low cost of AED 7,500 per year, this type of 
visa is primarily intended for aspiring/emerging creatives.

•  In 2020, Dubai began offering 10-year cultural visas, 
the first of its kind globally. The visas are designed to 
attract artists and culture professionals to the UAE, 
allowing recipients to stay in the country legally without 
sponsorship or a free-zone freelance visa, which can be 
costly and has previously presented a major obstacle for 
practicing and producing art in the UAE.  This longer-
term visa primarily (although not exclusively) targets 
established artists and less junior culture professionals.6

2. Magnet for Regional Talent

A shared language and cultural connections have also 
made it easier for Dubai to attract and retain talent from 
across the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region. 

The comprehensive ASDA’A Burson Cohn & Wolfe 
(BCW) Arab Youth Survey 2020 found that the UAE was 
considered the “most desirable country for young Arabs 
to live in” for the ninth consecutive year. The UAE was 
cited specifically for its safety and security, its “wide 
range of job opportunities” and its “generous salary 
packages.” 7 

Dubai’s desirability, as perceived locally and 
internationally, is paramount to its ability to attract and 
retain talent. 

3. Reputation and Interconnectedness

As a global transport hub and the business capital of 
MENA,  Dubai enjoys a high level of interconnectedness 
with the region and the world. 

This has enabled Dubai to successfully attract and retain 
international talent across all sectors of the economy, 
and a growing number of culture professionals. The 
FutureBrand index, which measures perceptions of 
Dubai across international communities, found 95% 
of those surveyed believe Dubai has a vibrant creative 
sector -- the highest regional rating -- and 76% of 
Dubai-based art and culture professionals believe 
Dubai’s ecosystem can support thriving CCI.8

With the UAE being named ‘the most valuable brand 
in the Middle East,’ and currently valued at $672 billion, 
further expansion of CCI will only grow its total valuation 
and strengthen its global image.9

5.  Dubai Online, 2020
6.  Dubai Culture and Arts Authority, 2020
7.  ASDA’A, 2019
8.  Future Brand, 2020

9.  The National, 2020
10.  UAE National Pavilion, 2020
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Enablers for growth

Emirati creative talent
Emirati talent continues to blossom in the arts and culture. Some are established names 
who have gained international recognition, such as sculptor and land artist Mohamed Ahmed 
Ibrahim, who will represent the UAE at the Venice Biennale 2022.10    

Image:  Her Excellency Noura bint Mohammed Al Kaabi with Khalid Shafar
 at Dubai Design Week 2020, DXBDW2020. Courtesy of Art Dubai Group.
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Trends in cultural employment
 
The proportion of the workforce working in cultural 
and creative activities is the second most important 
economic indicator for the sector after the contribution 
that the sector makes to GDP. This indicator is typically 
assessed by extracting from labour force surveys the 
proportion of cultural workers, based on four-digit 
codes from the International Standard Classification of 
Occupations (ISCO-4). 

Data from TECOM Group  provides a lens on cultural 
employment trends.  When the data are re-organised 
into the UNESCO Framework for Culture Statistics 
Domains (Figure 5.3) the profile is similar to the culture 
workforce in the majority of advanced countries in the 
world: about one-third of cultural workers are in Domain 
E: Audio-Visual and one-third are in Domain F: Design 
and Creative Services. While this data relates to Free 
Zones (inclusive of both full-time and freelance workers), 
it is suggestive that this proportion reflects the division 
of the overall cultural workforce in Dubai as a whole, and 
that adding data for full-time permanent employment 
would not change these proportions.

A more granular breakdown suggests that:

• The degree of change in employment between 
2016 and 2020 was small for the overall cultural 
workforce. The only exception is Visual Arts, where 
the number employed rose by 83% between 2016 
and 2020

 
• There was an annual increase of 100% in absolute 

numbers of cultural freelancers between 2016 and 
2020. This is about four times the annual growth 
rate of the total Dubai workforce.

 
• While the absolute numbers of freelancers remain 

low compared to overall employment in the sector, 
it is worth considering where that was a decline in 
the creative services sector, it  led to freelancers 
replacing permanent employees.

 
• Examining changes within particular occupations 

provides further detail on the overall trend from 
2016 to 2020. The growth in employment in Design 
led by ‘Fashion and Luxury’ is counterbalanced by 
a decline in Advertising and Architecture. In the 
same period freelancers in ‘Marketing, Advertising 
and Communications’ increased by 644%, 
supporting the idea that permanent jobs have 
been supplanted by freelancers. It is important 
to note that the absolute numbers are small; for 
example, the 644% figure represents an increase 
of ‘Marketing’ freelancers from 32 in 2016 to 238 in 
2020.

 

Key findings indicated 
 by the data are that:
•The number of cultural 
workers represents just under 
3.6% of all workers in Dubai.

•The cultural industries tend to 
employ more freelancers than 
other sectors.

•The cultural industries tend 
to employ fewer full-time staff 
than other sectors.

Enablers for growth



 55CREATIVE DUBAI

B     Performance

D     Books and Press

F     Design and            
       Creative Services 

C     Visual Arts

E      Audio-Visual
        and Media

G     Tourism

Figure 3.1 Dubai 'Creative Workforce' by UNESCO Cultural Domain 2020
SOURCE: Data from TECOM Group (cf. UNESCO Framework for Cultural Statistics 2009, p.24)
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Entrepreneurship 
and innovation 
Entrepreneurship broadly acts as a catalyst in expanding 
the culture sector and reaching new audiences. 
Government-led initiatives and public-private 
partnerships are enabling forces that can spur and 
nurture entrepreneurial activity to bolster the culture 
sector.

Often overlooked is the importance for creative 
professionals to develop the business skills vital to 
starting and operating small and micro enterprises: 
from registering and financing their business to 
management and taking their product to market. 
Incubators, accelerators and networks such as the Global 
Entrepreneurship Network can enable this essential 
learning.

Embracing start-ups and entrepreneurs can have 
secondary benefits for the culture sector. These include:

•   Furthering economic resilience 
•   Generating jobs and tax revenue
•   Fostering a culture of innovation and creativity
•   Developing cutting-edge technologies
•   Strengthening cultural perceptions abroad

While the majority of the UAE’s entrepreneurship 
ecosystem centered on supporting start-ups in 
technology and services, there is a small yet growing 
niche that caters to the CCI. 

Additionally, there are spillover effects from the broader 
ecosystem for cultural and social enterprises. Facilities 
such as Impact Hub and Astrolab provide co-working 
spaces for creative professionals and business owners, as 
well as mentoring and collaboration opportunities . Larger 
and more general programmes such as Techstars and 
Turn8 provide launchpads to investment and access to 
established global start-up networks across industries.

Dubai has seen an expansion of 
design-focused social enterprises 
and supporting programmes, which 
provide ongoing support through 
mentorship, office space and seed 
funding. 
Beyond accelerators and incubators, MENA-based 
platform Nabbesh and international freelance platforms 
like Upwork and Ehance provide in-person and remote 
project-based and full-time work opportunities for CCI 
freelancers while tailor-made design platforms such as 
U.S.-based Dribbble help promote the work of design 
professionals. Apps such as Kapturise match clients with 
UAE-based photographers on demand.

Moving towards a mature ecosystem 
The UAE is making rapid headway in innovation-
based economic development, which also benefit the 
culture sector. The World Economic Forum in its Global 
Competitiveness Report 2019 ranked the UAE first in the 
Arab region and 25th globally among 140 countries. The 
area with more room from improvement in the UAE is the 
Innovation Ecosystem, currently scoring lower than other 
developing hubs such as Taiwan, Singapore, and Hong 
Kong.  

UAE dominates the region's startup 
funding market, attracting a lion’s 
share of 60% of all investment in 
start-ups across MENA – a total that 
grew by 13% to USD 704m 
in 2019.11 

Within this context of the UAE’s push to cultivate a mature 
innovation ecosystem, the share of funded CCI-related 
start-ups is unclear, as limited data is available. Our survey 
results show that nearly half (46%) of industry actors felt 
that in the culture sector, entrepreneurship education 
are ‘weak’ or ‘very weak’. Informal learning provides an 
opportunity to overcome this gap. 

11.  Magnitt, 2019
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in5 Innovation Centres
in5 is an enabling platform for entrepreneurs and start-
ups. Through its creative spaces, specialised industry 
centres, training and mentorship programmes, and 
access to investors, the platform nurtures creative 
businesses to their next phase of growth.

in5 operates three centres focused on technology, 
media and design. Each provides a platform for emerging 
start-ups and creatives to produce with a wide range of 
facilities, and offers incubation programmes catered for 
building and growing creative businesses. 

In 2020, in5 start-ups raised AED 
65 million, bringing the total amount 
raised to date to AED465 million.12   

Incubation programmes last up to three years and 
support all stages of start-up growth, including go-
to-market strategy and exposure to a wide network 
of investors and partners. At the early stage of the 
incubation period, 90% of costs for start-ups is 
subsidized, covering licenses, visas and working spaces. 

Since in5’s launch in 2007, the centre has collaborated 
with leading tech bodies to provide funding support and 
opportunities for Emirati students and graduates, such 
as the Information and Communication Technology (ICT) 
Fund. 

in5 offers a high level of infrastructure including fully 
equipped production and recording studios, screening 
rooms, editing suites, technological devices and 
prototyping labs. Facilities are open to DIDI students, 
members and aspiring creatives to develop their skills in 
media, tech and design. With an increase of interest in 
fashion design, in5 design plans to launch its fashion lab 
by late 2021 to provide business support to emerging 
designers.

In5 Media
Located in Dubai Production City  

• Caters to freelancers and entrepreneurs working in 
media and digital content creation

• Offers international and in-house training 
programmes and media production facilities 

In5 Design
Located in Dubai Design District  

• Provides a fashion and design prototyping lab
• Offers specialised trainings in digital media, fashion, 

and 3D modelling 

In5 Tech
Located in Dubai Internet City  

• Provides cutting-edge technology and and 
community-building exercises in the areas of 
Internet of Things, Robotics, Artificial Intelligence 
and Virtual Reality

12.  H1 2020 MENA Venture Investment Report, July 2020
13.  in5, 2020
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Funding  
Funding is a central tenet of CCI globally, taking different 
forms depending on specific benefactors and objectives. 

Government funding is a leading source of support for 
CCI development. Large-scale infrastructure projects 
such as museums, performance halls and other heritage 
initiatives that could have difficulty becoming profitable 
may be funded by government-led heritage restoration 
programmes which provide upfront capital at preferable 
rates.

Public-private partnerships can also contribute to 
CCI development through larger construction and 
renovation projects as well as ongoing subsidies. In 
the UK, the National Theatre (NT) has been subsidized 
by national arts funds while operating privately with 
support from additional funding sources since its 
founding in 1976. It has been able to expand its income 
streams beyond in-person ticket sales to include 
international theatre screenings. Within the UAE, the 
Art Dubai Group is a prominent half government, half 
privately-funded organisation.
 
Corporate social responsibility initiatives within 
corporations and foundations have expanded funding 
opportunities within CCI. The Al Maktoum Foundation 
supports cultural centres and schools predominantly 
outside the UAE, reaching 2.6 million people around the 
world in 2019 through their projects. The limited focus 
on domestic CCI within the UAE amongst foundations 
could benefit from further growth.

Foundations and philanthropy provide further support 
to a variety of CCI projects in line with their own 
objectives. Out of 42 UAE institutional foundations 
surveyed in 2018, ten identified their focus as Art, 
Culture and Historic Preservation.14

Bursaries, grants and fellowships from government and  
non-profit organisations  typically support independent 
artists and culture professionals for specific projects, 
timeframes or partnerships. 

Crowdfunding has also taken hold in the last decade 
globally, although access within Dubai remains restricted. 
Membership platforms such as Patreon provide artists’ 
and culture professionals’ donation-based subscribers 
with custom content. Crowdfunding sites such as UK-
based Crowdcube have gained international popularity, 
with crowdfunding reaching USD 13.9bn in value globally 
in 2019.15  With appropriate protocols in place to ensure 
fundraising is not misused, such platforms can harness a 
new source of funding in Dubai CCIs. 

Value chain funding within CCI is often directed towards 
creating and producing content within the value chain, 
with otherwise limited support available for packaging, 
marketing and distributing finished works. It can come 
from varied sources including self-financing, formal 
credit and equity investment. 

Procedural roadblocks have limited the scalability of 
value chain funding sources within the UAE. For example, 
fundraising efforts by organisations working across 
multiple emirates must be approved by each emirate. 
On a global scale, funding within CCI is often directed 
towards creating and producing content within the value 
chain, with limited support for packaging, marketing and 
distributing finished works.16

Three-quarters of respondents to our survey 
consistently cited lack of funding as a major barrier to the 
sector's success. When asked to rate the current level of 
access to financing for supporting business set-up and 
growth within the culture sector, our survey respondents 
overwhelmingly cited insufficient access (61% said 'low' 
for grant; 42% for loan financing; 52% for investment 
and 48% for corporate social responsibility) reinforcing 
the need for greater bespoke funding options for smaller 
organisations.

14.   Harvard Belfast Center, 2018
15.   Crowdcube, 2020
16.  Cunningham et al, 2004
17.   DCMS, 2016
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Al Quoz Creative Zone
Located in the creative hub of Dubai, Al Quoz creative zone will be one of Dubai’s most vibrant art 
and cultural hubs, with some warehouses reborn into art galleries, boutique photography studios and 
performance spaces.

Empowered by the vision of the UAE’s wise leadership, Al Quoz Creative Zone seeks to reflect Dubai’s 
aspirations to become the global capital for creativity, attracting global and regional talent to establish 
themselves there, enhancing the value of the area as a regional and global centre for designers and creatives 
to expand their creative horizons and live, create and work within it

Al Quoz Creative Zone is a creative district being planned in the emirate that would provide a pioneering 
environment and a comprehensive system to help develop Dubai’s creative sector within integrated areas 
that provide talents with multi-purpose spaces, tools and incentives to enrich their creativity, establish their 
businesses, and project their ideas to the world.

The creative industries in Dubai have the ability to shape the future of the emirate and the very character 
of the city. Every dreamer and creative individual is welcome to take their first steps or continue on 
their journey of exploration in an environment that not only presents a platform for them to express 
themselves but also allows them to nurture their ideas and turn them to successful businesses through a 
comprehensive ecosystem that supports their creative ambitions.  
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Regulation  
Regulation and policy are government tools that help 
foster growth across various aspects of the culture 
sector. By prioritising CCI in regulation and policymaking, 
governments signal the importance of culture within 
society.

Whereas philanthropic and non-governmental entities 
may focus on more results-driven and visible aspects of 
CCI, policy and regulation ensure CCI are accessible and 
readily available to a wide audience. They provide critical 
institutional and operational frameworks and support 
growth targets as well as protect innovative ideas and 
cultural outputs and minimise potential inequalities 
across the sector.

Common areas of regulation within CCI are overviewed 
below. 

Regulation promoting ease of business simplifies and 
streamlines the registration and operation of non-
profits and other culture-focused organisations. Dubai 
ranked 16th globally and 1st across MENA in the World 
Bank’s Doing Business report, scoring 80.9 out of 100. 
Examples of successful policy initiatives internationally 
include amendments that reduce barriers to 
philanthropic giving and policies that expressly support 
the non-profit sector. 

Copyright laws are crucial to protecting intellectual 
property (IP). The UAE’s laws are in line with international 
standards: the country is signatory to major conventions 
(Bern Convention, Rome Convention) and has been a 
member of the World Intellectual Property Organisation 
(WIPO) since 1975. With the passage of Federal Law No. 
32 in 2006, the UAE also formulated its own copyright 
legislation.18 

Anti-piracy laws combat piracy, the act of copying 
or distributing digital works – such as music, films, 
books – without copyright permission. Dubai-based 
Arabian Anti-Piracy Alliance works to combat piracy in 
the Arab States. Its anti-piracy programme includes 
public awareness activities and lobbying for legal 
action against IP offenders. Despite the UAE’s active 
efforts to strengthen IP laws, piracy remains relatively 
widespread, both by vendors illegally selling and 
distributing copyrighted material and by consumers 
illegally downloading copyrighted material online. While 
the UAE advises against piracy, no strict measures have 
been implemented to address it, such as defining legal 
liabilities for offenders.19

 
Percent for Art is a type of CCI policy that allocates 
a set percentage (typically 0.5-1%) of a capital 
improvement project’s budget for public art, at any level 
of government. The policy specifies how allocated funds 
should be spent (i.e., acquiring and/or commissioning 
public art), and regional independent art councils often 
oversee all aspects of the programmes. Philadelphia’s 
Percent for Art programme, which launched in 1959 
as the first program of its kind in the U.S., has since 
commissioned over 600 pieces of public art.20

Cultural protectionism is another regulatory and trade 
policy that aims to prevent excessive oversupply and 
dominance of imported cultural products. Cultural 
protectionism seeks to preserve local creative 
expressions which may not be as well funded or 
resourceful as their equivalent global cultural products. 
France has implemented stringent measures that 
provide the television, film and radio industries with 
strict quotas on the maximum percentage of imported 
content permitted. As a result, the French film industry 
includes more than just Hollywood blockbusters; it 
has created opportunities for smaller French budget 
productions to succeed. While not yet a challenge within 
Dubai, culture protection measures could become 
relevant as the culture sector continues to expand and 
produce more competitive content.

Industry regulations are further referenced in the 
following chapters.

18.  UAE Ministry of Economy, 2006
19.  STA Law Firm, 2017
20.  Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) WHYY, 2019
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Media piracy 
counts for 24% 
of all internet 
bandwidth 
globally

Enablers for growth

Image:  Logo of PirateBay, a popular file sharing site that uses BitTorrent 
protocol to distribute copyright-infringing files for free.
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Public participation  
A society that values and actively engages in cultural 
life can help its broader culture sector flourish. Higher 
rates of cultural participation have been associated with 
higher levels of ‘well-being’ within a population. 

Participating in cultural life is generally considered a 
‘conscious act’ of consuming and engaging with culture 
in its many forms.21  

Participation can either be active, which means 
intentionally engaging with and creating cultural 
products, or supportive, which means helping facilitate 
and sustain cultural products.

Measuring cultural life participation provides its own 
challenges, especially among innovative cultural 
practices and ever-changing audience demographics. 

Audience size is one measurement relied upon by 
funders, governments and other culture sector 
stakeholders to assess cultural life participation trends. 
As a benchmark, the UK’s landmark Taking Part survey 
asks participants if they have ‘engaged with the arts,’ 
‘visited a heritage site,’ ‘visited a public library’ or ‘visited 
a museum or gallery’ in the last year.22  

Our survey results showed that 80% of Dubai 
respondents said public outreach and engagement 
activities were 'very important' while 70% said the same 
for increasing access to culture and arts in urban spaces.

Diversified cultural offerings can appeal to a wider 
audience from different backgrounds, ensuring greater 
participation in —  and enjoyment of —  cultural life. 
Broader participation also exposes a larger potential 
talent pool to the possibility of cultural careers. Dubai 
Culture and Arts Authority's ongoing emphasis on 
making art and culture accessible to people from 
all walks of life has helped strengthen this essential 
element within cultural participation.

Image:  Young people at Alserkal Avenue cultural cluster, 
Dubai. Courtesy of Alserkal Avenue.

21.  European Statistical System Network on Culture (ESSNet),2004
22.  UK DCSM, 2016

ACTIVE PARTICIPATION EXAMPLES SUPPORTIVE PARTICIPATION EXAMPLES

Studying and/or performing music Viewing gallery exhibitions

Taking community dance classes Purchasing tickets to cultural performances

Acting in a film or theatrical production Taking part in cultural discussions

Creating artwork Purchasing works of art

Organising culture-focussed discussions, e.g., book 
clubs or art appreciation groups

Purchasing museum memberships

Self-publishing a book Subscribing to a literary publication
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The enablers in tandem: 
GLOBAL GRAD SHOW
Global Grad Show, an initiative of Art Dubai 
Group, is a platform for showcasing social 
impact innovations by university graduates 
around the globe. From its modest beginnings 
six years ago as an exhibition of impact-driven 
designs from ten universities, GGS has grown 
to engage hundreds of university institutions 
across all five continents. The 2021 edition of 
GGS has attracted 2500+ applications from 
465 universities in over 60 countries. The swift 
success of GGS illustrates the seven enablers in 
action — and their mutual reinforcement of one 
another as drivers of growth.  

Since 2015, Global Grad Show (GGS) has engaged with 
students and professors in universities around the world 
to support the promotion and development of their 
social impact innovations. A year-round programme, 
GGS enables academic and professional development 
among young talent who are creating solutions to some 
of the world’s most complex issues, in fields ranging from 
medical engineering to architecture, through to data 
sciences and product design. 

GGS has three pillars: 

1.a yearly showcase of graduate projects that develop 
solutions to complex social and environmental problems 

2.collaboration opportunities for professors and 
students to exchange knowledge and work together

3.an entrepreneurship route that supports participants 
with training, connections and funding

“Our university’s achievements and 
efforts have not been acknowledged 
prior to participation at Global Grad 
Show."- UNAM, Mexico

"Global Grad Show connects - more 
than any other programme - with 

the way we work."- Muthesius 
Academy, Germany

“It introduces us to the work in parts 
of the world that you can never 
reach." - Pratt Institute, USA

The GGS offers a great example of how innovative 
cultural initiatives can support the growth of the city's 
CCIs across all enablers. 

Infrastructure: GGS provides a platform for recent 
graduates to display their work in physical and digital 
settings, build connections with professionals and 
advance their projects towards market launch.

Education: GGS’s mission derives from the education 
sector dedicated to undergraduates, graduates and 
professors pushing the boundaries for innovation and 
progress. It casts a wide net of universities and selects 
student projects that investigate issues affecting people 
and communities around the planet. 

Talent Attraction: GGS is the most diverse gathering 
of universities in the fields of science, technology and 
design, bringing together 300 top-ranking international 
academic institutions. Whether through physical or 
digital activations, GGS has connected thousands of top 
young talent with Dubai over the past six years.

 Entrepreneurship: By offering a structured startup-
building route to participants, GSS acts as a hands-on 
lens for recent graduates into the reality of building 
a startup, as they have the opportunity to work 
alongside venture capital experts and collaborate with 
key stakeholders in their respective domains. The 
programme includes a month-long online training on 
the basics of business thinking, a two-month tailored 
acceleration phase with and the opportunity to pitch 
their startup to investors. 

GGS positions Dubai as a meeting 
point for social impact innovation, 
startup development, and cross-

Enablers for Growth
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cultural collaboration, and as a 
key conduit between academic 
excellence and real-world 
implementation.
  Funding: Selected projects from the entrepreneurship 
programme have the opportunity to be funded by A.R.M. 
Holding Fund, a AED 10m ten-year commitment to 
support the development of GGS start-ups. Since 2017, 
GGS also offers the ‘Progress Prize’ which celebrates the 
next generation of innovators and awards one project 
from Global Grad Show a USD 10,000 prize to support 
their development.

Regulation: Projects taking part in the entrepreneurship 
programme help initiate conversation around regulations 
and introduce how they could ease the process of 
piloting new technologies in the country. 

Public Participation: GGS is part of the larger,  
well-attended Dubai Design Week festival (DXBDW): 
the projects reach a wider public on the one side, while 
the audience are able to engage with a new experience 
(social-impact design).

The MENA Grad Show, launched 
in 2020, bridges the gap between 
regional and international academia. 
Its inaugural edition featured 50 
social impact projects by students 
from 22 universities across nine 
countries across MENA. The UAE  
had the highest representation with  
16 projects from nine universities.

Exemplary projects include: 

Judhur, a system to process date 
farming byproducts into upcycled 
materials created by three students 
at Dubai Institute of Design and 
Innovation 

Smart Futuristic Pipe Joints, a 
system of sensors and brackets to 
detect and remedy water leakages 
in urban networks, developed by a 
student at King Abdullah University 
of Science and Technology (KAUST) 
in Saudi Arabia 

Projects seed-funded through the 
GSS entrepreneurship programme 
include SpectrumLab, a reflective 
paint changing colors based on 
temperature, by graduates from 
the Politecnico di Torino and College 
des Ingenieurs, and Safe Cooking, 
an energy-efficient portable stove, 
by a student from the University of 
Karachi.  
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4
Dubai's core
cultural industries

Image:  Story of the Creek, Al Shindagha Museum, 2020. 
Courtesy of GSM.
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Core cultural 
industries:
Visual arts

Image: Visitors at Art Dubai, 2019.
Courtesy of Art Dubai Group.
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A global view 
Within the last 20 years, the world of visual arts has 
blossomed, and ‘art for art’s sake’ has never been truer 
within the sector itself. Scores of new artists and venues 
in which to show their work, including galleries, art 
districts, pop-up venues and museums, have dovetailed 
with growing social interest in beautifying public and 
private spaces: institutes, foundations, SMEs and 
government organisations have reimagined their own 
buildings and courtyards as exhibition spaces while also 
seeking greater integration of visual arts into urban 
landscapes (e.g., murals and interactive installations like 
dancing fountains). 

As emerging economies continue to develop new 
audiences for the visual arts, their appetite for cultural 
offerings have followed suit, and the visual arts have 
been no exception. New and expanding audiences 
have also had a knock-on effect, exposing younger 
generations to the visual arts and fostering artistic talent 
across society more widely than ever before.

THE GLOBAL ART MARKET IN 
2018 REACHED USD 67.4bn AND 
DIRECTLY EMPLOYED 3M PEOPLE1

Social media has been a valuable tool for promoting 
and discovering artists and their work. Instagram allows 
artists to identify themselves in their profiles, and the 
use of hashtags has made connecting with other artists 
and buyers easier. Digital art platforms like Artnet 
and Artsy support artists and galleries by digitising, 
promoting and selling art while providing visibility for 
emerging artists.

Meanwhile, larger platforms like Google Arts have 
welcomed non-traditional and interdisciplinary 
approaches to visual arts, having launched an 
Experiments platform (with over 1,500 current 
experiments) which allows artists to connect with 
participants for virtual projects that combine art, 
technology, design and culture.

Art fairs have also been instrumental in making the visual 
arts ‘a destination’. They have played a critical role in the 
world of contemporary art, as essential marketplaces 
accounting for millions of dollars of revenue. 

The number of art fairs have grown significantly with 
around 300 art fairs held globally each year. Flagship 
fairs such as Art Basel, Frieze London and New York, 
the Armory Show and Art Dubai have set the scene for 
global and regional markets. 

The latest data recorded by The Art Basel and UBS 
Global Art Market Report 2021, reveals that the global 
art market dropped by 22% relative to 2019 in the wake 
of the Covid 19 pandemic, reaching an estimated USD 
50.1 billion in 2020. The 2021 mid year review from the 
same source suggests an expected bounce back of 
significant proportions in 2021, especially led by the 
largest dealers (+45% sales). This valuation includes 
sales of art and antiques through art dealers, auctions, 
art fairs, online sales, and other sources. The top three 
markets – United States, United Kingdom, and China – 
accounted for nearly 82% of total sales by value, while 
a shift in the age profile of high-end spenders showed 
that millennial collectors made up just under third (30%) 
of purchases above USD 1m. Significantly, in 2020 China 
overtook the US to become the world’s largest public 
auction market, holding 36% of the global share.2

The review also found that employment took a dip 
in 2020 with 23% of businesses downsizing their 
workforce, however in the first half of 2021 the signs of 
recovery were already clear with dealers hiring again.

1.  Financial Times, 2020
2.   Art Basel & UBS, 2019
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A regional view
From exploding regional interest in homegrown artists and 
styles to a growing openness to MENA arts in Europe and 
North America, artists and institutions from the region 
have shattered stereotypical depictions of Islamic and 
Middle Eastern visual arts, instead presenting a broad 
spectrum of cultural diversity and talent. It is nothing short 
of an arts renaissance, supported by new audiences and an 
influx of artists.

With new audiences seeking access to the visual arts, 
GCC governments responded to community needs with 
further support for growing the art scene, recognising the 
sector’s current and potential importance to the region. 
The Qatar Museums Authority (QMA) invested $1 billion 
in art purchases and commissions in 2014 alone, at a time 
when local and regional institutions anchored the sector 
through sizable centralised investments.

In more recent years, grassroots initiatives have appeared 
in droves: With greater numbers of SMEs, cultural 
practitioners and non-profit artist collectives and other 

initiatives taking shape, the visual arts ecosystem has 
become more diversified and accessible particularly in 
UAE, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia and Kuwait.

More women artists are being given the spotlight for 
their forward-thinking contributions to the visual arts — 
inching the industry closer toward parity but not without 
structural hurdles that will need to be addressed for 
MENA’s industry to reach its full potential.

Core cultural industries: Visual arts

Figure 4.1.1  Value of the visual arts market in the UAE, 2010-2019. Statista, 2019.

20142010 2011

0

5

10

20

15

25

M
ar

ke
t 

va
lu

e 
in

 U
SD

m

2017 2018201620152012 2013 2019

20
.8

14
.8

11
.3

15
.7

7

16
.7

13
.4

17
.8

14

19
.2



72   CREATIVE DUBAI

The rapidly growing art market in Dubai started taking 
shape in the early 2000s with the advent of economic 
free zones which enticed well-established commercial 
art galleries and auction houses, such as global 
powerhouse Christie’s in 2006, along with the inception 
of Art Dubai, orginally called Gulf Art Fair, in 2007. Prior 
to this, some important galleries had already established 
themselves in Dubai - such as the Majlis Gallery in 1979, 
Green Art Gallery in 1995,  XVA Gallery in 2003 and 
Meem Gallery and The Third Line in 2005 - . Over the 
last decade, new initiatives and spaces dedicated to 
Visual Arts have been set up, the most notable being the 
clusters of galleries in DIFC and Alserkal Avenue. 

The growing programme of collateral events supported 
by Art Dubai every March led to the establishment of Art 
Week in 2012, which continues to expand today. With 
the opening of the Jameel Art Centre in 2018, Dubai 
gained its first free and publicly accessible gallery entirely 
dedicated to contemporary art. Looking into the future, 
the Dubai Collection  was established in early 2021 to 
create a new art collection that tells the story of the city 
and its creativity.

Dubai’s visual arts journey
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A closer look: 
Alserkal
Alserkal is a socially responsible and forward-thinking 
cultural enterprise dedicated to developing sustainable 
models of homegrown initiatives and to supporting 
narratives and research emerging from the Global South. 

Founded in 2007 by Emirati businessman and patron 
Abdelmonem Bin Eisa Alserkal, Alserkal is renowned for 
its ground-breaking artistic productions, experimental 
approach and for the creation of culturally meaningful 
spaces that inspire and shape communities. Alserkal has 
three primary areas of activity: 

• Cultivating a creative economy in Dubai and building 
a collaborative network of civic cultural institutions 
through its renowned cultural district, Alserkal 
Avenue, which delivers an extensive, year-round 
calendar of events and experiences across all 
creative disciplines.

 
• Providing advisory services to public and private 

sector entities.
 
• Supporting public artist commissions, residencies, 

research grants and learning programmes through 
its non-profit arm, Alserkal Arts Foundation. 

FORGING A DYNAMIC ARTS ECOSYSTEM: 
ALSERKAL AVENUE

Alserkal has grown together with the city of Dubai in line 
with the vision of its leaders to enhance and develop the 
emirate’s cultural landscape. 

Alserkal Avenue has been 
instrumental in shaping Dubai’s arts 
ecosystem and provides an essential 
platform for the development of 
creative industries in the region. 

In 2015, the Alserkal family launched an AED 55m 
expansion to Alserkal Avenue, doubling the cultural 
district’s size and welcoming a region-specific 
community of over 70 contemporary art galleries, 
visual and performing arts organisations, designers 
and entrepreneur-led initiatives. Since the expansion, 
Alserkal has conceptualised and executed more than 
4,000 cultural experiences and events in-house, which 
attract upwards of 700,000 vistors annually, and include 
vibrant festivals such as Quoz Arts Fest. 

The enterprise has continued to invest in developing 
reimagined cultural spaces and preserving the 
contemporary architectural heritage of the city by 
commissioning Pritzker Prize-winning Office of 
Metropolitan Architecture (OMA) to design Concrete, 
a multidisciplinary space dedicated to exhibitions and 
alternative cultural experiences. Concrete became the 
first shortlist in Dubai’s history for the Aga Khan Award 
for Architecture.

Core cultural industries: Visual arts

Image: View of Concrete. Courtesy of Alserkal Avenue.
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Independent commercial art galleries, such as  
Ayamm Gallery and IVDE, emerged on the scene in the 
late 2000s along with two other key players. The first was 
Alserkal Avenue, a cultural cluster located in the city’s 
industrial area of Al Quoz. Twelve years on, it houses a 
diverse mix of contemporary art galleries, community 
spaces and not-for-profit organisations. 

The second was Tashkeel, a non-profit art organisation 
aiming to provide a nurturing ecosystem for the growth 
of contemporary art and design rooted in the UAE. 
Tashkeel operates in two different areas of Dubai, made 
up of studio spaces and galleries offering annual public 
programmes. 

In 2009, the UAE unveiled its permanent pavilion at the 
Venice Biennale, cementing its place on the international 
contemporary visual art scene. The UAE was the first 
Gulf country to have a permanent pavilion at the Venice 
Biennial.4  

Other initiatives and events have brought focus to the 
development of local talent since the late 2000s, such 
as Sikka Art Fair which was established in 2011 by Dubai 
Culture as a platform for emerging Emirati and UAE-
based artists to showcase their work and engage with 
international peers. By 2019, it had attracted over 60,000 
visitors. 

Jameel Arts Centre, a not-for-profit art institution in 
Dubai, opened its doors in 2018 next to the UAE’s first 
open-air art and sculpture park, Jaddaf Waterfront 
Sculpture Park. The park’s inaugural exhibition in 2018 
featured commissioned works from the Art Jameel 
collection by local and international artists.5 
 
The past decade has marked key milestones in 
developing a strong foundation for the visual arts in 
Dubai. The commercial success of art fairs and festivals, 
galleries and auction houses has driven the industry’s 
revenue growth, and equally vitally, a vibrant grassroots 
art scene has emerged through the support of influential 
players. 

4.   Smithsonian Magazine, 2018
5.   Art Jameel, 2018

Image: SIKKA Art Fair 2019. Courtesy of Dubai Culture. 
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A closer look: 
Dubai Collection
The Dubai Collection is a Dubai Culture initiative 
produced in partnership Art Dubai that was launched 
in October 2020. It invites patrons – both individual  
collectors  and  private  entities – to loan works for a 
period of time, allowing owners to display and exhibit 
their  collections  physically  in   temporary exhibitions 
across the city and virtually through its Digital Museum. 
The online platform combines artworks in the Dubai 
Collection along with archival material and critical 
perspectives.

The Dubai Collection is governed by a Steering 
Committee including leading UAE cultural figures  
who will oversee the development of the Collection.  

Their main role will be to ensure the initiative reflects the 
open, forward looking and cosmopolitan spirit of Dubai 
and the UAE. 

Artworks included in the Dubai Collection are selected by 
an experienced group of curators and academics, invited 
to join a dedicated Curatorial Committee. The latter 
brings together unparalleled experience in exhibition 
making with some of the world’s most established 
institutional collections. Members of the Committee will 
review independently every single work that enters the 
Dubai Collection, based only on artistic merit. 

Artworks in the Dubai Collection will engage with 
themes connected with the historical development 
of Dubai and the UAE from the second half of the 20th 
century up to the present day and looking into the future. 
Whilst focusing on the UAE and the region, the initiative 
has been set up to build an international collection 
with no geographical restrictions, offering an archive 
and reference point for artists, collectors and creative 
professionals globally. 

STEERING COMMITTEE 
Chair of the Steering Committee
Her Highness Sheikha Latifa Bint Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum

CURATORIAL COMMITTEE
Chair of the Curatorial Committee
Muna Faisal Al Gurg

H.E. Noura bint 
Mohammed  
Al Kaabi

Maryam Al 
Dabbagh

Munira 
Al Sayegh

H.E. Abdul  
Rahman Al 
Owais

Antonia 
Carver

Abdelmonem 
Bin Eisa 
Alserkal

Catherine 
David

H.E. Mohamed 
Al-Murr

Venetia 
Porter

Muna Easa  
Al Gurg

Nada 
Shabout
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Setting the scene: Infrastructure   

Investment in art spaces, digital  
platforms and creative clusters has  
helped new audiences access visual arts.

AUCTION HOUSES

Auction houses have reinvented themselves over 
the last two decades, integrating successful physical 
viewing rooms and digital platforms and expanding their 
offerings beyond traditional buyers. Their diversification 
has worked, keeping them relevant and essential within 
the visual arts sector in an increasingly digital world.

Christie’s, the world-leading British auction house, 
opened its largest regional office in Dubai in 2006. The 
first auction sold USD 8.5m and nearly a decade later, 
Christie’s Dubai has sold over USD 215m worth of 
Middle Eastern art. Its 2019 sale season concluded with 
a strong total of nearly USD 12m in fine art and watches. 
The auction house dropped its usual biannual in 2020, in 
favour of one large sale in London. 

MENA’s Auction Houses
The pandemic has allowed for a rise in digital offerings – which not only art 
galleries have adopted, but also major art auction houses. 

“The future of our business is a hybrid one and the 
success of our first online sale was due to the global 
reach, engagement and digital tools such as virtual tours, 
digital catalogues and especially augmented reality which 
allowed a potential buyer to look at the art on their wall.”  
Matthew Rubinger, Global Head of Corporate and 
Digital Marketing at Christie’s6 

6.   Harpers Bazaar Arabia, 2020 
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Sotheby’s Dubai hosts year-round events and 
programmes including selling and non-selling 
exhibitions, events and talks, and also offers UAE 
residents valuations on their jewels and watches.7 

In response to the pandemic, Sotheby’s first-ever online 
auction for Modern and Contemporary Middle Eastern 
art netted USD 2,679,294 in sales, considered “well 
above pre-sale predictions and with 60 percent of lots 
exceeding their top-price estimates.” Almost 30 percent 
of bidders were under 40 years old and 35 percent of 
bidders were new to Sotheby’s, which demonstrated the 
success and popularity of online bidding.8

CONTEMPORARY ART SPACES

Private Galleries

Dubai's first art gallery was founded in 1979 and since 
then, aprox 40 successful art galleries have established 
themselves in Dubai. Today, galleries such as The Third 
Line, Green Art, IVDE, Grey Noise and Lawrie Shabibi 
participate in prestigious international art fairs such as 
Art Basel and Freize and support creative talent in the 
city.

Jameel Art Centre

The Jameel Art Centre is an initiative of Art Jameel and 
the first dedicated contemporary art space in Dubai 
permanently open to the public and freely accessible. 
The Centre was founded in 2018 and has since proposed 
an extensive programme of exhibitions and educational 
activities (cf. p82).

Alserkal Avenue 

 Alserkal Avenue is an important cluster of creative 
enterprises in the heart of Dubai, occupying a significant 
site in the Al Quoz industrial district. As well as hosting 
commercial galleries, the Alserkal Avenue organisation 
also organises residencies and independent exhibitions 
and cultural programmes, which have significantly grown 
over the last 10 years (cf. p78)

Tashkeel

Founded in 2008 by Her Highness Sheikha Lateefa bint 
Maktoum bin Rashid Al Maktoum, Tashkeel supports all 
aspects of contemporary art and design in the UAE. (cf.
'A closer look: Tashkeel' on page 95).

7.   Smithsonian Magazine, 2018
8.   Art Jameel, 2018

Image:  Production of Yareed by Lina Ghalib, Tanween 
Design Programme 2020. Courtesy of Tashkeel.
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CREATIVES
Shaikha al Mazrou    

Emirati artist Shaikha Al Mazrou experiments with 
and investigates materials to create sculptural 
pieces and installations articulating different 
forms and content. She is considered to be among 
the “most dynamic and promising” artists of her 
generation from the UAE.

Image:  Engage 
by Shaikha Al Mazrou, 2018. Courtesy of artist.

CREATIVES
Farah Al Qasimi    
Emirati artist Farah Al Qasimi works 
primarily with photography, video and 
performance, investigating postcolonial 
structures of power, gender and taste 
in the Gulf region. She lives and works in 
between New York and Dubai.

Image:  M Napping on Carpet 
by Farah Al Qasimi, 2016. Courtesy of artist.

CREATIVES
Abdel Qader Al Rais      
Emirati self-taught artist Abdel Qader Al Rais “explores the 
landscapes and traditions of his homeland,” working with 
renderings of landscapes & viewsheds, Emirati architecture 
and artefacts such as dhow fishing boats. He is also known for 
blending Arabic calligraphy with a mixture of abstraction. He 
is a founding member of the Emirates Fine Art Society and is 
considered a pioneer in UAE contemporary art. 

Image: Untitled by 
Abdel Qader Al Rais, 1992. Courtesy of artist.
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A closer look: 
Art Dubai
The Art Dubai Group is a commercial public/private 
partnership that for 14 years has played a leading role in 
the growth of Dubai’s creative scene as well as offering its 
industry expertise to private and government institutions.             

Mirroring Dubai’s identity, the Art Dubai Group produces 
some of the world’s most culturally diverse events with an 
extensive year-round programme of activities that aim to 
grow the cultural fabric of Dubai.

The Art Dubai Group’s key focus areas are in the field of 
art, design and social impact innovation with programming 
operating under Art Dubai, Dubai Design Week (see page 
92) and Global Grad Show (see page 64). 

Art Dubai Group also runs an extensive series of not-
for-profit programmes with the aim of developing and 
promoting local talent through commissions, prizes and 
mentorship. The circular motion of these not-for-profit 
activities both boosts interest in the creative industries 
and support their growth and productivity.

THE ART DUBAI FAIR

Held under the patronage of His Highness Sheikh 
Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, Vice President and 
Prime Minister of the UAE and Ruler of Dubai, Art Dubai 
is the Middle East’s leading art fair and a flagship event 
for Dubai. Since 2007 Art Dubai has championed art and 
artists from across the Middle East, MENASA (Middle 
East, North Africa & South Asia) and the Global South, 
broadening conversations about art beyond traditional 
Western-led geographical scopes and narratives.
 
Art Dubai’s non-commercial programming includes:
Global Art Forum: The annual, transdisciplinary summit
Art Dubai Portraits: A film series that provides a short 
perspective into the lives and workspaces of artists
Art Salon: The year round programme that engages UAE-
based art collectors and enthusiasts 
Campus Art Dubai: An extensive year-round programme 
that aims at providing artists with educational and 
professional opportunities.

ART DUBAI 2019 IN NUMBERS

28,500+ visitors
AED 121m economic impact 
of international visitors during 
the week of art
326 cultural activies  
taking place alongside Art Dubai
500+ artists exhibited
92 galleries from 42 countries

Image: Art Dubai 2021 was the first international art fair to 
take place after the pandemic. Courtesy ofArt Dubai Group.
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Scaffolding the industry:  
Regulation
Further regulations and artist protections 
will be important to the visual arts’ longevity 
and capacity to expand in Dubai.

Resale right: The artist resale right (‘droit de suite’), 
which grants artists or their heirs the right to earn 
royalties on the resale of their work, does not exist in the 
UAE – a potential barrier discouraging art dealers and 
artists from establishing themselves in the UAE.  

By 2014, over 70 countries including the United 
States, Australia and all European Union countries had 
implemented resale rights for artists. Australia’s Resale 
Royalty Right for Visual Artists Act grants artists the 
right to royalties of 5% of the sale price for artwork 
worth over USD1,000 when resold on the commercial 
art market.  

Content regulation: As a leading art market, Dubai has 
sought to balance global ideals with regional cultural 
sensitivity. Public exhibitions of artwork are expected to 
comply with content regulation standards. 

Copyright protection: UAE Federal Law No.7 of 2002 
on Copyrights and Related Rights concerns illustrations, 
photographic works and other works of fine arts which 
include, “drawing in lines or colors, sculpture, engravings, 
lithography, printing on textiles, wood and metals”.9 
In our survey of industry experts and practitioners, 
respondents did not express concern on copyright 
violation or counterfeits in Dubai’s visual arts industry.

Value-added tax (VAT) and import duties on art: 
Both VAT and import duties are calculated at 5% 
on value of the artwork. The current regulations on 
temporary import are stringent, with artwork staying in 
the UAE longer than 3-6 months subject to 5% customs 
duty. A waiving of these taxes for artworks on loan 
would facilitate international lending to local exhibitions 
and help encourage more private museums to set up in 
Dubai.

9.   Legal Advice Middle East. Federal Law No. (7) of 2002 

Image: Art Dubai Fair 2019. Courtesy of Art Dubai Group.
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Securing the future: Education 
Formal and informal visual arts education 
has made inroads but still requires greater 
institutional support.

FORMAL EDUCATION 

The UAE has shown a strong commitment to education 
through a series of major reforms, including introducing 
a new curriculum – the Emirati School Model – in all public 
schools nationwide. An integrated arts subject is taught as 
part of this national curriculum throughout primary cycle. 

However, the integrated arts subject is dropped from 
the curriculum at secondary school level, meaning that 
students attending public schools do not receive exposure 
to arts education and its proven benefits. 

At the tertiary level, only two universities offer 
undergraduate degree programmes in fine arts: the 
federal Zayed University through its College of Arts and 
Creative Enterprises (CACE) and the private American 
University of Dubai. These universities do not offer 
graduate level degrees in visual arts disciplines, prompting 
an outflow of those who seek advanced degrees to pursue 
opportunities abroad. 

INFORMAL LEARNING 

The limited supply of formal education has opened the 
market to a range of visual arts courses from non-
accredited private organisations and businesses. They 
typically offer free programmes as part of their mandate 
to supporting artists. 

The jamjar – Founded in 2005, jamjar bridges the UAE’s 
arts and education gap. The community arts space offers 
six-week Young Artist Programmes for children aged 
7-10 that let them experiment with arts techniques 
and mediums on a rotating theme. The jamjar also 
offers weekly acrylic, watercolor and drawing classes for 
teenagers and adults. Teen Art Mentorship is another 

after-school programme for students who want to build 
their art portfolio before applying to study the arts in 
higher education. 

Art Jameel – Art Jameel has an extensive programme 
which takes a combined approach to learning and research 
with education programmes beginning at primary age 
and continuing through to post-graduate level. Initiatives 
include Jameel House Online a series of online workshops 
inspired by the traditional arts intended for artists and 
enthusiasts of all levels and Jaddaf Aloud Online, a virtual 
programme designed to celebrate UAE homegrown 
creative talent and provide opportunities for audiences to 
engage and support through a series of activations. Art 
Jameel research includes excavating, documenting — and 
playing a role in creating — cultural histories of the GCC 
and wider Middle East.

Tashkeel – Tashkeel education programmes are aimed 
at both Teachers & Faculty and Students. They include 
a series of year-round workshops spanning theory and 
practice for teaching across all studio disciplines led by 
experienced instructors from the UAE and internationally; 
courses for university students to prepare for a careers 
after study; workshops from printmaking to illustration 
and painting to photography for 16 to 18 year olds; and 
creative camps for young people during vacations.

Campus Art Dubai – Campus Art Dubai provides artists, 
curators, writers, architects, designers and cultural 
producers based in the UAE with educational and 
professional opportunities. Each year a special curriculum 
is designed around a pertinent theme and participants 
explore the significance of local knowledge with individuals 
and institutions in the region through course material and 
a series of seminars, lectures, workshops and off-site 
visits. Sessions are led by academics, critics, curators and 
artists.

Core cultural industries: Visual arts
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A closer look: 
Jameel Arts Centre

Art Jameel is a private arts foundation that 
aims at fostering the role of the arts in ‘building 
open, connected communities’. Seeing a gap 
in museums dedicated to contemporary art in 
Dubai, the foundation opened the Jameel Arts 
Centre in 2018.  

The not-for-profit institution retains a wholly civic 
purpose through a strong public engagement 
programme spanning exhibitions, talks, workshops and 
commissions. The Centre also has a particular focus on 
building new audiences and enabling access to a broader 
public, through offering free entrance to allow for an 
increase in participation and repeat visits. 

EXPANDING PUBLIC ACCESS  
TO ART AND RESEARCH:
JAMEEL ARTS CENTRE

Central to JAC’s mandate is to act as a hub for 
educational and research initiatives by running nonpaid 
learning programmes in K-12 schools, weekend family 
activities and youth-focused events. 

The annual Jameel Arts Centre Youth Takeover recently 
featured interventions and public programmes by 25 
UAE-based 18-24 year-old artists and creatives. 

The Centre has a longstanding interest in commissioning 
artists to create new works, through their ongoing 
commission programme. Each year, the commission 
focuses on a different art practice: recent editions have 
included Sculpture (2018), Arts Writing and Research 
(2019), Digital Practice (2020) and Painting (2021). 

Its latest iteration, launched in 2020, is Art Jameel 
Commissions. An open call invited artists to submit 
proposals responding to the theme of “Time”. Four 
winning artists (yet to be determined) will be mentored 
by technical experts from MIT’s Abdul Latif Jameel World 
Education Lab (J-WEL) and exhibit their works online for 
six months in 2021. 

JAC has broadened access to arts education by creating 
a physical and digital space for learning. The Jameel 
Library is Dubai’s first bilingual arts-themed library, which 
houses 4,000 publications, books and catalogues, with 
a focus on exhibition histories, contemporary discourse 
and theory from and about the Gulf and neighboring 
region. Learning resources are free and accessible to 
students, artists, researchers and the wider public, and 
offer a range of interactive learning activities, including 
artist-developed learning kits for children and students 
of all ages. 

Image: Jameel Library at the Jameel Arts Centre, Dubai. 
Courtesy of Art Jameel. 
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Global lessons
SHANGHAI’S ART SCENE 

After surpassing France in 2006, the Chinese market 
has been recognized as one of the top three global art 
markets. As a result of the boom in sales from 2009-
2011, China’s art sales in 2018 accounted for USD 19.5 
billion. 

With the expanding art fairs and events, the international 
contemporary art scene has been eyeing Shanghai – not 
Hong Kong – as the rapidly growing hub for the Asian art 
market. The investment in two major art fairs, Art021 
and West Bund Art, museum infrastructure including 
The West Bund Museum which contains an outpost of 
the Centre Pompidou, along with Shanghai Art Week 
have fueled dynamism in the regional and global art 
community.10

Described as a “museums building boom”, on the 
opposite side of the West Bund Museum, other state-
owned museum projects are underway such as the 
Shanghai Museum East, the Shanghai Library East and 
the Jean-Nouvel designed Pudong Art Museum. The 
state’s fast-growing support to Shanghai’s cultural scene 
has pushed galleries to open and set their foot in the 
city.11

With the increase in cultural outputs, artists are looking 
to establish their practices and studios in the city. Non-
profit organisations are therefore making their way into 
Shanghai to support international and Chinese artists. 
Similar to K-11 Foundation in Hong Kong, Longlati 
Foundation set to open in 2021 in the city’s West Bund 
district, aims to provide annual financial incentives 
to emerging artists and provide exhibition spaces 
dedicated to showcasing their work. 

Other institutions, such as OCAT Shanghai, have 
opened their doors to cast a wider net of artists and 
programmes, including research, education, publishing 
and artist residencies.  

Since its inception in 2013, Art021 has recorded an 
increase of 279% of numbers of exhibitors, with 110 
showcasing at its 2019 edition and a 82% rise of visitors 
accounting for 80,000 people.12

10.   Art Newspaper, 2020
11.   Art Newspaper, 2020
12.   Art Basel and UBS Report, 2020 

Images: Art021 Fair, Shanghai 
Source: www.art021.org
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What will help grow the sector?

Dubai’s visual arts scene has blossomed in the past 
15 years, marked by the establishment of numerous 
galleries, renowned auction houses, non-profit 
foundations, a dedicated cluster and a region-leading art 
fair, that have driven healthy commercial successes. 

While this progress has set a strong foundation for the 
industry, the emirate can to do more to educate, nurture 
and support future talent. 

The absence of arts education at secondary cycle in the 
national curriculum (public schools) limits the exposure 
of young people to the visual arts. Offering a formal 
arts subject in upper grades of the K-12 cycle will afford 
opportunities for the emirate’s youth to experience, 
engage with, and heighten their appreciation of the 
visual arts. 
 
A major gap also exists at the tertiary level, where the 
paucity of options for advanced degrees in the visual arts 
has led many prospective students to look outside of the 
emirate or abroad to pursue further studies. 

Core cultural industries: Visual arts

KEY GAPS IDENTIFIED

EDUCATION
• Arts education absent in cycle 3 national curriculum

• Few BFA /  MFA degrees at universities in Dubai 

• No dedicated Arts Institute

FUNDING
• Need for more commissions, residencies, grants and fellowships for artists and visual arts professionals

• Insufficient investment in art enterprises at all stages of the value chain

INFRASTRUCTURE
• Shortage of affordable studio spaces and art manufacturing spaces

• Need for more events/festivals focused on emerging talent

PUBLIC PARTICIPATION
• Shortage of public art in urban spaces

•  Limited engagement through digital outreach
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For recent graduates and young emerging talent, there 
are relatively limited funding opportunities to support 
the development years of their career. Notably, a limited 
culture of commissioning (both public and private) means 
that talent must find their own patrons and exhibition 
venues. 

Lower levels of public art commissions also limit public 
engagement with visual arts, as well as the opportunity 
to enhance public spaces with culturally significant 
interventions.

To help the sector grow, this report offers a number of 
recommendations, including: increasing opportunities 
for formal and informal education in the arts as well as the 
variety of options for continuing education; encouraging 
patronage, dealing and commissioning initiatives to 
strengthen the support networks of creative professionals 
living and working in the city; and finally, strengthening 
the fabric of the sector by creating new permanent 
institutions. The full list of recommendations is found on 
page 181 in chapter 5

Core cultural industries: Visual arts
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Core cultural 
industries:
Design

Image: Museum of the Future, 2020.  
Courtesy of Dubai Future Foundation. 
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A global view
The design industry has been a subject of growing 
importance as governments and organisations across 
cities, regions and countries are realising the value of 
design industries within their local economies. 

Globally, the growth of the design sector was estimated 
by the Dubai Design and Fashion Council in 2015 (the 
most recent available report) to have an annual rate of 
3.7% from 2010 to 2013, outpacing global growth rates 
for the economy at large. In absolute numbers, the UAE 
and Saudi Arabia are by far the largest overall design 
markets in the region, respectively totaling USD 27.6bn 
and USD 21.9bn in design revenues in 2014.2 

2019
DESIGN OUTPUT

AED 15.6BN
DUBAI

2019
DESIGN WORKFORCE

51,000
DUBAI

Snapshot of Dubai
Dubai’s emerging design scene has already developed 
its own characteristics, becoming a mainstay on the 
regional and global stages. The industry contributed 
over AED15.6bn in output to the Dubai economy in 
2019, employing over 51,000 individuals.3 The 2015 
Middle East and North Africa (MENA) Design Outlook 
Report projected astonishing growth for the regional 
industry, with Dubai as the jewel in its crown — with a 
market value of USD 100bn and 7.4% annual growth. 
Ninety percent of the sector’s growth is expected to 
come from architecture, interior design and fashion. 
In the past year alone, demand for graphic design and 
product design rose steeply in the hospitality sector; for 
Expo2020 Dubai projects 100,000 new hotel rooms to 
come online for the landmark exposition.4

Dubai’s pioneering journey in design took shape in the 
late 2000s after realising the integral role of design 
disciplines within every culture. The absence of 
prominent regional fairs and festivals led to the birth of 
Design Days Dubai, launched by Art Dubai Group (ADG) 
in 2012. Design Days became the first dedicated design 
fair in MENA, showcasing regional furniture, objects and 
limited edition works.  This was followed up with the first 
edition of Fashion Forward in 2013.

The next critical need identified was to set up a design 
hub — a dedicated cluster — that caters to attracting 
and sustaining local talent and empowering Dubai’s 
design communities.
 
Dubai Design District (d3) in 2013 became UAEs first 
creative cluster dedicated to design. d3 cultivates 
emerging local talent by providing creative practitioners 
with  a communal space to create and produce.

“Design and design skills are at the heart of the fourth industrial revolution. 
They give us the tools to respond to these unprecedented challenges and 
instigate the growth, innovation and jobs that will drive  
[a nation’s] global future”1

1.   Design Council, 2018
2.       Dubai Design and Fashion Council, 2015
3.  Dubai Statistics Center, 2019
4.   Design Wanted, 2016
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Dubai’s design journey

Tashkeel
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Image: Tanween by Tashkeel exhibition, held during Dubai Design Week 2020.   
Courtesy of Dubai Design Week.
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Since its inception, d3 has propelled a step change in 
Dubai’s design market. The d3-hosted Dubai Design 
Week festival and its trade-focused fair Downtown 
Design, leading the region in giving both established 
and emerging designers across MENA an unparalleled 
opportunity to present their work to a large, diverse 
international audience. Today, d3 is home to over 9,000  
people with over 500 creative partners.

UNESCO Creative Cities Network 
designated Dubai as a ‘UNESCO City 
of Design’ in 2018

In 2018, UNESCO Creative Cities Network named Dubai 
a ‘UNESCO City of Design.’ This designation set up 
Dubai as one of 24 cities around the world, and the first 
city in MENA, that show commitment to using design as 
a strategic tool for sustainable urban development.

With Dubai recognised as a top design destination, 
international designers began lining up to be featured 
in publications based out of the emirate (such as 
Architectural Digest Middle East) to raise their profile in 
the region’s fast-growing market.

In 2018 another major step in supporting talent 
development was taken with the opening of Dubai 
Institute of Design and Innovation (DIDI), the UAE’s 
first design-focused school. DIDI became a launchpad 
for instilling 'design thinking' in the education sector in 
Dubai: the integration of design as a discipline within 
public education is elaborated later in this section.

Dubai Culture, alongside key forces such as Art Dubai 

Group and not-for-profit organisations, continue to 
provide essential supports — collaborative spaces, 
region-leading fairs and festivals, funding opportunities, 
and other resources — that enable designers and 
creative practitioners in Dubai to create and produce, 
and design enthusiasts to enjoy their work. These 
collective efforts have spurred a rapid expansion of 
Dubai’s emergent design industry over the past decade.  

Fashion is a key design industry where Dubai has 
blossomed. Dubai currently competes with London and 
Tokyo in upscale fashion spaces, with large-scale retail 
infrastructure projects underway. Fashion retail has been 
a key attraction in the Gulf, with Dubai leading in terms of 
number of brands. In June 2021, Dubai Design District 
and the Arab Fashion Council have announced a new 
strategic partnership to empower the regional fashion 
community and cement Dubai’s position as a leading hub 
for talent and companies in the sector. 

The booming fashion industry in the UAE is projected 
to reach over USD 2.3billion in 2021.5 A rise of fashion 
events in Dubai, such as Fashion Forward, Arab Fashion 
Week and Dubai Modest Fashion Week have brought 
together and celebrated the region’s original brands 
and fashion designers which has served to emphasise 
Dubai’s position as a growing fashion destination and 
market.

State of  the Global Islamic Economy 
Report projects that spending on 
apparel in Muslim countries will rise 
to USD 402bn by 2024.6

5.  Statista, 2021
6.  SGIE, 2020
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International brands have become increasingly interested 
in the region's modest fashion movement, which is seen 
as a fast growing market. Modest designers are shifting 
perceptions and stereotypes in Gulf fashion by creating 
ready-to-wear, abaya and couture designs. 

In recent years Dubai has led the fashion scene regionally, 
providing a space for homegrown brands to flourish. 
Many of these brands operate online with the rise of 
e-commerce outlets such as Ounass and Namshi. 

7.   Emirates Women, 2020
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CREATIVES
Bouguessa    

French-born from Algerian descent fashion designer Faiza Bouguessa founded 
Dubai-based label Bouguessa in 2014. The ready-to-wear label merges global trends 
and contemporary classics inspired by art, architecture and modern design to offer 
a minimalist wardrobe. From her studio in d3, she designs her signature silhouettes 
focused on clean cuts and impeccable tailoring for strong sophisticated women.7

Image: Bouguessa SS21 collection.   
Courtesy of Bouguessa.
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Culture: A sector to invest in

A closer look: 
Dubai Design Week

“The creative hub of the middle east, 
reconnecting designers from all 
corners of the globe." DESIGNBOOM 

Held under the patronage of Sheikha Latifa bint 
Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, Dubai Design Week 
(DXBDW) is owned and managed by Art Dubai Group 
(ADG) and is the region’s largest creative festival. 

DXBDW showcases innovative design from the Middle 
East through a series of events from its base in Dubai 
Design District (d3) and across the city. The festival’s 
line-up caters to a diverse audience of aspiring designers, 
architects, students, industry leaders, business agencies, 
influencers and design enthusiasts. Its extensive 
programmes, competitions and special commissions 
have provided a platform for the region’s creatives – at all 
levels of experience – to evolve and advance in the field of 
design.

DOWNTOWN DESIGN 

Offering a window to the region’s thriving contemporary 
design scene, Downtown Design annually hosts 
20,000 visitors that include top-tier buyers, specifiers, 
architects and design professionals. The fair exhibits 
product launches and latest collections from over 200 
international and regional design brands and country 
pavilions, and is complemented with collateral activations 
that include:

• a B2B trade programme connecting brands and 
designers to their peers

 
• talks programme at ‘The Forum’ 
 
• Downtown Editions, a boutique showcase for 

limited-edition design from MENA designers and 
creative collaborations

DXBDW 2020 

Mindful of the challenges facing the creative community 
as a result of the ongoing pandemic, DXBDW 2020 took as 
its theme the role of the design industries in reimagining 
the way we live in a COVID-impacted world.

In the open-air setting of d3, this theme was also 
illustrated by the festival’s format: for example, removing 
all printed collateral and marking a clear pathway through 
its installations, which took into account social distancing 
while allowing for engagement with tangible objects.

Often simple, practical responses to necessary 
restrictions is where design innovation can be found. 
Abwab, an annually modeled pavilion, this year shifted 
to an open call format. The winning commission came 
from Iraqi designer Hozan Zangana for Fata Morgana, 
an innovative seating solution that responded to social 
distancing requirements and formed a central feature 
of the outdoor space of d3, indicative of how people can 
safely interact in a modern city environment.

An extensive programme of over 160 free-to-attend 
events and activities for all ages (including exhibitions, 
interactive installations, talks and workshops, and a new 
outdoor marketplace) catered for both professional 
and public audiences. By continuing to introduce new 
offerings, Design Week offered a vital moment for 
the global design community to come together and 
demonstrate the industry’s resilience and flexibility.

Core cultural industries: Design
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Image: UAE Designer Exhibition at DXBDW2020.  
Courtesy of Art Dubai Group.

The UAE Designer Exhibition featured works of 20+ of 
the local creative sector’s most relevant creatives leading 
the discourse of innovation today. Participants with works 
on display included Yara Habib, Leen Kahaleh, Tanvi Malik, 
Dana Amro, Eman Shafiq, Abdhul Hazeeb HZB, Tamara 
Barrage, Rimsha Kidwai, Mohamed Rowaizak, Mohammed 
Alsuwaidi, Michael Rice and more.

New outdoor retail initiative The Marketplace hosted 
70+ of Dubai’s best artisans, micro-businesses, and 
culinary scene. Offering quality and original products 
predominantly sourced and made in the UAE, from 
chocolate makers to ceramicists, the Marketplace 
promoted the value of craftsmanship, with the support 
of Dubai Culture who provided grants for participants.

Image: The Marketplace at DXBDW2020.  
Courtesy of Art Dubai Group.
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Setting the scene: Infrastructure 
Free Zones, libraries, museums and not-
for-profit organisations continue to anchor 
the design industry,  providing essential 
access, exposure and inspiration to  visitors, 
researchers and artists.

FREE ZONES 

Dubai Design District (d3), founded in 2013, is home  
to the region’s growing community of creative thinkers. 

Designed by renowned architecture firm Foster 
+ Partners, d3 aims to engage, inspire and enable 
emerging artists and educate the next generation of 
talent about the importance of all forms of design. It 
houses local and international artists and creatives, 
representing a variety of professional disciplines in its 
9,000-person community.

Having so many creative minds in d3’s community 
naturally creates opportunities for synergy and 
collaboration. Architects work closely with interior 
designers who, in turn, engage with furniture, lighting 
and material suppliers, as well as artists and fashion 
ateliers.  This ecosystem is thus a major benefit for 
creatives looking to set up shop in our cultural district.

SPACES

in5 supports innovative, active, and engaged startups 
with subsidized pricing,  In 2017, in5 Design launched 
a new center in Hai d3 in Dubai Design District (d3), 
to support the design and fashion talent landscape, 
offering students, entrepreneurs and startups an 
opportunity to transform their disruptive ideas into 
commercial successes. Based in the heart of a thriving 
design community, in5 Design is home to a one-of-
its-kind prototyping lab and in addition to industry 
specialized training and workshops, in5 Design also 
provides members with dynamic co-working spaces, 
offices and community areas that are designed to inspire 
creativity. (see page 59 for a deep dive)

Tashkeel Established in Dubai in 2008 by Lateefa 
bint Maktoum, Tashkeel seeks to provide a nurturing 
environment for the growth of contemporary art and 
design practice rooted in the UAE. Through multi-
disciplinary studios, work spaces and galleries located 
in both Nad Al Sheba and Al Fahidi, it enables creative 
practice, experimentation and dialogue among 
practitioners and the wider community. (see page 99 for 
a deep dive)

EVENTS

Dubai Design Week  An active catalyst for the growth of 
the creative community in the UAE since its inauguration 
in 2015, Dubai Design Week has grown to become 
the region’s leading platform for the creative talent to 
showcase and promote their work to wide audiences 
locally, regionally and across the globe. Taking place each 
year, the festival holds over 250 events with its base in 
d3. (see page 96 for a deep dive)

Downtown Design  Launched in 2014, Downtown 
Design is the region’s leading commercial design 
fair for original, high-quality design that takes place 
during Dubai Design Week. The fair showcases 
200+ international and regional design exhibiting 
brands and brings together design professionals and 
enthusiasts from the Middle East, Africa and South 
Asia to discover, source, commission and purchase the 
latest in contemporary design from around the world. 
Downtown Editions is the fair’s boutique showcase for 
limited-edition and bespoke design from independent 
designers, collectives and studio.

Fashion Forward  Launched in 2013 it remains Dubai’s 
leading fashion show. Key components include runway 
shows and presentations by the best couture, ready-
to-wear and accessories designers in the Middle East. 
Fashion Foward plays a role as a catalyst for fashion 
innovation in the region by exposing global brands 
with regional collections and amplifying collaborations 
between international brands and regional fashion 
talent.

Core cultural industries: Design
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A closer look: 
Tashkeel
Founded in 2008, Tashkeel operates a non-for-profit 
model that supports UAE-based artists and designers 
throughout their careers. Located in both Nad Al Sheba 
and Al Fahidi neighborhoods, the organisation fosters 
creative practice, experimentation and dialogue to grow 
the UAE design industry. 

In 2019, Tashkeel reached 10,000 people through 16 
exhibitions, 3 residencies and over 200 workshops and 
courses.

The Tanween design programme supports UAE-based 
emerging designers in launching their careers
and is one component of Tashkeel’s portfolio of specialist 
design initiatives, which include Make Works UAE, The 
Tanween Collection, Designer-in-Residence programme 
and the Van Cleef & Arpels Middle East Emergent 
Designer Prize. 

Since 2013, the Tanween design programme has invested 
in 26 UAE-based emerging designers, contributing to the 
growth of the UAE’s design sector by blending traditional 
UAE crafts and material with modern technology in 
contemporary design pieces.
 
Designers generally need access to specialty equipment 
and facilities to prototype and produce, in addition 
to accessing a local network of manufacturers, 
fabricators and supplies that allow small orders. Tashkeel 
provides workspaces, digital studio, 3D studio, jewelry 
studio, photo studio and darkroom, digital printing 
and printmaking, and offers a directory of suitable 
manufacturers, fabricators and suppliers.

The programme’s impact is measured by the completion 
rate of participants, participants' career paths after 
leaving the programme and sales of the Tanween 
Collection, which is annually displayed at Dubai Design 
Week, online, in pop-ups and via third parties. 

Many UAE-based designers have since established their 
own studios: Aljoud Lootah, Latifa Saeed and Abdulla 
AlMulla.

Image from Tanween Design Programme. 
Courtesy of Tashkeel.
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Scaffolding the industry: Regulation
Design-related regulations remain sparse, 
however free-zone business districts and 
increasingly freelance-friendly immigration 
policies have created additional design-
related opportunities.

Dubai Development Authority (DDA), formerly known 
as Technology and Media Free Zone Authority (TMFZA), 
and Dubai Creative Cluster Authority (DCCA) oversee 
nine free zones. DDA is responsible for issuing licenses 
by industry cluster, allowing companies to operate in 
their sector.

Dubai Design District (d3) is the latest of free-zone 
business parks by Dubai-based real-estate developer 
and operator, TECOM Group, and the home of the art 
and design headquarters, offices, studios and ateliers of 
local and global brands. The types of licenses in d3 are: 

•   Commercial Licenses through which a company 
may either be registered as a Free Zone Limited 
Liability Company (formed as a separate legal entity, 
with shareholders as individuals and/or corporates) 
or a Branch of a Foreign or a UAE company (a place of 
business that forms a legally dependent part of the 
parent company
 
•   Freelancer Permits offer the ability to operate as a 
freelance professional, identified as a sole practitioner 
for a specified activity (e.g. Fashion, Luxury, Design, etc.)

In terms of UAE copyright law, industrial designs are 
covered under Chapter 3 of the UAE Federal No. 17 of 
2002 (“UAE Patents and Design Law”) and include ‘any 
innovative three-dimensional shape that can be used 
in industry or craft' or ‘any innovative creation of lines 
or colours that generates a product that can be used in 
industry or craft’. Industrial designs include architectural 
products and furniture, such as chairs.8

Securing the future: Education 
Formal and informal design education 
options remain limited in Dubai and the 
UAE. Programming and events have helped 
supplement this gap, exposing younger 
generations to design industries.

FORMAL EDUCATION 

In the K-12 cycle, the Ministry of Education introduced 
‘Design & Innovation’ as a subject into the national 
curriculum for public schools in 2018. Students tackle 
real-world challenges and use design thinking concepts 
to ideate and test solutions. 

Higher education institutions in Dubai offer a variety 
of Bachelor and Master of Fine Arts programmes in 
animation, architecture, graphic design, interior design, 
and other design fields. Zayed University, American 
University Dubai, Manipal University, and SAE Institute 
Dubai and DIDI (see page 100) are among some 
universities that offer BFA and MFA programmes. 

College of Fashion and Design opened in 2017 with the 
goal of nurturing local talent in fashion and design. CFD 
is Dubai’s first accredited college for these fields. 

VOCATIONAL TRAINING 

Dubai Design Academy offers a jewelry design 
programme led by gemology experts, which provides 
advanced CAD training in partnership with Gemvision 
USA and is licensed by KHDA.

Inscape Education Management: South Africa’s Inscape 
opened its d3 campus in 2018 and offers KHDA-licensed 
certified training in Graphic, Fashion and Interior Design. 

8.   Tamimi, 2016
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INFORMAL LEARNING

New private and government-backed 
initiatives support the development of design 
skills and the professionalisation of talent.

Re-Urban Studio: Re-Urban Studio is a design centric 
membership-based co-working space at Dubai Design 
District, offering event spaces, private offices, meeting 
rooms and collaborative group seating. Their creative 
working environment serves freelancers, entrepreneurs, 
and remote workers based in and visiting the city, with 
the aim of promoting links between design professionals 
and potential clients across design disciplines. Re-Urban 
offers learning experiences for students, graduates and 
professionals through design-specific workshops, courses 
and programmes. 

Fab Lab UAE: Established in 2015 in Dubai and located 
in Al Satwa, Fab Lab works with the UAE Ministry of 
Education to provide enrichment programmes to schools. 
It is designed to meet international standards and 
specifications set for fabrication laboratories, catering to 
both children and adults. Fab Lab offers a variety of training 

workshops across the design field including 3D printing, 
laser cutting and woodwork. 

In5 Design: Launched in 2017, in5 is a fashion and 
design prototyping lab in Dubai Design District that 
offers specialised trainings such as masterclasses and 
workshops in digital media, fashion, and 3D modelling. 
The in5/DDFC Membership gives professionals in design, 
tech and media access to a suite of benefits for promotion, 
talent development and business support.

Workshop Dubai: The Workshop Dubai is a multi-concept 
space which is home to a gallery, a design studio and a café. 
It offers a series of workshops across different disciplines 
with the aim to support aspiring and emerging artists and 
designers. They include resin, calligraphy and other mixed 
media workshops. 

Image: Dubai Institute of Design and Innovation campus at d3, 
Dubai. Courtesy of DIDI.
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A closer look: 
Dubai Institute of Design and Innovation
With such a huge demand for design 
graduates required in the region moving 
forwards, DIDI will champion creative talent 
development to fuel the growth of a rapidly-
changing global economy by future-proofing 
the next generation. We are confident that 
DIDI will be the design school of choice in the 
region for a new wave of innovators.”  
Mohammad Abdullah, President of DIDI 

Established in 2018, DIDI is the  only regional design and 
innovation-focused university providing an integrated 
Bachelor of Design. Its advanced methodology of 
teaching puts designers at the centre of the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution and shifts the conversation around 
design to empathy and fulfilment. The institute future-
proofs students to train them for new-age career market, 
with technology and innovation at the very core.  

DIDI’s curriculum has been developed in collaboration 
with the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) 
and Parsons School of Design in New York — two of the 
world’s leading design institutions — to create a non-
traditional structure, whereby students can map and 
combine two design concentrations from four disciplines. 
This type of ‘combinatory education’ prepares students 
for a variety of career pathways and equips them with 
hybrid skills, blending visual literacy, technology fluency 
and strategic proficiency. 

The four disciplines offered by DIDI are Product Design, 
Multimedia Design, Fashion Design and Strategic Design 
Management. The curriculum is studio-centric, providing 
hands-on —rather than modular— courses that address 
the four C’s: Conceptualise, Communicate, Craft and 
Care. 

Sharing the creative facilities of start-up incubator in5 
Design, DIDI students hone their digital skills through 
prototyping, communicating complex ideas and creating 
innovative projects, while developing their entrepreneurial 
skills in a professional environment. 

“Design bridges strategy business and 
technology engineering. It is the core part of 
the process — design humanises technology, 
makes innovation visible and digital 
experiences desirable.” 
Hani Asfour, Dean of DIDI

DIDI’s human approach to technology and design has 
attracted students from the Gulf region, South Asia and 
from across the world. UAE and Gulf nationals account for 
a third of the student body. The university has witnessed 
an exponential learning growth over the last two years 
with student projects selected as part of the Global Grad 
Show and gaining exposure from collaborations with 
professional design firms such as Vitra and Herman Miller. 

As an integral part of the design community, DIDI is 
located in d3, and provides a unique environment to make 
and showcase creative work. The space is laid out in a 
mega studio enabling cross-collaboration between design 
disciplines.

Image: Dubai Institute of Design and Innovation campus at 
d3, Dubai. Courtesy of DIDI.
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CREATIVES
Khalid Shafar    

Khalid Shafar launched his eponymous brand 
KHALID SHAFAR in 2010 that encompasses his 
personal expression of form, movement, emotion, 
and in particular, ‘the tale’ of objects. He later 
opened his own studio in 2011 in Dubai’s Ras Al Khor. 

Image: Illusion Arm by Khalid Shafar, 2011.  
Courtesy of artist.
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CREATIVES
Aljoud Lootah    

Aljoud Lootah is an Emirati designer who has 
gained international acclaim, particularly after 
the establishment of her studio in 2014. Since its 
foundation, the studio has preserved its unique 
approach by focusing on the idea of contrasts in 
form and function while distinctly interpreting the 
Emirati culture and artisanal techniques through 
contemporary design. 

Her creative drive comes from a passion for detail 
and experimental approaches to materials and 
aesthetics. This emphasis has resulted in a body of 
work that is functional, timeless and unique which 
tells a story of Aljoud Lootah’s background and 
history.

Image: Mudeem Collection, 2019. Courtesy of 
artist.
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Global lessons
Dubai’s design industry has rapidly learned 
from different models in Singapore and the 
Nordics, already developing, iterating and 
presenting its own homegrown concept of 
design.

DESIGN STRATEGY SINGAPORE

Singapore launched its Design Singapore strategy 
(DSG-I) in 2003 and the Design Singapore Council leads 
the industry’s growth, making Singapore ‘a global city 
for design creativity and excellence in Asia where design 
improves capability, enhances quality of life and drives 
national competitiveness’. 

The National Design Centre was launched in 2011 inspired 
by the Danish Design Centre. It is estimated that the 
design industry in Singapore contributed approximately 
SDG $4.6 billion in 2015 to Singapore’s GDP. By 2017, 
Singapore had 44,500 design professionals and this 
is expected to grow to 57,400 by 2022, as Singapore 
becomes a key design hub in Asia.

In 2015, Singapore joined the UNESCO Creative Cities 
Network as a City of Design, leading to the launch of the 
Design 2025 Masterplan, a ‘thriving innovation-driven 
economy and a lovable city by design’

Current design events in Singapore include:  

• Singapore Good Design Mark (based on Japan’s 
model)

• Singapore International Furniture Fair
• Maison & Objet Asia
• Singapore Design Week 
• Singapore Fashion Week

DESIGN EDUCATION IN SCANDINAVIA  

Design education starts at an early stage in Nordic 
countries including Denmark, Finland and Sweden. Most 
of their success originates from having highly developed 
innovation labs in classrooms and strategies to enable 
design thinking and education.

Key trends in K-12 classrooms in Nordic countries include:

Computational Thinking, to develop digital and problem-
solving skills
Collaborative Classrooms to focus on collaboration
Emerging Technologies to incorporate in classrooms the 
latest technologies and teaching methods

Finland ranked first and Sweden second, among 50 
countries in the Worldwide Educating for the Future Index 
(WEFFI), which measures the "effectiveness of education 
systems in preparing students for the demands of work 
and life in a rapidly changing landscape."  

The Nordics rank amongst the highest in European 
Union countries in terms of the share of GDP allocated to 
education: 6.9% in Denmark, 6.1% in Finland and 5.4% 
Sweden.

Finland ranked first in the International Education 
Database that evaluates the progress of countries against 
SDG4, the UN Global Goal on Education, with Denmark 
and Sweden also in the top ten. 

A 2018 Nordic Council of Ministers report analysed key 
data from Nordic countries, comparing them with global 
countries. The Nordic region remains a European and 
global leader in innovation. Finland, Sweden and Denmark 
all topped the EU eco-innovation index.
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A closer look: 
Dubai Design District
Dubai Design District is the Middle East’s premier creative 
ecosystem for art, architecture, fashion, design and 
retail. In line with Dubai’s position as the leading business 
and talent destination for the region and beyond, d3 
is the first-of-its-kind business district that enables 
talent, artists and businesses in the design and creative 
sectors to grow and co-create, whilst simultaneously 
providing a strong platform for knowledge sharing and 
empowerment. Strategically located in the heart of Dubai, 
d3 is one of the city’s lifestyle and business destinations 
and plays a key role in the newly-announced Dubai 
Creative Economic Capital – a strategy to double the 
number of creators in the city from 70,000 to 140,000 by 
2025.

With state-of-the-art infrastructure, smart city 
technology, renewable energy capabilities and a business-
friendly framework designed to meet the needs of the 
industry, the community offers creative talent the tools 
to drive innovation; it empowers the economy and further 
reinforces Dubai’s status as a UNESCO Creative City of 
Design.

The business district is home to global architects, interior 
designers, photography studios, product and fashion 
designers. Some of the most well-known companies 
include Dior, Burberry, Zaha Hadid Architects and Foster 
+ Partners. The Design Quarter, the central component 
in the development of d3, is today home to over 9,000 
people and comprises offices, studios, showrooms and 
retail spaces spread across the district.
d3 also has a year-round calendar of events including 
strategic partnerships with key industry platforms 
that have helped to cement its position with local and 
international audiences and d3 is the lead strategic 
partnership of one of Dubai’s flagshiop events, Dubai 
Design Week, 

Image: Dubai Design District,  
Courtesy of Dubai Design District.
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KEY GAPS IDENTIFIED

INFRASTRUCTURE
• Limited amount of design manufacturing spaces with specialized technical staff 

• Limited access to technical equipment 

• Limited marketplaces for designers to sell their work

REGULATION
• High cost of protection of IP

ENTREPRENEURSHIP
• Limited business support for designers

PUBLIC PARTICIPATION
• Limited understanding of the design industry

What will help grow the sector?

Dubai’s design industry has made leaps forward in the 
past decade, with significant expansion of infrastructure 
and increased education offerings, targeted effort for 
growing the fashion industry, and establishing a flagship 
design festival that has drawn regional and global 
attention. 

For the industry to develop further, Dubai-based 
designers and creative enterprises can benefit from 
increased access to business training, business 
development support, and affordable production 
facilities, to bolster their capacity for experimentation 
and taking products to market. 

Core cultural industries: Design
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Stronger enforcement of IP legislation is a key area for 
attention, to protect the value of original design from 
copy designs. Current patent and copyright registration 
regulations are perceived as complex, lengthy and 
expensive; streamlining these processes will enable 
designers and enterprises to seek protection for their work.

Within  education, formal degree  and informal learning 
opportunities are increasingly on offer. Vitally, design 
thinking has been mainstreamed in K-12 public schools. 
At the same time, minimal guidance on pursuing a 
design career and a paucity of early career development 
opportunities (such as structured internship and 
apprenticeship schemes) have narrowed the field for 
new designers in Dubai. For those who do excel, however, 
there is yet no clear recognition of design excellence (e.g. 
Design Mark) at the emirate level.

To help the sector grow, this report offers a number of 
recommendations, including: supporting professionals 
with opportunities for skills development and 
recognitions; increasing ease of doing business and 
manufacturing capabilities; and finally  streamlining 
regulations. The full list of recommendations is found on 
page 183 in chapter 5.

Core cultural industries: Design
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Image: Museum Library, Etihad Museum.  
Courtesy of Dubai Culture.
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A thriving literary arts industry is one that recognises 
literary excellence and supports an ecosystem of writers, 
poets, illustrators, editors, publishers, translators and 
other industry professionals to increase their output 
and quality of writing and publishing. Policymakers and 
educators also have a pivotal role of support to fulfil, 
through actively promoting a culture of storytelling and 
of reading for pleasure.

The way we experience text-based media is changing. 
In Dubai and throughout the Arab world, it is crucial to 
find a delicate balance between new technologies and 
formats on one hand, and long established traditions of 
storytelling and creative engagement with the written 
word on the other. 

Advances in reading technologies, access to digital 
libraries, and the advent of altogether novel channels 
(such as enjoying poetry via ‘Instapoets’ or SMS-based 
‘cellphone novels’) have ushered in new ways to produce 
and consume literary works. 

In the decade since online retailer Amazon launched 
the Kindle electronic reader, eBooks today make up a 
strong segment of the book market, especially in English 
language markets. 

A 2020 market study by German firm Bookwire found 
that digital formats are no longer viewed as a ‘niche’ 
market by content producers, and have finally reached 
mainstream consumers. In Germany, 43% of consumers 
surveyed said that they had used at least one eBook, 
audiobook or podcast within the past six months. The 
study results point to a strong interaction, rather than 
competition, between digital formats. 

An astonishingly high proportion of users — 56%  for 
eBooks, 57% for audiobooks, and 51% for podcasts said 
that consumption of one medium had induced them to 
use content on another medium.1

 
While eBook sales had flattened in recent years, the 
lockdowns in 2020 saw a spike in on-screen reading, 
with publishers and libraries ramping up support for 
and access to eBooks. Multi-country market research 
conducted during the 2020 pandemic indicated that 
more targeted marketing campaigns successfully 
reached entirely new audiences for both eBooks 
and audiobooks. Moreover, the pandemic increased 

audiences willing to use ‘subscription’ or ‘streaming 
models’ — which had previously been considered not to 
work with books.2 

Self-publishing is another major trend within digital 
publishing. Platforms such as Kindle Direct Publishing 
(KDP), Kobo and Wattpad Books, give aspiring authors 
an outlet to publish and sell their works online. The low 
barriers to entry and modest publishing fees has seen 
this segment explode in the last several years.

Self-publishing is rapidly on the rise 
with e-books, print on demand and 
audiobooks bringing in billions of 
dollars in revenue each year.

To illustrate this rise in a mostly flat industry: the 
Association of American Publishers reported that the 
U.S. book publishing industry generated over USD 26bn 
in revenue in 2019. While this figure has stayed flat for 
the overall industry since 2017, self-publishing grew 
at a rate of over 28% in the same period. According to 
Forbes, self-publishing shows no signs of slowing down 
and continues to grow at a steady rate beyond the 
traditional book industry.3

While electronic publishing appears to have a bright 
future, printed books still outsell digital in most markets 
today. Genres that do well in print include nature, 
cookbooks and children’s books, while consumers prefer 
to read fiction books via e-reader, according to Nielsen 
Book International.4

Core cultural industries: Literary arts

1.  Bookwire, 2020
2.  Wischenbart, 2020
3.  Forbes, 2019
4.  CNBC, 2019
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A Regional View
Reading in the Gulf region: Competing for 
consumers’ eyes

‘Leisure reading’ — for pleasure, and not for learning or 
research — has so far had limited popularity among local 
populations in the Gulf region. With the recent expansion 
of educational institutions in the region and in the UAE, 
the younger generation (‘Millennials’) in particular have 
enjoyed a modern education along the standards of the 
world’s wealthiest countries.

This upswing, however, has not focused on literary 
reading. Instead, books and reading have always been 
simply one part of the (younger) population’s overall media 

consumption, including the competition for consumers’ 
budget, and more importantly time and attention span 
with many other, notably digital media formats. 

UAE reading habits6

• A 2017 study from the Emirates Literature 
Foundation found that 65% of respondents read 
every day

•  Half of respondents spend between AED400 and 
AED1000 on books per annum

•  Over 40% of parents, however, believe that their 
children do not dedicate enough time to reading 

Core cultural industries: Literary arts

5.  LA Times, 2019

SELF-PUBLISHING
Wattpad
Wattpad is a social storytelling platform 
where users write and read original stories. 
Some 85% of Wattpad’s 45 million-plus 
readers are between the ages of 13 and 30. 
Aspiring writers can self-publish through 
the platform’s direct publishing service 
(Wattpad Books) or turn their stories into 
audio-visual formats through its multimedia 
service (Wattpad Studios). On the other end, 
publishers and producers have access to 
real-time data on what is trending, shared, 
and resonating with readers. Through “Story 

DNA” machine-learning technology used to 
‘scout talent’ among the 500+ million stories  
uploaded to Wattpad, over 1000 Wattpad 
stories have been published, produced, or 
adapted to TV or film. 

“The science of Wattpad – 
using data to detect trends in 
storytelling – shatters traditional 
barriers to Hollywood and 
publishing industry.”  
– LA Times, 2019.5
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• The most common reading medium remains 
printed books, with 72% continuing to use 
them, followed by (in order of priority) phones, 
computers, tablets and e-readers. 

As Dubai today enjoys an almost complete penetration 
of cutting-edge digital consumer technology and 
content delivery, competition for consumers’ eyes has 
increased, due to the expansion in the availability and 
usage of smartphones with ultra-fast Internet access.
An additional factor is the more recent, yet rapid  
spread in the consumption of other formats than 
books for storytelling content, particularly with digitally 
distributed non-linear streaming platforms (such as 
Netflix, Amazon Prime Video, and since early 2020, 
Disney+ together with locally produced and ‘Dubai’ 
branded respective programming). 

6.  Emirates Literature Foundation, 2017

Image: Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid, Vice President and Ruler of Dubai, stands with the finalists of the Arab Reading Challenge 
during the closing award ceremony at the Dubai Opera. Christopher Pike / The National (October 24, 2016).
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7.  WIPO, 2019
8.  Wischenbart & Jarrous, 2012
9.  Dubai Statistics Center, 2019

Key milestones

Dubai’s literary arts journey
Dubai’s literary arts scene is nascent, relative to the 
well-established visual arts and design industries. 
The estimated value of the UAE book market was 
around AED 1bn  (~USD 272m) in 2018.⁷ While this is a 
slight upward tick from earlier estimates (USD 260m 

in 2012, according to a market study by the Emirates 
Publishers Association)8, it still represents about a 
third of that in Austria, a country with roughly the 
same population as the UAE. There is a opportunity 
to grow the industry. In Dubai, the Books and Press 
industry as a whole generated nearly AED 5.5bn in 
output in 2019.9
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PROMOTING READERS

Arab Reading Challenge

The Arab Reading Challenge is a broad-based reading initiative for students across 
the Arab world. A programme of the Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum Global 
Initiatives (MBRGI) launched in 2015, ARC seeks to “instil the habit of reading deep 
in the DNA of young learners.” ARC engages students in Grades 1-12 to take part 
in a Challenge for pastime reading throughout the school year. Top readers earn 
recognition at school, country and regional levels, with a final ceremony held in Dubai.

Core cultural industries: Literary arts
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The book market in Dubai — and in the MENA 
region more broadly — is characterised by a 
specifically complex and fragmented setup, 
due to several factors.

Only a third of all books consumed in the UAE were 
estimated to be in Arabic (mostly imported from other 
Arab countries, in particular from Lebanon), while two 
thirds were English language imports. 

The annual output of new titles mirrors the very limited 
scale of the local production, by comparison to imports.

TWO KEY CHALLENGES 

Industry consultations and analysis of the book market in 
Dubai points to two crucial shortcomings of the industry, 
which are recognised broadly but hardly tackled:

• An underdeveloped and fragmented 
infrastructure of distribution 

• Limited professional skills in large parts of the 
industry

LIMITATION IN  INFRASTRUCTURE OF 
DISTRIBUTION

The readers of Dubai are privileged in that several 
booksellers (see Boxout) offer a remarkably broad 
selection of titles in Arabic and English (and other 
languages) to those consumers who want to purchase 
a title from the current New York Times bestseller list, 
or a new hot Arabic title by a MENA publisher. These 
brick-and-mortar outlets are complemented by online 
platforms, of which two lead in the Arabic segment:

• Neel Wa Furat: an online platform specializing 
in books, including 15,000 eBooks. Based out in 
Beirut and broadly active in Dubai and throughout 
the Gulf.  

• Amazon UAE: the global retailer acquired the 
Dubai-bred Souq.com sales platform in 2019, 
whose offering includes books alongside other 
merchandise.

The challenge starts, however, with finding any Arabic 
title that is not mainstream. 

With no Arabic-Books-in-Print 
catalog available, gaining an 
overview on the general offer in 
Arabic reading is a hurdle difficult, 
time consuming and thus costly to 
overcome.
As a result, it is key for local book fairs to keep their 
crucial role in selling books directly to consumers. Most 
such fairs take place once every year, are of remarkably 
diverse scale, scope and relevance.

Other logistics shortcomings are an absence of PoD 
(Print-on-Demand) facilities in Dubai. Leading vendor 
Ingram is present in Sharjah, but other relevant vendors 
such as Canon, are not in the market.

LIMITATION IN PROFESSIONAL SKILLS IN 
PUBLISHING

While a number of educational institutions in Dubai 
provide programmes in languages and literature, there 
is limited specialised professional education available for 
publishers. 

The industry could also benefit from greater offerings 
to develop the skills of literary translators. Translations 
to and from Arabic into world languages, are perceived 
by Dubai’s top industry experts to be generally of low 
quality. This has a negative impact on demand, both for 
local readers and in international markets.  

This challenge of demand is reflected in output levels. 
Tarjama, a leading translation agency in Dubai, over 
the last decade has translated some 500 million words 
of Arabic content. In the literary space, however, the 
agency translates an average of 3 to 5 works a year by 
UAE-based Arab authors. This example speaks to the 
overall low volume of literary translation present in the 
market. 

Core cultural industries: Literary arts
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PROMOTING A CULTURE OF READING 

On the other side of the industry are consumers: readers. 
At a national level, the UAE in recent years has encouraged 
reading among children and young people in particular, 
with multiple nationwide initiatives. 2016 was declared the 
Year of Reading, with diverse year-long programming in 
schools and with partners such as the Emirates Literature 
Foundation (ELF) and the UAE Board on Books for Young 
People. 

In 2020 the Ministry of Education and Emirates Literature 
Foundation (ELF) commenced a new initiative, Reading for 
Pleasure, to increase the reading habits of all students in 
Grades 1-12.  As reading gains prominence on the national 
agenda, including in Dubai, local publishers stand to find 
new audiences in young readers. With over a quarter 
of Dubai’s population being under the age of 25, this 
represents an immense opportunity. 

CREATIVES

Ousha the Poet   
Ousha bint Khalifa Al Suwaidi, known 
as Ousha the Poet and Fatat Al-Arab 
(‘Girl of the Arabs’), is celebrated as 
the UAE’s Poet Laureate. Considered 
a master of Nabati poetry, her poems 
are composed in the vernacular 
dialects of the Gulf. A section of 
the Women’s Museum in Dubai is 
dedicated to her works. She passed 
away in 2018 at the age of 98. 

Image: Poetry by Osha Bint Khalifa Al Suwaidi 
at the Women's Museum in Deira. Antonie 
Robertson, The National (July 28, 2018).
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Key players & initiatives
Emirates Literature Foundation 
Established by royal decree in Dubai in 2013, ELF’s 
mission is to “support and nurture a lifelong love for 
literature” nationally across the UAE. ELF pursues 
this goal through varied activities and year-round 
programming: their flagship Emirates Airline Festival of 
Literature, reading campaigns with schools, and curating 
high quality resources for children made available online, 
among other initiatives.

Emirates Publishers Association 
The EPA is a professional association based in Sharjah 
with a UAE-wide remit to support the literary arts 
community, and a member of the Geneva-based 
International Publishers Association (IPA). Under the 
leadership of its visionary and passionate founder and 
former president Sheikha Bodour Bint Sultan Al Qasimi, 
EPA has made enormous strides in boosting the industry 
in critical areas such as improved regulations and the 
professional development of its members. Membership 
has grown from an initial 13 UAE publishers in 2009 to 
over 130 member publishers in 2019.10

UAE Board on Books for Young People 
UAEBBY is the country chapter of the International 
Board on Books for Young People, a Swiss non-profit 
with affiliates in 77 countries committed to “bring books 
and children together.” UAEBBY launched in 2010 to 
promote a strong reading culture among children and 
young people. With a particular focus on enriching 
Arabic children’s literature, the organisation works with 
publishers, authors and illustrators to develop their skills. 
The non-profit also organises the Etisalat Award for 
Arabic Children’s Literature and runs an annual donation 
drive to provide books to disadvantaged children

The Emirates Airline Festival of Literature is Dubai’s 
premier literary festival, run  by the Emirates Literature 
Foundation. Started in 2008, it held its 12th edition in 
February 2020 (prior to the pandemic lockdown) and 
was attended by more than 43,000 visitors. ELF annually 
awards the UAE-wide School Librarian of the Year 
Award, in partnership with the General Secretariat of 
the  Executive Council of Dubai, to celebrate the work 
of the nation’s best school librarians. The 2020 Festival 
awarded seven librarians in UAE public and private 

schools, with winners receiving substantial prizes that 
acknowledged “the pivotal role they play in creating the 
next generation of readers.” The LitFest Writing Prize 
(formerly the Montegrappa), has put nine first-time 
novelists on the road to international publishing success. 

Etisalat Award for Arabic Literature launched in 2009 
and is currently the largest prize for Arab literature, 
granting one million AED annually to the best children’s 
publications in the region. The Award is organised by 
the UAE Board on Books for Young People (UAEBBY) in 
collaboration with Etisalat Group.  

Year of Reading: 2016 was designated the nationwide 
‘Year of Reading’ by H.H. Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid 
Al Maktoum. The initiative “surpassed expectations” 
and was expanded into a regional initiative, garnering 
unprecedented levels of support and engagement 
as evidenced by the Arab Reading Challenge. The 
purpose of the reading marathon was to instil the daily 
habit of reading among Arab nations by attracting the 
participation of more than 3.5 million students, who 
collectively perused over 150 million books. 

‘Read, Dream, Create’ is a campaign by UAEBBY to 
foster interaction between children and books, and to 
develop children’s skills through reading, interpreting 
stories, and turning their ideas into stories. The 
campaign also aims to help better understand the 
needs of the Arab child and thereby identify the issues 
and topics that should be addressed in Arabic children’s 
literature

10.  The National, 2019 
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A closer look:
Emirates Literature Foundation
The Emirates Literature Foundation in 2020 commenced 
a year-long initiative called ‘Reading for Pleasure’ jointly 
with the UAE Ministry of Education, for all students in 
Grades 1-12.  

Over 260,000 students across the UAE were given six 
books to keep for their home library (three in Arabic and 
three in English), and are given opportunities to meet 
their UAE-based authors. The goal: to discover pleasure 
in reading.

Teachers of English and Arabic are equipped with training 
and resource packs, and other subject teachers (drama, 
art, science, history) are also encouraged to stretch the 
project into their classes. To increase engagement on the 
home front, ELF has run webinars for all parents.

ELF also runs the ‘From the Inside Out’ Dubai Prisons 
initiative, providing monthly book clubs and creative 
writing courses for both female and male inmates. A 
book of their essays entitled ‘Tomorrow I Will Fly’ was 
launched at the 2020 Literature Festival; inmates read 
from their work at the prison, while Festival readings 
were led by a panel of writers and police officers involved 
with the project. The book is available in physical and 
e-book formats and has been distributed globally to other 
prisons.  

ELF has introduced multiple initiatives over the years that 
they base on the needs of UAE society: School Librarian 
of the Year Award, The Readers Cup, Poetry for All, the 
Emirates Writing Prize, the Montegrappa Handwriting 
Competition, and Voices of Future Generations writing 
competition (under the auspices of UNESCO). All 
initiatives are implemented in both Arabic and English.

The Foundation has also focused on the 
professionalistion of the literary arts industry nationally. 
Examples include organising translation and publishing 
conferences, creative writing courses, and mentoring 
programmes for Emirati university students to hone their 
writing and illustration skills. Another highlight of this 
support for local talent is ‘Literary Conversations Across 
Borders,’ which raises the profile of Emirati writers on the 
global stage. 

Following the International Literary Festival Directors’ 
Conference during the 2020 Festival, ELF founded the 
Global Association of Literary Festivals to act as a useful 
professional resource for festivals around the world. To 
date, more than 80 international festivals have become 
members.

ELF’s work extends beyond the Dubai and the UAE’s 
borders. The Foundation has published more than 50 
children’s books in Arabic and English for free distribution 
to schools, libraries and refugee camps in countries 
across MENA.

Image: Emirates Airline Festival of Literature 2020. 
Courtesy of Emirates Literature Foundation. 
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11.  Dubai Municipality Website, 2020
  ACGS Group Website, 2020
12.  Gulf News, 2017
13.  British Council UAE, 2020

Setting the stage: Infrastructure 
The network of Dubai Public Libraries has 
expanded with new and attractive additions, 
while electronic libraries are also on the rise. 

PUBLIC LIBRARIES

Libraries have been in Dubai since the 1960s, when the 
first public library was opened in Al Ras. By 2012, Dubai 
Public Libraries (DPL)  expanded to eight locations 
across the emirate. DPL was formerly managed by Dubai 
Municipality and has since moved under Dubai Culture. 
Membership is open to all UAE residents and Gulf 
country citizens, for a small refundable fee. Members can 
access extensive electronic resources such as e-books, 
manuscripts, databases and multimedia.

Al Safa Art & Design Library reopened in 2019 after a 
revamp into a striking contemporary space, as part of a 
plan to refurbish all libraries in the Dubai Public Libraries 
network. Natural light, open layouts, inviting reading 
rooms, workspaces and exhibition facilities are the new 
home of some 4,000 titles with a particular focus on art, 
architecture, and culture.

Opening in 2021 and overlooking the Dubai Creek, 
Mohammed bin Rashid Library presents “a distinctive 
cultural landmark in which education, culture and 
tourism intertwine”. The seven- storey library holds a 
collection of 4 million resources, including some 2 million 
e-books, a 500-seat theatre, and event areas. Shaped 
as an open book, the building’s concept recalls the 
lectern for reading from the Holy Quran, often carried by 
traditional nomadic travellers.11

The Jameel Library is an in-house library located within 
the Jameel Art Centre. It offers a range of bilingual books 
in Arabic and English, plus journals dedicated to cultural 
histories of the UAE and Gulf. Key content specialisms 
include arts education and contemporary discourse and 
theory from and about the region. 

Beach Library is an ‘on-beach’ outpost of DPL dotting 
the Dubai coast at several public beaches. Open 
around the clock, it invites beachgoers to pick up and 
enjoy a book at no charge.12 This is part of the Dubai 
Municipality’s lending library scheme, which offers 
access to books in public spaces in order to reach a larger 
population of readers. 

DIGITAL LIBRARIES

Rufoof is an application-based electronic library that 
includes thousands of Arabic and English titles, some 
requiring subscription and others freely available – 
including through a competitive system of sapphires 
that stimulates the user to read more books. The start-
up is based in Beirut with a regional office in Dubai.

British Council UAE, located in Dubai, launched a Digital 
Library in 2020, free for all UAE residents who sign up. 
Members have access to “world-class resources at 
their fingertips”: eBooks and audiobooks, films and 
documentaries, and magazines and newspapers. 

The Goethe Institut Gulf Region also offers a virtual 
library to all Gulf residents.13

Images: 
Jameel Library at the 

Jameel Arts Centre, Dubai. 
Courtesy of Art Jameel. 

Beach Library, Dubai.  
Courtesy of Dubai Municipality.

Mohammed Bin Rashid Library, Dubai.  
Courtesy of Dubai Municipality.

Al Safa Art and Design Library, Dubai.  
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Courtesy of Dubai Municipality.
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14.  UAE Cabinet, 2016
15.  EPA, 2015

Scaffolding the Industry: Regulation
Dubai has adopted critical legislation on IP 
and publishing standards; a key next step 
will be to strengthen protections for digital 
publishing.

National Reading Law: In 2016, the UAE Government 
issued the National Reading Law, which mandates the 
education sector to reinforce students' reading skills. A 
ten-year strategy sits with the law, together with a AED 
100m fund to support reading activities.14

The UAE’s reading strategy aims to 
encourage 50% of Emirati adults and 
80% of students to read on average 
at least 20 books a year, with half 
read for children by their parents.

Intellectual property rights: The Emirates Publishers 
Association (EPA) strives to improve the publishing 
industry in the UAE through protecting the intellectual 
property rights of publishers, authors and illustrators, 
to help prevent losses from IP infringement. To this end, 
EPA has launched several IP awareness campaigns and is 
working to establish a Reproduction Rights Organization 
(RRO) to help protect the rights of all creators and reduce 
piracy.

Permitting: The National Media Council grants 
permission for setting up a publishing company and 
approves every book title made available in the UAE. 
Founded in 2006, the NMC issues licenses for the 
publication as well as for the import and distribution of 
any published work (book or other any media format) in 
the UAE. In 2020 this entity moved under the Ministry of 
Culture & Youth (MOCY).

Content regulation: The Media Council strongly 
emphasizes its mission to establish a regulatory 
framework for the UAE, in compliance with international 
standards, as well as with freedom of expression, as 
defined by UAE laws. The review of a title by the Media 
Council usually takes only a few days. Rejections, which 
occur in less than five percent of all submissions, are 
usually due to political or religious content in a work.

Publishing Standards: Dubai has adopted three 
international standards in its publishing industry: ONIX, 
the ISBN (International Standard Book Numbers), and 
ISSN (International Standard Serial Number). 

ISBNs: The most famous publishing standard is the 
International Standard Book Numbers, or ISBN, a 
unique 10 or (more recently) 13 digit machine-readable 
number that identifies a specific edition of a printed, 
audio or electronic book. The global use of this 
numbering system has created enormous commercial 
efficiencies for publishers, and a reliable way of 
identifying a particular title. 166 countries are officially 
ISBN members. In the UAE, the Ministry of Culture 
assigns ISBNs. The cost of an ISBN was formerly 200 
AED, with no discounts available for bulk orders, as is 
the common practice in most countries. This practice 
drew criticism from UAE publishers, and in 2018, the 
Ministry announced its decision to waive ISBN fees for 
UAE publishers.15 The move aligns the UAE with other 
progressive countries that have eliminated ISBN fees to 
promote publishing sector development.

Public data: There is no UAE reference of books in print. 
Instead, the list of assigned ISBNs is kept private by the 
MOCY.
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PUBLISHERS 
Hamdan Bin Mohammed eUniversity 
Publishing House (HBMSU)     
is a university press with a mission to create and 
disseminate knowledge and to support learner 
acquisition through high quality publications 
in English and Arabic. It publishes specialised 
scholarship works as well as titles written for non-
academic readers. 

The Dreamwork Collective,
Sail Publishing
are newer boutique publishers in both print 
and digital publishing. The former supports 
talent development through (fee-based) 
training offerings such as online masterclasses, 
coaching, and author book readings for schools. 
Sail Publishing offers digital publishing services 
for independent authors and businesses (self-
publishing) and makes the published eBooks 
available on major platforms such as Kindle, Kobo 
and Apple iBooks.

Writers House  
cooperates with Arab and international publishing 
houses for joint publishing of titles written in 
Arabic.

Medad 
focuses on supporting new writers and female 
writers, particularly in the genres of novels, short 
stories and studies that deal with the UAE. The 
publisher is an outrigger for the distribution of 
books that promote care about national identity in 
the UAE and Gulf region.

Kalimat Group    
started out in in Sharjah in 2007 as a publisher for 
children's books. A decade later, Kalimat added 
four new imprints: Horouf, dedicated to Arabic-
language early learning; Rewayat, focused on 
translated and Arabic literary works for adults; 
Kalimat Quatro, which publishes QUATRO 
works in Arabic; and Comics, making illustrative 
storytelling available to an Arabic audience.
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Securing the future: Education
Reading has recently ramped up in the 
national curriculum, but creative writing 
is underdeveloped. Tertiary degrees 
are also limited, while informal learning 
opportunities are more on offer.

FORMAL EDUCATION 

An outcome of the UAE’s heavy investment in public 
education is the Emirati School Model, currently taught 
at public schools, and its emphasis on critical thinking 
and creativity. Arabic and English are part of core 
academic curriculum across all grades. While in recent 
years reading activity has grown, developing students’ 
creative writing skills has not received the same 
attention. At the tertiary level, few universities in Dubai 
offer degree programmes in literature and creative 
writing. Given this absence of programmes to nurture 
writers, illustrators, editors and literary translators, 
the low levels of literary output in the emirate are 
unsurprising.

By looking at examples of successful writing 
programmes (see Iowa Writers’ Workshop page 121), 
Dubai can better support writer talent.       

INFORMAL LEARNING  

Books: Made in UAE is a joint initiative of UAEBBY 
and Goethe Institut that encourages the creation of 
children’s and young adult books, written and illustrated 
by Emirati writers and illustrators, that reflect the cultural 
values and interests of the UAE’s young people. The 
project seeks to build the capacity and skills of young 
Emirati writers and illustrators, under the guidance of a 
group of renowned authors and illustrators. Past themes 
have been: Children’s picture books, young adult books, 
comics, and Emirati fold tales.

Emirates Literature Foundation offers a six-week digital 
creative writing course in partnership with the University 
of Cambridge.

Jameel Arts Centre offers intermittent learning 
programs in the literary arts. In 2020 the Centre staged 
an ‘uncreative writing workshop’ as part of the 
‘Assembly 2020 Youth Takeover’ public programme, 
delivered by filmmaker and poet Arthur de Oliveira. In the 
session, participants used curatorial prompts written 
by the Jameel Youth Assembly for their Centre-wide 
takeover as the basis for their words; channelling a 
specific artwork of their choice, they then created their 
own piece by redefining the idea of text and poetry. 
 
UAEBBY organises regular learning events for writers, 
illustrators and publishers of children’s books, and 
provides training opportunities to librarians, through 
workshops and talks by local and international experts 
on a range of themes such as: library resources, Arabic 
language, bibliotherapy, dyslexia, among others. 

Warsha Programme: Launched in 2013, Warsha (Arabic 
for ‘workshop’) is an initiative of the Etisalat Award for 
Arabic Children’s Literature that aims to foster talent 
in the Arabic children’s and young adult book industry. 
Through workshops on writing, illustration and book 
production, Warsha seeks to boost the skills of a new 
generation of Arab literary talent.
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Image: Participants at a training workshop conducted by UAEBBY. Courtesy 
UAEBBY.
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  Source: National Arts Council, 2019

Global lessons
Countries around the world recognise the 
value of the literary arts to education, 
entertainment and arts development.  
A society that values books will have  
access to its past, present and its future. 

NURTURING HOMEGROWN WRITERS

Singapore’s Arts Plan (2018-2022) marks literature as 
“an important expression of Singaporean identity.” To 
support the growth of the literary arts in Singapore, the 
government announced the first Literary Arts Plan in 
2010 with an injection of USD 24m. As part of the Arts 
and Culture Strategic Review (ACSR), funding has since 
been geared towards growing Singapore’s literary arts 
scene.
 
Results of this push include:

• The National Art Council (NAC)’s Creation Grant 
scheme has supported Singaporean writers to 
develop new works that have added to the diversity 
of the country’s literature, especially in long-form 
writing such as novels. Creative writing residency 
partnerships between NAC and local organisations 
such as Nanyang Technological University and 
National Parks Board, and foreign residency 
partners like the University of Iowa’s International 
Writing Programme, have increased opportunities 
for writers to develop their creative practice. 
 
 
 

The Singapore Writers Festival became an annual event 
in 2011 and is now a highlight of the Singapore arts 
calendar. Its 2019 edition attracted 25,600 attendees. 

• The 2018 National Reading Habits Study on Adults 
indicated that 70% of Singaporeans read at least 
one book a year, with fiction being the favourite 
genre amongst them with 68% of preferences.16  

• The literary scene has grown: there are now 
more writers; greater volume and diversity in 
literary content; healthy growth in the number of 
intermediaries from English and Chinese literary 
publishers; and new non-profit organisations to 
address issues such as writer development and 
public engagement.

Images: Selected book covers of winners/finalists of the 
Singapore Literature Prize, Singapore Book Council (2020). 
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16. National Library Board, 2018
17. Iowa Writers Workshop, 2020
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CREATIVE WRITING MFA 
Iowa Writers' Workshop       
The Program in Creative Writing at the University 
of Iowa, known informally as the Iowa Writers' 
Workshop, was the first creative writing degree 
program in the United States, founded in 1936. 
Today it remains the country’s most renowned 
writing programme, counting among its graduates 
numerous U.S. Poets Laureate and winners of major 
literary awards, including the Pulitzer Prize and the 
National Book Award.

Every year in the U.S., some 20,000 students enrol 
in Master of Fine Arts (MFA) in Creative Writing 
programmes. Like the original Writers’ Workshop, 
Creative Writing MFAs often use a ‘workshop 
model’ to surround the student with other 
talented aspiring writers and to work with and learn 
from established poets and prose authors. The 
‘explosive’ growth of MFAs — tripling over the past 
two decades — has generated devotees as well as 
detractors of the workshop model.17

Image: Iowa Writer's Workshop, Des Moines Register (April 13, 2016).
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KEY GAPS IDENTIFIED

INFRASTRUCTURE
• Limited access to technical equipment 

REGULATION
• High cost of protection of IP

ENTREPRENEURSHIP
• Limited access to incubators and business support

What will help grow the sector?
Dubai has taken steps to promote the literary arts 
through several key initiatives: promoting literacy 
and readership, expansion of libraries, hosting a 
vibrant literary festival, and offering varied year-round 
programming through a variety of non-profit and 
community-based organisations.  

Notable gaps in the industry’s value chain, however, 
suggest key ways in which the industry can be 
supported to spread its wings. 

Within the publishing industry, imports of titles from 
regional and international publishers dominates the 
market. Meanwhile, Dubai-based publishers struggle 
with a lack of the infrastructure (such as print-on-
demand facilities, large distribution networks) needed 
to achieve high volume publishing, which in turn, limits 
revenues. 

The Emirates Publishers Association’s recent 
recommendation to focus on e-book and audiobook 
segments, in line with trends observed of UAE readers 
increasingly favouring these formats, offers Dubai 
publishers a promising option to strategically bypass 
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traditional print publishing and ‘leapfrog’ to the growing 
and less cost-intensive alternative of digital publishing.  

Self-publishing is seeing meteoric growth in global 
publishing, but top platforms such as Wattpad and Kindle 
Direct Publishing have yet to gain a foothold in Dubai. 
Regulatory issues in the self-publishing space, such as 
content regulation and protection of digital copyright, 
merit greater attention by regulators.

The industry’s value chain begins with literary talent. 
Investing in local talent development is key to boosting 
literary production. The Emirates Literature Foundation 
has spearheaded this effort, providing support for 
writers through year-round   creative writing courses in 
Arabic and English since 2010. The Dubai International 
Writers Centre,  established in 2014, was created to 
provide a hub for the literary community; however it 
could have benefited from greater financial support 
to nurture homegrown literary talent; such a well-
supported community is currently missing in Dubai. 

To help the sector grow, this report offers a number 
of recommendations, including: further supporting 
publishing in digital formats; promoting reading and 
writing with campaigns and educational opportunities; 
as well as strengthening regulations to protect authors. 
The full list of recommendations is found on page 185 in 
chapter 5.

Core cultural industries: Literary arts



124   CREATIVE DUBAI

Core cultural 
industries:
Performing arts

Image: Performance at Dubai Opera, 
Courtesy of Dubai Opera.
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A global view 
'All the world’s a stage’, playwright William Shakespeare 
wrote in As You Like It, and it is fast becoming reality. 
Performing arts have not only surged in popularity in 
global cities including New York and London; they have 
become the cities’ trademark offerings, interwoven 
with their cultural identities and broadcast as their 
international brand.

In cities and elsewhere, the performing arts have come 
to symbolize cultural attainment. Beyond the enjoyment 
of the performances themselves, they bring literature to 
life, grappling with philosophical dilemmas and exploring 
historical subtexts. They can distill literary and musical 
canons into their most lucid parts, transforming life’s 
complexities into memorable songs and soliloquies as an 
audience watches and listens.

The global export of city-branded performing arts 
has become an industry unto itself. ‘Broadway’ and 
‘West End’ casts embark on global tours for 12 months 
or longer, shaping the zeitgeist while creating new 
audiences who seek out future performances locally and 
regionally. At the same time, smaller-scale productions 
introduce audiences to larger international productions.

The performing arts’ embrace of online streaming has 
also made productions of all sizes readily available to 
new audiences. World-renowned venues such as The 
Royal National Theatre in the UK and Lincoln Center in 
New York now host their own livestreams of plays and 
concerts, streamed to theatres and homes around the 
world. Smaller venues have leveraged websites such as 
YouTube, Livestream and Facebook Live to broaden their 
audiences. 

At the artist level, with YouTube now the world’s second-
most visited website after Google, demand for original 
videos has helped lesser-known performing artists, 
producers and directors reach new audiences.

Expanding audiences have also guided the industry 
toward new productions, creating space for 
experimental performances and classic revivals that 
otherwise may have lacked the needed momentum. 

Amidst surging interest, performing arts funding 
globally has dwindled. In the UK alone, publicly funded 
arts investment (e.g., via the Lottery, local and national 
government) has dropped 35% since 2008.1  Countries 
such as Australia, England and Sweden have included 
performing arts in their strategic funding plans whilst 
overall funding has dropped in the last decade, increasing 
reliance on private funding (e.g., box office sales, venue 
hire, food and beverage sales) and philanthropy.

Traditional gender roles and societal conservatism 
have also affected current levels of engagement. 
Women across the globe have historically been able 
to participate in theatre to a lesser degree than men, 
widening an inherent gender gap and class inequality 
within today’s industry: “The world’s main theatre cities 
in the United States, United Kingdom and Australia have 
hundreds of years of theatre history, and women have 
had to overcome cultural and social barriers to earn their 
place in theatre,” says Dubai-based actor Shereen Saif.2 

One of the biggest issues for the performing arts is 
accessing funding for the development and production 
of works. Many individual performers and companies 
rely upon a mixture of grants, philanthropy, ticket sales, 
sponsorship and donations from ‘Arts Councils’ and 
private donors.  These arts and cultural bodies typically 
have strict criteria. Australia, Sweden, England and 
Singapore have government mandates for the support 
of the performing arts (dance, theatre and music) via 
production of an artistic piece, support of performing 
artists and the development of federal government 
policy interference to the arts and culture sector. They 
also have mandates to ensure access to performing 
arts (e.g., education and school programs, supporting 
touring companies, developing performing arts pieces). 

1.   Arts Index UK, 2007-2018
2.  The National, 2016
3.  Eurostat, 2019
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A snapshot of Dubai
Dubai’s performing arts have been  
anchored by Dubai Opera and its growing 
micro-performing arts scene; still greater 
performing arts diversity and support are 
needed.

Despite the Middle East’s long tradition of storytelling, 
the region’s performing arts industry remains relatively 
nascent. Urban centres such as Beirut and Cairo enjoyed 
burgeoning avant-garde theatre and classical music 
scenes in the mid-20th century only to be hindered by 
regional conflict and socio-political unrest. With the 
resulting limited number of regional theatres historically, 
performers have increasingly turned toward traveling 
theatrical troupes4. 

In Dubai, the Performing Arts industry has contributed
AED231.6m in output to the economy in 2019.5 The 
landmark Dubai Opera House has anchored the 
commercial performing arts industry in the city. Global 
and regional offerings (which may otherwise not have 
performed in Dubai due to unsuitable venues) at the 
internationally-recognised venue have attracted 
new audiences from across the UAE, helping Dubai 
Opera become self-sustaining within several years of 
programming.

Dubai Opera has evolved independently of Dubai’s 
grassroots (non-profit) performing arts community, with 
minimal overlap or intersection. The local performing 
arts scene has historically received less funding than 
other areas of the cultural and creative industries (CCI), 
restraining the sector’s organic growth and the public’s 
opportunities to engage with it.

Limited funding has also hindered development of 
youth performing arts and early exposure in formal 
and informal settings. As a result, performing arts 
have been imported in various capacities such as 
visiting performers or international dance schools, 
ultimately reducing opportunities for local students and 
performers to showcase their talents. Added to this, a 
dearth of performance reviews and performing arts-
related publications has subdued public enthusiasm for 
productions worthy of attention.

Even so, the emirate has nurtured its own micro-
performing arts scene. Offerings such as traditional 
Indian dance, traditional Pakistani music, contemporary 
Bollywood dance, village performances and regional pop 
concerts, as well as community theatre venues, can be 
found in nearly every neighbourhood.

Dubai’s range of touristic and entertainment 
opportunities for residents and tourists has made the 
entertainment industry both competitive and seasonal.

Increased performing arts offerings — of every type and 
size — lead to greater participation. Researchers found 
that amongst Dubai expatriates, the longer someone 
had lived in Dubai, the more likely they were to attend a 
theatre or dance performance.6 Similarly, their ethnicity 
(culture), gender and income affected their likelihood of 
attending and participating in live theatre.

Correspondingly, more women have participated in 
all areas of Dubai’s expatriate theatre scene including 
playwriting, acting, and technical production while 
Emirati women have increasingly joined boards 
and assumed senior government positions in arts 
management. Even so, they remain underrepresented 
as performing arts practitioners.7

4. Al Bab Website, 2015
5. Dubai Statistics Center, 2019 
6.  Taylor & Francis Online, 2020
7. The National, 2018
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Setting the stage: Infrastructure 
Government-funded initiatives support a 
diversity of festivals, schools and events, 
in addition to private and non-profit 
programmes.

Government-supported infrastructure has formed the 
backbone of Dubai’s performing arts industry to date, 
while private entities and non-profit organisations 
have provided links to performing arts creators and 
performers. 

• UAE Ministry of Culture and Youth (MOCY) 
provides key services and initiatives that have 
helped expand performing arts across the 
UAE. These include founding the UAE National 
Symphony Orchestra in 2011, now with over 
100 musicians from the UAE and 20 countries; 
providing rental access to theatres and other 
performing arts facilities; and offering funding and 
other performing arts-related programs.  
 
NSO Music Agency handles requests for musicians 
and performances through its subsidiary groups 
including NSO Symphonic Brass, the NSO Big 
Band, the NSO String Quartet, the NSO Jazz 
Ensemble, the NSO Three Tenors and the 
NSO Three Sopranos. The National Symphony 
Orchestra whilst Abu Dhabi based, plays across the 
UAE.   

• Dubai Culture and Arts Authority leads 
programming initiatives across the sector. 
Launched in 2019, its Advisory Committee for 
the Performing Arts advances performing arts 
partnerships while mapping the next decade of 
performing arts in Dubai. 
 
Its thematic programming such as ‘The National 
Anthem of the United Arab Emirates,’ provides 
training workshops in string, wood, and oriental 
instruments; Emirati and Arab singing; and 
workshops that look at the connection between 
music and mental health.

• Dubai Tourism promotes cultural events, also 
offering an events calendar for tourists and 
residents alike. The organisation also issues events 
permits required for artistic performances. 

Dubai’s existing infrastructure is geared toward 
larger enterprises; support and facilities for smaller 
performance groups — amateur and professional 
alike — remain limited. Private theatres and education 
centres help fill this gap, providing a diverse array of 
performances for local audiences and performance 
opportunities for local, regional and international artists:

• The Yard is a 1,400 sq. meter outdoor multi-
purpose event space in Al Quoz that hosts 
community gatherings including concerts, 
screenings, yoga sessions and private events. 

• Founded by Padraig Downey in 2011, Danu Theatre 
has produced sell-out international plays at various 
venues. Featured productions include the works of 
Irish and Arab playwrights as well as a multinational 
cast and crew. 

• Founded in 2007 by Shelley Frost, The Fridge is 
a talent and live entertainment agency which 
also manages a 2,000 square-foot event space 
in Alserkal Avenue. The agency’s orchestra, the 
Arabian Philharmonic, which features musicians 
from around the world, has accompanied Andrea 
Bocelli at the Dubai Opera. 

• Culture Emulsion French Theatre is the first 
French-speaking drama school in the Middle East, 
offering theatre productions for children age 6 and 
older. 

• Theatre at QE2 is a 515-seat theatre aboard the 
Queen Elizabeth II ship in Mina Rashid.  
 

• Warehouse Four in Al Quoz is an event venue that 
regularly hosts theatre-specific events. 
 
Sima Performing Arts 
Warehouse studio and performance space 
founded in 2003 that designs and stages theatrical 
productions and provides theatre training for 
partners. 
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• The Courtyard Playhouse  
Opened in 2013 and was the first dedicated 
improvisation (improv) theatre and KHDA-licensed 
training centre in UAE. 

• The Junction 
Built in 2015 in Al Serkal, The Junction is a 
performing arts space with a focus on developing 
local talent.  
 

• Theatre of Digital Art 
A repurposed Madinat Theatre Dubai in Souk 
Madinat Jumeirah, Theatre of Digital Art offers a 
multimedia performance hub. 

New performance groups and shows have expanded the 
landscape:

• Firdaus Women’s Orchestra is debuting at Dubai 
Expo 2020. This 50 member women’s orchestra 
will include musicians from across the UAE and 
wider MENA region. 

• La Perle is a residential show at Al Habtoor City, 
modeled on residential shows such as Cirque du 
Soleil. Founded in 2017, it is a performing arts 
fixture in Dubai popular with tourists, amassing a 
4.5-star average review on TripAdvisor.

Diverse performing arts groups cater to Dubai's 
different audiences, offering everything from acrobatic 
performance to amateur Bollywood dance to classical 
symphony and ballet.

Core cultural industries: Performing arts

Image: Performance at La Perle, Dubai. Courtesy of La Perle.
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Professional associations within performing arts are a 
critical aspect of infrastructure, providing networking 
opportunities, access to performance troupes and 
musical groups and community support.

Professional Musicians of the UAE
This Facebook group has served as a de facto coalition of 
musicians sharing information and knowledge. 

International Festivals and Events Association Middle 
East, North Africa, Southern Asia (IFEA MENASA)
IFEA provides event producers access to professional 
resources and networks that they have identified.
 

ArtsNet UAE   
The web-based non-profit ArtsNet provides a 
collaborative platform for artistic endeavors in the 
performing and visual arts.
 
International Live Events Association: Middle East 
Chapter 
ILEA, is a global non-profit community of creative event 
professionals whose skills and expertise power some of 
the most recognised and respected live events around 
the world. ILEA provides education and collaborative 
networking opportunities that achieve creative event 
experiences.  

Image: Cast of A Doll's House.  
Courtesy of Danu Theatre Dubai.  
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Image: Performance held at Al Quoz Arts Fest,  2018. 
Courtesy of Alserkal Avenue.
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Performing arts festivals and events   
Dubai’s range of festivals and events from November 
to April has made performing arts more visible and 
accessible, with free events and ticketed events at all price 
points, while event calendars such as Time Out Dubai, 
Platinum List, VisitDubai and Dubai Calendar have helped 
publicize productions of all budget sizes:

Dubai Festival for Youth Theatre launched in 2006, the 
annual festival provides a platform for rising talent from 
across the region, with an emphasis on classical Arabic 
performance. In past years the festival has included a 
variety of performances including poetry slams. 2020 saw 
the festival move to the Dubai Culture You tube channel as 
a response to COVID 

Dubai Dance Festival first launched in 2010 and has 
attracted dance companies, dance academies, youth 
orchestras, bands and musical ensembles from around the 
world, providing greater access to dance education in the 
region.

Al Quoz Arts Fest, an annual celebration of art and culture 
including exhibitions, art installations, talks, workshops, 
performances and music held since 2012 in Al Quoz, 
attracted 38,000 people to its 2020 event.

Short+Sweet Theatre Festival is an Australian theatre, 
dance, cabaret and song event now in its tenth-year in 
Dubai, offering 10-minute performances for seven weeks 
per year. 

From Home to Stage: Dubai Opera created a virtual 
talent competition for singers, musicians and stand-up 
comedians aged 12 and over, with the selected winner 
performing an opening act for an upcoming performance.

Masterpieces Initiative: The Journey to Talent Discovery 
in music and theatre is organised by the Ministry of 
Education and further develops students’ performing arts 
abilities through professional training. The program has led 
to the creation of school orchestra and theatre teams in 
addition to visual arts and heritage teams which represent 
UAE at national and international events.

RedFest DXB and Sole DXB are music festivals that feature 
focus on hip-hop and street wear’s connection while 
increasing visibility of local hip hop artists with regular slots 
available for new and local talent. 

Emirates Airline Dubai Jazz Festival: Established in 2003, 
the three-day jazz festival features international and 
regional jazz musicians.

Live music events: Select bars and restaurants including 
Pizza Express Jazz and Pizza Express Band Night offer 
regular live performances. 

Music Hall a club-theatre at the Jumeirah Zabeel Saray 
on the Palm Jumeirah Island. Created in Beirut in 2003 
by Elefteriades Productions, Music Hall offers distinctive 
short, back-to-back live international musical acts. 

Battle of the Bands: Live performances at McGettigan's 
and Red Hot & Chillis Battle of the Bands playing against 
one another. 
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Dubai Opera 

Launched in 2016, Dubai Opera has become an anchor 
for Dubai’s performing arts scene. Located in Downtown 
Dubai’s Opera District, the $330 million, 60,000 square 
metre building resembles an Emirati dhow. It offers 
performance space flexibility and converts into three 
performance modes: theatre, concert hall, and ‘flat floor’ 
mode becoming a banquet or event hall.

Owned and developed by Emaar, Dubai Opera has 
become financially self-sustaining with multiple revenue 
streams including ticket sales, food and beverage sales, 
venue rental, sponsorships and corporate partners. As a 
multi-disciplinary space, it hosts a range of performing 
arts including music, theatre and dance. 

Its most successful and longest running shows include 
Les Misérables, Mary Poppins and Phantom of the Opera, 
each having 3-4 week runs, with audiences up to 1,900 
people. Founding CEO Jasper Hope notes that classical 
music and opera rarely draws large crowds and that 
many opera venues worldwide have had to broaden their 
appeal.

Dubai Opera also partners with leading local theatre 
and dance troupes. A production of Evita staged in 
2018 is an example of Dubai-based local performers 
supporting an international cast. Its partnership with 
Nord Anglia School has enabled 700 students to attend 
40+ rehearsals, master classes, performances of Evita, 
and other Dubai Opera related activities. Backed by 
Julliard, the collaboration was woven into the school’s 
arts curriculum.

The Dubai Opera curates its offerings through advance 
performer bookings for international productions, 
rock and pop calendars and one-night performances 
showcasing local and regional talent. With a year-round 
calendar, Dubai Opera has grown from 50 events 
featuring 2,000 artists in its first year to an average of 
200 performances annually. 

Image:  Performance at Dubai Opera, Dubai.  
Courtesy of Dubai Opera. 
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Securing the future: Education
Government-led performing arts education 
has not kept pace with a steady rise in private 
performing arts education offerings. 

The UAE’s rapid increase in private education driven by 
investment and growing expatriate student populations 
has had a ripple effect on performing arts education. 
Private extra-curricular programs including access 
to international music, dance and theatre standard 
examinations have surged.8

Even so, adoption of performing arts education within 
government schools and universities has been relatively 
slow. UAE Ministry of Education (MOE)  has adapted 
primary school curricula to include further music 
education following findings that UAE students’ musical 
acuity lags behind other regions. 20% of students in 
the UAE on average play a musical instrument at least 
three times weekly, versus 34% in the UK. Curricula at 
government schools remain STEM focused, often leading 
students toward tertiary programmes or technical schools 
focused on employment.9

Prioritisation of the arts within the UAE national 
development strategy could help increase adoption and 
participation in the coming years.10

MOE and KHDA certify education institutions offering 
performing arts programmes.

University performing arts programs in the UAE remain 
nascent, with only some universities (often internationally-
affiliated) offering degrees or certifications:

• The American University of Sharjah offers 
undergraduate minors in Music and Theater 
and coursework in singing, piano, choir, Arabic 
music, acting, costume and scenic design, stage 
management, and playwriting. 

• NYU Abu Dhabi (NYUAD) offers an undergraduate 
Theater major built upon practice-based classes, 
seminars, apprenticeships with professional 
companies in residence and student collaboration 
on faculty research projects.  

Paris-Sorbonne University Abu Dhabi offers a 
two-year Master’s degree in Performing Arts 
Management.  

• Sharjah Performing Arts Academy (SPAA) offers 
undergraduate degrees in Acting, Production Arts 
and Musical Theatre.

Select private schools offer internationally-recognised 
performing arts curricula. Kent College in Dubai began 
offering Pearson Business and Technology Education 
Council (BTEC) International Certificate in Performing Arts 
qualifications in 2020.

Most International Baccalaureate (IB) schools in Dubai 
increasingly offer Music and Theatre Arts as subject 
choices for the Diploma Program whilst British schools 
offer A Level Art, Drama and Music.

Although many theatre and performance spaces rely upon 
volunteer and amateur contributions, there are limited 
opportunities for engagement and or informal learning.

Non-profit music education programs such as the Centre 
for Musical Arts (CMA) which opened in 2006, have stayed 
aloft, typically offering private lessons, classes, concerts, 
recitals and workshops.
 
Art For All 
Founded in 2002, the educational theatre agency in the Mall 
of Emirates provides workshops and activities for students 
to broaden their social awareness beyond the boundaries 
of school and mainstream entertainment through 
children’s theatre education. The center hosts theatre 
productions and partners with schools across the region.
 
Centre for Musical Arts (CMA)
Launched in 2006, CMA offers private lessons, classes, 
concerts, recitals and workshops.

A patchwork of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) 
bolster Dubai’s performing arts sector, providing training 
(e.g., dance, theatre, music), performance spaces and 
private tutors. Many rely on volunteer performers and 
organisers:

• Online musical showcases such as Jaddaf Aloud 
Online, a virtual program featuring the work of 
established and emerging musicians and composers 
from the UAE.

8.  PWC, 2019
9.  WENR, 2019
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The majority of the dance and theatre schools cater 
to 4– 18 year olds, offering a range of after school 
programmes, support for in-school curricula and 
international board exams in music and dance. 

Adults can attend a variety of paid dance and theatre 
workshops, typically targeted at an amateur or volunteer 
participant. 

Image: Performance at Cultural and Scientific Association Centre in Dubai, The National (January 09, 2019).
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11.  Tellereport

Entrepreneurship & innovation  
The performing arts’ openness to digitisation (and even 
more so in light of Covid-19), has enabled innovation 
such as streaming performances across time zones and 
countries, interacting with avatars and artificial reality 
creating performances in real time, as well as using digital 
media to produce new and varied collaborations. 

Theatre Art Innovation Lab at the Al Safa Art & Design 
Library, organised by Dubai Culture and Arts Authority, 
provides facilitated workshops and knowledge exchanges 
among performing arts experts to ‘identify the gaps in the 
theatre and the areas of imbalance’.11

Measuring industry success
Measurements used to assess the health of the 
performing arts sector can include social and cultural 
success, profitability and economic multipliers, 
employment data and audience attendance (e.g., 
ticket sales, seats occupied, audience estimates). 

In Australia and the UK, independent industry-led 
bodies collect performing arts data to advise the 
government on performing arts policy including 
funding, education and employment, develop codes 
of industry best practice and support the performing 
arts community. 

As representatives of members organisations, these 
bodies have access to a range of data and typically 
collect for reporting:

• audience attendance which when considered 
in terms of theatre capacity and ticket pricing, 
gives an accurate measure of success of the 
production, 

• engagement of the audience as measured by 
theatre capacity  

• revenue as a measure of profitability 

• ticket price which can be used as an indicator 
of the health of the sector and as an economic 
indicator in terms of individual discretionary 
spending. 

By using standard industry measures, representative 
bodies can make data comparisons based on like for 
like. 
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Funding
Limited funding opportunities especially for 
youth performing arts hinder expansion and 
diversification of Dubai’s performing arts 
scene.

Dubai’s individual funding opportunities for the 
performing arts are limited. Theatre and performance 
groups, which often rely on patronage and investment 
to operate long-term, are small in number as a result. 
Opportunities for independent artists such as artist 
residencies and crowdfunded subscription platforms 
(such as Patreon) are not commonplace.

Other areas of the performing arts rely on government 
grants such as MOCY’s small grants for performing 
artists, private arts foundations including The Arab 
Fund for Arts and Culture (AFAC), a Beirut based non-
governmental organisation. In Dubai the focus of the 
private foundations appears to be on the visual arts. 

Regulation
Inconsistent protection of artist’s rights and 
a rigid permit system limit opportunities 
especially for younger, emerging 
performers. 

• Dubai Tourism requires all venues and organisers 
producing entertainment, sport, charity, religious 
or business events to apply for a paid permit for 
every performance, regardless of level or type 
of performance. Similarly, schools and informal 
youth performing arts groups must seek a permit. 
This policy has deterred performances, creating 
a bottleneck effect for smaller performing arts 
organisations and performers while limiting their 
ability to hold impromptu events.

• Copyrights and Neighbouring Rights Act 
regulates usage rights of compositions, permitting 
only the author and successors of a composition 
to grant a license for their work to be performed in 
public, which is consistent across Gulf Cooperation 
Council states. Composers/lyricists and 
musicians/performers (or another owner of the 
recording) share equal copyright for any piece and 
must approve any public performance.  

• To date, UAE has not licensed any copyright 
collection societies, also preventing the collection 
of monies from performances abroad. As a result, 
musical licensing in the UAE has remained difficult, 
with periodic appeals put forward by European 
collective rights management agencies. 

• UAE copyright laws have also restricted the 
performance and distribution of recordings by UAE 
musicians beyond the Gulf Cooperation Council, 
contributing to a cycle of reduced exposure and 
demand. 
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Global Lesson

Singapore:  
a model for popularising the arts

As part of a 2010 review of Arts and Culture, Singapore 
recognised the role of arts and culture in nation-building 
and economic growth. However, it also recognised that as 
nations grow so do residents’ needs. Singapore surveyed 
new Singaporean residents on how arts and culture built 
community, strengthened cultural ties and created a 
cultural dialogue amongst new Singaporean residents, 
whilst increasing tourism.

Since then, engagement has only grown:

 

Engagement was at an all-time high other than 2015, 
Singapore’s jubilee year, with heritage and literary arts 
driving greater engagement. 

The Vision for 2025 includes encouraging Singaporeans 
to actively engage in arts and cultural activities as part of 
their everyday lives, and develop a lifelong interest while 
preserving its shared heritage and collective memory.

The specific aims of the Singapore Arts Plan 2022 are: 

• To create a nation of cultured and gracious people 

• Be at home with our heritage and proud of our 
Singaporean identity 

• Spread culture throughout all levels of Singapore 
society

The Singaporean government has set specific targets for 
2025:

• Increasing the percentage of Singaporeans who 
attend at least one arts and culture event each year 
from 40% to 80% (which they are close to achieving) 

• Increase the percentage of Singaporeans actively 
participating in arts and culture activities from 20% 
to 50%.

They plan to achieve these targets by reaching new 
audiences through annual arts and culture days, 
providing public space for exhibitions and performances, 
supporting and mentoring community based and 
professional arts schools and groups, and developing 
“champions“ of art and culture and supporting individually 
initiated projects.

Dubai’s focus on developing the cultural sector is not 
unlike Singapore’s, as both governments recognised 
the value of arts and culture to the community. The 
embedding of arts and culture into development plans 
creates a sense of their importance for social and 
economic development. 

69%
SINGAPOREANS 
ATTENDED ARTS 

RELATED EVENTS IN 
2019

76%
SINGAPOREANS USED 

DIGITAL MEDIA TO  
ACCESS AND ENGAGE  

WITH THE ARTS

80%
RESPONDENTS 

EXPRESSED A SENSE OF 
PRIDE IN THE ARTS



 139CREATIVE DUBAI

Core cultural industries: Performing Arts

SPOTLIGHT
Theatre advocacy groups in the 
UK 
Advocacy groups play a crucial role in the 
performing arts, taking shape in different 
forms depending on the country. Two bodies 
work together to represent theatre nationally 
in the UK:

UK Theatre is the UK’s leading theatre and 
performing arts membership organisation 
with a vision to see a well-connected and 
well-supported theatre sector recognised 
as being at the heart of UK life, with thriving 
organisations, the world’s greatest creative 

and managerial talent and ever larger and 
more diverse audiences.

In London, the Society of London Theatre 
(SOLT) represents members by championing 
theatre in every aspect, researching and 
collecting relevant data, strengthening and 
connecting the theatre community, providing 
advice on legal, general and employment 
relations matters, providing a range of 
commercial services to benefit members.
2018 data show a combined audience of over 
34m and ticket revenue of nearly £1.28bn, 
from a total of 62,945 performances over the 
course of the year in the West End and across 
the UK.
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KEY GAPS IDENTIFIED

EDUCATION
•  Limited formal education opportunities (schools, vocational and higher education) 

• Limited number of informal learning opportunities for amateur, aspiring and emerging artists (acting, 
writing, costuming, scenography)

FUNDING
• Limited funding for  creative development and production

• Limited number of grants offered for performing artists 

HIGH COMPETITION FOR ENTERTAINMENT SPEND
• Competition for entertainment spend

What will help grow the sector?
The performing arts are complex 
undertakings. They depend on a 
supportive system that fosters talent
and facilitates performances. 

However, Dubai’s lack of associations or industry groups 
bringing together performing arts stakeholders has 
restricted this natural — and vital — evolution within the 
performing arts sector of greater formal and informal 
educational opportunities. 

The sector’s ability to function also depends on 
audiences’ and performers’ ease of access to 
performances. The current permitting requirements, 

Core cultural industries: Performing arts
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however, have acted as a barrier to the showcasing of new 
and emerging talent. Without a supportive system that 
prepares and elevates emerging talent, talent is more likely 
to switch professions altogether, ultimately robbing the 
performing arts sector of its potential. 

In our survey, one practitioner summarised the limiting 
effects of cost and inconvenience of the current 
permitting process for independent productions as key 
obstable to staging community performances.

To help the sector grow, this report offers a number 
of recommendations, including: nurturing local talent 
through new education, training and professional 
opportunities; further strengthen institutional support for 
professionals in the sector; as wells as increasing access to 
performances. The full list of recommendations is found 
on page 187 in chapter 5.

Core cultural industries: Performing arts
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Image: Movie poster for The Shadow (2019). 
Courtesy of Nayla Al Khaja.
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A global view 
The film industry is more diverse and multi-dimensional 
than ever before. A series of pinpointed changes over 
time have had a ripple effect, widening the concept 
of a global film industry and redefining who can be 
considered a filmmaker and where films can be made.

In the last decade, the world has witnessed a surge 
in film output from the Global South. Bollywood has 
eclipsed Hollywood in its number of films released while 
China and South Korea’s film industries have expanded 
swiftly, generating major film industries that have 
captured the global industry’s attention. In 2018 alone, 
China produced 1,000 films and South Korea produced 
over 450.1 

Although India sells the largest volume of cinema tickets, 
the US has continued to capture the highest box office 
sales globally. In 2019, the ‘Big Six’ major film studios in 
North America, namely Warner Bros, Paramount, 20th 
Century Fox, Universal, Disney and Sony/Columbia, 
accounted for the vast majority of all earnings at the 
box office in North America, with Disney and Fox alone 
capturing 40% of sales.2

Global studios have captured a much greater share 
of the global revenue, thanks to their large-scale 
production capabilities and marketing budgets. Well-
placed and well-funded publicity has helped major film 
productions gain early momentum, attracting large 
crowds and gaining more screen time at cinemas in the 
process. 

While overall cinema ticket sales have decreased in 
the last few years, the film festival market continues 
to thrive. By 2019, there were over 3,000 film festivals 
worldwide – including 75% established in the past ten 
years.3 Given the rise of online distribution, online film 
festivals have also played an important role in increasing 
access to diverse film offerings from around the world. 

Meanwhile, independent cinema has seen exponential 
growth, following the launch of a series of funds 
and financial incentives that prioritise local film 
industries. For example, Creative Europe, the European 
Commission’s programme framework to support the 

culture and audiovisual sectors, has a EUR 1.46 billion 
budget to help fund film, television and digital media 
industries.

Technological advancements in the last 25 years have 
given rise to a new cadre of filmmakers, production 
houses and audiences. From feature film special 
effects and home video making in the 1980s and 90s to 
short film series made on mobile phones immediately 
distributed to millions of viewers today, the film industry 
has become inseparable from its underlying technology.

Meanwhile, innovative distribution methods have 
expanded access to films, initially through rentals 
followed by online streaming and downloads through 
platforms such as Netflix, allowing regional film 
industries to reach even wider audiences through the 
click of a button. 

Film festivals and industry awards have also become 
critically weighted in determining which films receive 
distribution and where. 

Much of the film industry’s success and survival today 
depends on technology while simultaneously inspiring  
the future of filmmaking, from new storytelling platforms 
to augmented reality interactive films.

A regional view 
The UAE has long been a filming destination though its 
standalone film industry remains nascent, in contrast to 
more established film industries in the region. 

The Middle East’s struggle with its portrayal in films has 
inspired regional filmmakers to create original content 
and storytelling with more accurate depictions. Rawiyat, 
a collective of nine women filmmakers from the MENA 
region, has been a model in creating space for support 
and solidarity to shape a more sustainable film industry.
The three biggest cinema markets in the MENA region 
are the UAE, Egypt and Lebanon. On average, box office 
revenue in the MENA region exceeded USD 500 million 
(AED 1.83 billion) in 2017.4 A recent report by PWC 
suggests that the projected revenue in the region is 
expected to reach USD 1bn by 2024.5

1.  World Economic Forum, 2020
2.  Statista, 2014
3.  Film Daily, 2019
4.  UK Film Council, 2004
5. PWC, 2021
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Image: A screening at The Yard, Dubai.  
Courtesy of AlSerkal Avenue.
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In the next three years, the number of cinemas in the 
region is expected to grow by 35%, which will lead 
to opening new windows for investors and cinema 
operators.6  The UAE and Saudi Arabia are set to stand 
 in the world’s top 10 leading cinema markets by 2030. 

The industry’s rapid growth has triggered greater 
demand for filming facilities. Launched in 2005, Dubai 
Studio City (DSC) has assisted 2,000+ media-related 
companies with film studios and post-production 
facilities and TECOM’s Media Cluster has contributed 
essential infrastructure for supporting the local talent 
pool and attracting investment.

Since then, Dubai’s media production has surged, thanks 
to targeted efforts by private and public entities. The 
number of approved production applications for TV 
programmes jumped from 53 in 2006 to 353 in 2012, 
a 566% percent increase.7

Core cultural industries: Film

6.  TGigital Studio ME, 2018
7.  Youssef, J., & Piane, K., 2013

Image: Dubai Studio City. Courtesy of TECOM Group.
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Dubai’s flourishing filming production scene dovetailed 
with the launch of several film festivals that have achieved 
international acclaim. In 2009, the UAE celebrated the 
second edition of the Gulf Film Festival, the third edition 
of the Abu Dhabi Film Festival and the sixth edition of 
the Dubai International Film Festival, which premiered a 
blockbuster Emirati-made movie for the first time. 

Dubai International Film Festival (DIFF) ran from 2004 – 
2018 showing 118 international feature films, shorts and 
documentaries as well as 55 international premieres, all the 
while championing Arab cinema. By 2018, DIFF screened 
+2000 films including 500 films from the Arab world.

Overall, the Audiovisual and Interactive Media industry in
Dubai has contributed nearly AED 10.5bn in output to the
economy.8

The commercial successes of Dubai’s broader film 
industry, however, have not translated into a competitive 
environment for non-commercial films. Independent 
cinema houses, such as Cinema Akil, have provided  
essential screening opportunities to independent 
filmmakers however only a handful currently exist, and 
infrastructure for smaller filmmakers is insufficient. 

Dubai’s film industry is well positioned: A shared language 
provides the potential for a sizable commercial footprint, 
capturing audiences in the UAE and beyond. To harness 
it, however, will require additional film-related educational 
opportunities and further investment in infrastructure 
in support of independent filmmakers, smaller studios 
and indie cinemas -- all essential parts of a regional film 
industry’s foundation. 

8.  Dubai Statistics Center, 2019
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Setting the stage: Infrastructure 
Dubai’s government oversees multiple aspects of 
Dubai’s film industry through various programmes:

• Established in 2012, Dubai  Film and TV 
Commission (DFTC) assists productions in Dubai 
by serving producers, crews and filmmakers by 
authorizing permits for TV, film and commercials 
in Dubai. The Commission also endeavors to 
incentivise local production and attract high-
caliber international and regional talent to  the 
city. DFTC’s Location Approval Services (LAS) 
office issues filming permits for both public and 
private property. The Commission works with 
other government and private entities such as the 
General Directorate of Residency and Foreigners 
Affairs and location owners to obtain all necessary 
approvals before issuing permits. To date, LAS 
has facilitated 6,000 filming applications. DFTC 
provides financial incentives on a case-by-case 
basis to defray filming costs in Dubai.

 
• Dubai Culture and Arts Authority announced in 

2020 a short filmmaking competition titled ‘Dubai 
Creativity Short Films Industry’, for cinematic art 
and storytelling creatives 15 or older. The 2020 
winners from Saudi Arabia, Sudan and the UAE 
had the chance  to work an exclusive promotional 
campaign. Emirati winner Iman Faraj Mubarak 
Derika won for her film Happened in 2020 which 
looks at how life has changed since the start of the 
pandemic.9

“Our media community was 
established to play a pivotal role  
in driving Dubai’s vision to become  
a global production, broadcasting 
and entertainment hub.”
Majed Al Suwaidi, Managing  
Director of DMC, DCS, DPC 

DUBAI MEDIA CLUSTER

In a bid to encourage small and large businesses, 
promote locally-generated media content, and shape 
a community of freelancers, Dubai has established a 
comprehensive Free Zone media cluster regulated by 
Dubai Development Authority (DDA). Offering state-of-
the-art infrastructure and facilities to 3,000 companies 
and 34,000 workers, the cluster comprises:

Dubai Media City (DMC) was built in 2000 and is home 
to major media organisations including CNN, Thomson 
Reuters, MBC and Al Arabiya. DMC also hosts start-ups 
and supports efforts to augment Dubai’s media and 
content industry. 

Dubai Studio City (DSC) is the region’s leading media, 
entertainment and broadcasting hub, boasting world-
class production and post-production facilities, the 
biggest sound stages in MENA, and boutique studios. 
With its unmatched infrastructure, DSC has collaborated 
on international blockbusters such as Star Trek 
Beyond and Mission Impossible, as well as popular TV 
productions including Master Chef Arabia and The Cube. 

9. Emirates News Agency, 2020
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EMIRATI TV SHOW

Justice: Qalb Al Adala    
The Emirati TV Show Justice: Qalb Al Adala, began streaming on Netflix globally in 2019. 
The 18-episode Arabic drama was created by Oscar nominee Walter Parkes and William 
Finkelstein and produced by Image Nation Abu Dhabi and Beelink Productions. It follows 
a young passionate lawyer, Farah, who returns to the UAE after graduating with a law 
degree from the United States. The series, produced in partnership with the Abu Dhabi 
Judicial Department, helped inform its audience on the UAE and U.S. legal systems, as 
the series had access to actual local cases.

Dubai Production City (DPC) is a hub for media 
production, printing, publishing and packaging, and offers 
smart infrastructure, commercial offices and flexible 
warehouse spaces. Launched in 2003, DPC plays a central 
role in developing Dubai’s publishing, and packaging 
industries. 

Beyond serving as a destination for film and TV 
production, DSC has staged major events including 
On.DXB, a three-day film, game, video and music 
festival. In 2018, DSC launched CineMENA, a platform 
to help content creators build their skills through events, 
workshops, masterclasses and training sessions headlined 
by industry influencers, actors and filmmakers. 

Image: Scene from Justice: Qalb Al Adala, a UAE-made legal drama available on Netflix. The National (December 20, 2018).
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“In one of the most diverse 
cities in the world, there is an
unrepresented diversity of voices, 
languages and perspectives in 
film every year that goes 
neglected by the conventional 
multiplex theatrical distribution 
model that we focus on by building 
a community space dedicated to 
conversation around the world 
of cinema.” - Butheina Kazim, 
Founder of Cinema Akil

Image: Cinema Akil x SoleDXB 2019, Dubai.  

Courtesy of Cinema Akil.

FESTIVALS

With the departure of all three major film festivals 
in the UAE (Abu Dhabi International Film Festival, 
Dubai International Film Festival and the Gulf Film 
Festival), there is a notable need to create community 
spaces focused on representing regional and year-
round international film programming outside of the 
commercial realm of Hollywood and Bollywood has 
grown.

Core cultural industries: Film
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ARTHOUSE CINEMA
Cinema Akil
Cinema Akil is the first and only arthouse cinema in the 
Gulf region, screening contemporary regional cinema, 
international experimental and independent films, 
timeless classics and cult favorites. 

Cinema Akil runs a wide spectrum of film programmes 
including film series, festivals and pop-up screenings in 
different venues in the UAE, alongside talks, workshops, 
lectures, cine-concerts, masterclasses and virtual 
screenings. The arthouse also holds ancillary activities 
such as poetry workshops, live music performances and 
local community artisanal markets. 

Specialized festivals catering for UAE-based diaspora 
communities, such as Reel Palestine, FrancoFilm: Cinema 
Africa, Korean Film Nights and Romanian Film Nights, 
as well as exclusive film releases (Hirokazu Kore-Eda’s 
Shoplifters, RBG, Diego Maradona) have met with high 
success. 

UAE AND GULF FILM

Cinema Akil is one of the very few spaces dedicated to 
screening UAE and Gulf short and features films. Their 
programming has included the exclusive release of 
artist-poet-filmmaker Nujoom Al Ghanem’s Sharp Tools, 
Abdulla Al Kaabi’s Only Men Go to the Grave and several 
shorts programs including UAE Shorts by filmmakers like 
Nayla Al Khaja, Khalid Al Mahmood, Manal Ben Amro and 
Saudi Shorts aka Telfaz11’s Six Windows in the Desert 
(programmed ahead of the lifting of the Saudi ban on 
cinemas) by filmmakers such as Ali Kalthami, Meshaal Al 
Jaser and Faris Godus.  

Initially conceived as a nomadic cinema, Akil’s space at 
Alserkal Avenue allows diaspora, UAE-based, and regional 
filmmakers to meet and come “home” to a place where 
public engagement and outreach efforts are necessary 
and crucial to building a regional film community. 
Examples of this are Capernaum with the Lebanese 
community in the UAE, You Will Die at Twenty with the 
Sudanese community and Cold War with the Polish 
community.

Cinema Akil has also run special interest film festivals 
and weeks including the female-focused Fierce 1 & 2, a 

Dance Film Festival, a Studio Ghibli retrospective, a series 
on hip hop in collaboration with Sole DXB, Determined! A 
disabilities film series and even a Cat Film Weekend. 

   

Cinema Akil’s future plans include a Latin-American film 
program, a week-long focus on regional Arab films, an 
environmentally-focused film programme as well as a 
dedicated festival for younger audiences.
 

“Our philosophy is that for every 
event or space, there is a unique 
cinema experience and programme 
to go hand in hand with it to bring 
to life its objectives.”  
- Butheina Kazim

Cinema Akil is a member of the Network of Arab 
Alternative Screens (NAAS), the International 
Confederation of Arthouse Cinemas (CICAE), and 
Arthouse Convergence. Cinema Akil’s Butheina Kazim 
was selected as one of Screen International Future 
Leaders 2019: Programmers and Curators at the  
Cannes Film Festival in 2019.
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CINEMA AKIL 2018-2020
 

SCREENED 

1,508 FILMS 
TOTAL ADMISSIONS SINCE SEPT 2018

42,000
 
FILM WEEKS / FESTIVALS / RETROSPECTIVES:          18
CINECONCERTS:             3 
SPECIAL EVENTS:            17 
GUEST SPEAKERS:             50
CINEMA AKIL POP UP PROGRAMS  
ACROSS UAE SINCE 2014:            82

 
IN 2020, DESPITE A 3-MONTH 

SHUTTERING CINEMA AKIL SCREENED 

70 FILMS
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Securing the future: Education 
Despite an abundance of regional talent and the 
advantage of a single language, Dubai’s own film 
industry has been hampered by few formal or informal 
educational and training opportunities.

FORMAL EDUCATION 

Educational institutions in Dubai with film and audio-
visual programs include: 

• SAE Institute Dubai (Australia):  
Bachelor of Arts in Film  

• Middlesex University Dubai (United Kingdom): 
Bachelor of Arts in Film  

• Amity University Dubai (India):  
Bachelor of Arts in Film and Television Production 

• American University of Dubai (UAE):  
Bachelor of Communication &  Information Studies 

Established in 1976, SAE provides film and media 
courses across 47 campuses in 23 countries. Located 
in Dubai Knowledge Park, the institute helps students 
launch their careers by providing training courses in 
animation and film, including stop motion, cinema 
4D, film masterclasses, film making, video editing and 
photography. 

According to higher education data resources, 
student enrolment in media and design programmes 
has increased over the past three years. This greater 
demand is attributed to greater exposure of young 
people to creative fields in the UAE. 

Formal and informal design education options remain 
limited in Dubai and the UAE. Programming and events 
have helped supplement this gap, exposing younger 
generations to design industries.

VOCATIONAL  EDUCATION 

Opened in August 2020, Raindance Film School (RFS) is 
the Dubai campus and first international branch of the 
London-based film school.

RFS offers training and qualifications in filmmaking, 
post-production, visual effects and the performing 
arts as well as hands-on short courses in screenwriting, 
directing, producing and post-production. 

Undergraduate and postgraduate diplomas and degrees 
include:

Higher National Diploma (HND) in Film, a two-
year diploma focused on filmmaking areas such as 
screenwriting, directing, producing or cinematography.

Higher National Diploma in Film Acting and Film, a 
two-year diploma focused on acting for screen and/or 
filmmaking.

Masters in Filmmaking, a graduate-level degree tailored 
for filmmakers, entrepreneurs and creatives wishing 
to upskill or transition into the film and digital media 
industry

Students enrolled in HND or short courses gain 
international exposure by collaborating with peers in 
London on projects and profit from a membership to 
Raindance’s global network of film centres. 

INFORMAL LEARNING

Manhattan Film Academy
The Manhattan Film Academy has run film 
production workshops in Dubai since 2005 including 
cinematography, development, film directing, film 
editing and film production. 

Looking Glass Film Club
Collaborating with Jameel Arts Centre, the film club 
specializes in curating a selection of shorts to spark 
creativity and curiosity in children and youth aged 3-15. 
The event operated under Jaddaf Aloud Online, a virtual 
programme celebrating homegrown talent through 
music, markets, food, and film.

Core cultural industries: Film
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CREATIVES

Nayla Al Khaja   
Nayla Al Khaja is a pioneering force in UAE cinema 
and one of the nation’s first female directors and 
producers. Since 1996 she has been filming on 
all film formats from 8mm to 35mm, making her 
the first and only Emirati to experience that. As 
her career developed filming commercials and 
films, she founded The Scene Club in 2006, a film 
club with 22,000 registered members screening a 
series of award winning alternative cinema to fully 
packed cinema halls. Since then she has produced 
and directed for many international brands.

Al Khaja is currently working on her first full- length 
feature film, a supernatural thriller titled The 
Shadow, that explores common mental health 
taboos faced by families in the Arab region.

In5 Media
Launched in 2017, in5 Media offers media enthusiasts, 
freelancers and entrepreneurs space to learn and work 
on media-related projects. Focusing on digital content 
creation, in5 offers international and in-house training 
programs and workshops to empower members in 
developing relevant skills. Facilities include fully equipped 
production and recording studios, screening rooms 
and editing suites, startups and a space for like-minded 
content creators to share their work and collaborate on 
projects. by industry influencers, actors and filmmakers. 

Image: Panel discussion at a preview of The 
Shadow by Emirati filmmaker Nayla Al Khaja, 
at VOX Cinemas in Mall of the Emirates, 
Dubai. Digital Studio ME (November 5, 
2019).
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Scaffolding the industry: Regulation 
Arab contemporary filmmaking has initially always 
depended on European grants and funding. However, 
once funding started coming from the Arab region, 
there was a boost of regional filmmakers creating and 
producing original stories and narratives. 

The Dubai Development Authority (DDA), formerly 
known as Technology and Media Free Zone Authority 
(TMFZA) and Dubai Creative Cluster Authority (DCCA), 
plays a regulatory role in Dubai’s media sector, with a 
mandate to implement a comprehensive development 
plan across all of the Emirate’s creative industries. 
Launched as a result of law No. 15 of 2014, the authority 
has oversight over a handful of other promotional and 
regulatory bodies, such as the Dubai Film and Television 
Commission.10 

Any individual or entity seeking to film in Dubai must 
appoint a production company licensed in the UAE to act 
on their behalf to apply for and obtain a filming permit. 
Educational institutes do not require a permit for filming 
related to school  projects.

FREELANCE PERMITS 

In line with Dubai’s efforts to attract talent to the 
emirate, DMC offers "GoFreelance” permits to 
facilitate freelance talent working in the media space. 
GoFreelance allows freelancers to live and work flexibly 
in Dubai, and gain access to Marketplace.ae, an online 
platform that allows them to bid for projects listed by 
companies in the UAE. 

ANTI-PIRACY LAWS 

The UAE has one of the lowest rates of unlicensed 
software installation.11  While the UAE has been active 
in protection of intellectual property (IP) through 
implementing patent, copyright and trademark laws, 
anti-piracy legislation has lagged behind. Additional 
safeguards against piracy would benefit the film industry.

Despite the government efforts to strengthen IP law, 
piracy in the UAE remains relatively widespread, both by 
vendors who distribute copyrighted material by selling 
them illegally or by consumers who illegally download 
this material online. While the UAE advises against 
piracy, no strict measures have been taken to tackle the 
issue.12

Periodic crackdowns on piracy do take place however 
enforcement efforts are sporadic and non-continuous. 
According to OSN, piracy is costing the MENA region’s 
entertainment industry up to $750 million every year. 
This large figure does not take into account the sharp 
spike in downloads of pirate applications globally during 
the recent pandemic-related lockdowns.13

10.   Oxford Business Group (n.d). 
11.   BSA Website, 2016
12.   STA Law Firm, 2017
13.   Arabian Industry, 2020
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A CLOSER LOOK
Dubai Studio City
Dubai Studio City is a leading regional ecosystem for 
companies and talent across broadcasting, media 
production, film, television, music and entertainment. 
Since its inception in 2005, it has grown into a competitive 
creative business district that nurtures local and 
international filmmakers, content creators and producers 
by fostering creativity through world-class production 
and post-production facilities. The business district 
spans more than 22 million sq ft and boasts the biggest 
sound stages in the Middle East and North Africa as well 
as smaller, boutique studios.

It hosts a growing number of major media and 
entertainment companies, including regional and global 
powerhouses such as Discovery Networks, Starzplay 
and MBC Studios. It has also been instrumental in 
transforming Dubai into a regional hub for cinema, 
attracting blockbuster movies and television shows such 
as Star Trek Beyond, Mission: Impossible: Ghost Protocol, 
The Cube, Master Chef Arabia and Saraya Abdeen.

It is part of a trio of business districts alongside Dubai 
Media City and Dubai Production City that form a 
complete media ecosystem in the emirate, covering 
everything from printing and production to broadcast 
media, journalism, content creation, film production, 
online streaming, video games and more knowledge and 
innovation-based industries. 

Together, this trio is home to over 3,000 companies 
and 34,000 professionals. Dubai Studio City is also 
strategically aligned with the Dubai Creative Economic 
Capital strategy, which plans to double the creative 
industries’ GDP contribution from 2.6 per cent at the end 
of 2020 to 5 per cent by 2025.

Alongside local and global giants of film and television, 
Dubai Studio City also supports the UAE’s burgeoning 
entrepreneurial spirit by providing an environment for 
media-savvy entrepreneurs to scale up. In line with 
the country’s efforts to support entrepreneurship and 
attract the best talent and innovators to Dubai, the in5 
Media innovation centre was launched to incubate, train 
and guide aspiring entrepreneurs to create successful 
businesses in media verticals such as marketing and 
digital content creation. Located nearby in Dubai 
Production City, in5 Media offers creatives spaces such as 
editing suites, co-working creative spaces, green rooms, 
multimedia and meeting rooms. The enabling platform 
also facilitates networking, knowledge exchange and 
access to investors. 

Another crucial part of Dubai Studio City’s offering is 
its ability to stage both large-scale and intimate events. 
Some of the most popular creative exhibitions that have 
been hosted by the business district include CineMENA, 
which showcases technologies and trends, outdoor film 
screenings, awards competition and forums focused on 
all aspects of  content creation.

Image:  Dubai Studio City, 
Courtesy of Dubai Studio City. 
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KEY GAPS IDENTIFIED

EDUCATION & TALENT ATTRACTION
• Limited education and learning opportunities in film across all stages of the value chain

FUNDING
• Limited financial incentives for film production

• Limited market for independent filmmakers and arthouse cinemas

ENTREPRENEURSHIP
• Limited business support for emerging independent filmmakers

• Limited amount of distribution channels supporting local production 

What will help grow the sector?

Over the past 15 years, Dubai’s film and 
media landscape has evolved by leaps 
and bounds, and today its media cluster 
is considered a preferred destination of 
regional and international filmmakers. 

With this evolution, many aspects of Dubai’s film 
industry are designed for international production 
companies, creating drawbacks for local and 
independent filmmakers. Limited funding sources 
tend to be steered toward larger commercial 
productions, and the emirate's homegrown talent is 
underrepresented throughout the filmmaking lifecycle. 

Core cultural industries: Film
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Having only a handful of formal education programmes 
has made it harder for Dubai’s emerging talent to gain 
credibility in the international film industry and has led local 
filmmaking talent to pursue education and filmmaking 
opportunities abroad.
 
For those who stay in Dubai, the emphasis on international 
film production has strained already limited access to 
affordable and cost-effective film making facilities, which 
are critical to emerging and professional filmmakers alike.
Local productions that succeed in getting made, also face 
barriers in reaching audiences. First, the low number of 
art house cinemas in Dubai limits showing work to local 
audiences. Second, insufficient access to major streaming 
platforms hinders the ability of locally made productions to 
reach a wider audience within MENA.

To help the sector grow, this report offers a number 
of recommendations, including: further supporting 
independent filmmakers with training and educational 
opportunities; financially backing local productions; 
and increasing the opportunities for filming and 
screening in new locations across the city . The full list of 
recommendations is found on page 189 in chapter 5.

Core cultural industries: Film
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Courtesy of Dubai Culture.



 159CREATIVE DUBAI

Core cultural 
industries:
Cultural heritage



160   CREATIVE DUBAI

Across time and space, both  tangible and intangible 
cultural heritage anchors cultures and societies to their 
origins and their uniqueness. It provides meaningful links 
with history and informs the future.
 
Cultural heritage refers to physical places and objects as 
well as traditions and rituals. It spans from archaeological 
sites and vernacular buildings (i.e., tangible cultural 
heritage) to musical experiences and centuries-old 
rituals (i.e., intangible cultural heritage). 

UNESCO broadly identifies two types of cultural 
heritage:

• Tangible cultural heritage includes artefacts such 
as painting, manuscripts and sculptures; historic 
monuments and buildings and archaeological sites. 
Urban settlements and the natural environment 
are also part of cultural heritage, especially 
amongst communities who identify themselves 
with the natural landscape. 

• Intangible cultural heritage includes traditions, 
oral history, ceremonies, festivals, social practices, 
memories, culinary heritage, handicrafts, rituals 
and knowledge.

Cultural heritage is irreplaceable and preserving it is 
paramount and has become an industry unto itself.

A global view
 UNESCO advocates for the protection, preservation 
and promotion of cultural heritage globally, through key 
international conventions, namely:

• Protection of the Underwater Cultural Heritage
• Protection of the World Cultural and Natural 

Heritage
• Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage
• Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export 

and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property
• Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of 

Armed Conflict

An increasing number of countries now include the 
preservation of cultural heritage as part of a national 
strategic framework, promoted through a range 
of means from national trusts to private museum 
collections. 
 
Tangible cultural heritage has also become an economic 
engine for many places, with cultural tourism playing 
a larger role in global tourism than ever before: 39% 
of tourists surveyed in 2018 listed cultural tourism as 
their travel objective,  while  89% of national tourism 
administrations globally have added cultural tourism to 
their offerings.1

New technologies have further refined cultural heritage 
preservation while tightening links between general 
tourism, and cultural tourism. Digitisation and online 
accessibility, have given museums, libraries and archives 
greater visibility, attracting new visitors, tourists, 
researchers and businesses to regional economies, while 
making various information and data more accessible 
and easier to use.

Snapshot of Dubai
 
In the past 30 years, Dubai has made strides in 
preserving more facets of its cultural heritage through 
the  passage of local and federal legislation and by 
becoming a signatory to international conventions. The
Heritage industry overall has contributed nearly AED 
740m to the economy of the city in 2019, employing 
over 11500 individuals.2

TANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE

Older photos of Dubai show a vast contrast to today’s 
metropolis. In the years following the UAE’s founding, 
significant government investment helped diversify 
Dubai’s economy while rapidly scaling its infrastructure. 
Its accelerated modernisation,   however, came at the 
expense of vernacular architecture. Limited preservation 
laws in place at the time and minimal civic pressure to 
protect Dubai’s cultural heritage resulted in the loss of 
buildings and some neighbourhoods.

1.   UNWTO, 2017
2.  Dubai Statistics Center, 2019
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3.   UNESCO, 2017 
4.  Alhasawi, 2019
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In the decades since, Dubai and the UAE have enacted 
heritage protection laws as well as restored historical 
buildings and reconstructed others. As of 2017, there were 
800 federally registered historical buildings.3 

The Architectural Heritage and Antiquities Department 
(AHAD) within Dubai Municipality, was established in 1991, 
and ensured that any building constructed before 1960 
would be considered a historic building.4 While commercial 
aspects of tangible cultural heritage preservation, such 
as the development of the Dubai Historic District, lie with 
three Dubai government departments Dubai Tourism, 
Dubai Culture and Dubai Municipality.

In 2018, Dubai began earmarking mid- 20th century 
buildings for heritage status through the ‘Modern Heritage 
Initiative' beginning with the Dubai World Trade Centre 
(1979). Greater regional and international interest in 
Dubai’s architecture likely spurred greater preservation 
efforts.

The opening of the Etihad Museum also provided a 
milestone in Dubai’s cultural heritage journey linking 
tangible and intangible cultural heritage. The museum 
allows visitors to learn  about and experience the UAE’s 
unification and showcases history through digital 
mediums including film and interactive experiences.

Image: View of Dubai Historic District.  
Courtesy of Dubai Culture.

Dubai Historic District

Launched in 2015, the Dubai Historic District (DHD) project includes the renovation 
of Dubai’s main historic districts including Al Shindagha, Deira, Bur Dubai, Al Fahidi and 
Khor Dubai. The project aimed to transform the area into a culture and heritage centre, 
focused around five pillars: tradition, heritage, trade, community and place making, 
seeking to highlight Dubai’s ancestral legacy.

These ‘heritage clusters’ are primed to generate local economic growth, from public 
space revitalisation to the revival of intangible culture heritage industries such as al 
sadu weaving.
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INTANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE

Dubai has long recognised the value of its intangible 
cultural heritage and has made efforts to preserve and 
institutionalise its intangible cultural heritage through 
research studies and heritage groups.

Meanwhile, Dubai has launched various government-
funded programmes and heritage centres. New 
partnerships between government schools and heritage 
centres have helped students identify with their cultural 

and national identity from a young age while transferring 
intangible cultural heritage to future generations.

The government has made further efforts to preserve 
heritage through increased public awareness campaigns 
including festivals, heritage clubs, heritage villages and 
museums. As Dubai evolves into a city of the future, 
existing and upcoming cultural heritage initiatives 
can help preserve a cultural identity while upholding 
traditions and practices still taking place. 

Recognised Intangible Cultural 
Heritage  

As part of the formal  recognition  of  
the value of these cultural  practices,  
the UAE has inscribed a total of 11 
traditions to UNESCO’s Intangible 
Cultural Heritage of Humanity (ICH), 
list including:

Al Ayyala Dance, involves chanted 
poetry, drum music and dance, 
traditionally performed by men and 
boys holding thin bamboo canes. 

Falconry, is a time-honoured sport of 
hunting with trained falcons.  

Al	Aflaj,	traditional irrigation network 
system in the UAE

Camel racing, a social practice and a 
festive heritage associated with camels.
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Image:Traditional crafts in the UAE. Courtesy of Dubai Culture.
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Setting the scene: Infrastructure 
Government bodies and private 
institutions fund many of the initiatives 
and programmes preserving tangible and 
intangible cultural heritage within Dubai.

Under Dubai’s cultural heritage policy, government 
entities preserve, regulate and implement most cultural 
heritage preservation efforts, providing the foundation 
for building infrastructure and launching programmes:

• Dubai Culture and Arts Authority plays an integral 
role in the restoration of Dubai's Historic district. 
It manages musuems and heritage sites across 
Dubai including Al Fahidi Historic Neighborhood, 
Al Shindagha Museum, and Hatta Heritage 
Village. Dubai Culture and Arts Authority's 
museum department works on tangible heritage 
conservation, heritage sector regulation and 
intangible cultural heritage preservation.

• The Architectural Heritage and Antiquities 
Department (AHAD), within Dubai Municipality 
manages Dubai’s preservation of architectural 
heritage and antiquities. The department    
covers    all     aspects  of heritage projects, 
including planning, design and execution as  
well as adherence to international standards 
of conservation. AHAD oversees archaeology 
sites across Dubai, working closely with local and 
international archaeology teams on surveying 
and excavation, conservation and registration of 
objects.

• The Federal Ministry of Culture and Youth (MOCY) 
is the focal point for multilateral cooperation with 
entities such as UNESCO and have adopted the 
“Antiquity Law of 2017” and “Protection of Foreign 
Pieces of 2017”.

• Hamdan Bin Mohammad Heritage Center 
promotes national identity through heritage and 
folklore preservation. The Center supports studies   
and scientific  research  on the UAE’s cultural  
heritage  as  well as documentation of customs 
and traditions including annual competitions and 
heritage activities such as falconry and camel 
treks.

Image: Exhibit at Dubai Fort Museum. Courtesy Dubai Culture.
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5.   Statistica, 2015
6.   Dubai Tourism, 2019

• Established in 1968, the National Archives 
document and  archive  the history of the UAE across 
all emirates, producing historical and heritage-
focused publications. It became one of the first 
cultural and heritage institutions in the UAE and    a 
prominent documentation centre in the Gulf region.

Meanwhile, museums, which provide mediums for tangible 
cultural heritage, have simultaneously promoted the UAE’s 
intangible cultural heritage by embedding it as part of the 
touristic experience as well as a lived experience, investing 
in delivering engaging audio-visual experiences to visitors:

• Al Shindagha Museum was developed as part 
of the Dubai Historic District project aiming at 
transforming the iconic Dubai creek area into a 
regional hub for culture and heritage. The museum 
consisting of a set of pavilions located within the 
historical houses of Al Shindagha that showcase the 
“the universal tale of human innovation, resilience, 
and the desire for progress which shaped the Dubai 
of nowadays,” allows visitors to experience Emirati 
culture.6 

• Etihad Museum tells the UAE’s founding story. 
Located at the site of founding, the museum 
includes various buildings, including a new bespoke 
museum and a number of significant historic 
buildings used at the time of the Union. The museum 
showcases experience-driven exhibitions and 
education programmes  exploring the history of  how  
the  UAE  came  to be in 1971. The museum received 
approximately 50,000 visitors in 2019. 

• The Women’s Museum is an archive and 
documentation centre, dedicated to the women of 
the UAE. As a private initiative it looks at their lives 
from social and historic contexts, and the forces that 
have shaped their philosophy; their status in society; 
and their role in their families. As a contemporary 
cultural centre, the Women’s Museum explores the 
activities of Emirati women in the arts, academia, 
business, culture, politics and society in general. 

• Al Fahidi Fort  built in 1787 as a defence fort, opened 
in 1971 as an official museum showcasing the history 
of Dubai and its heritage. In 1995 an underground 
extension was added. The site is currently under 
restoration however in 2019 the Fort received 
1,350,000  visitors.
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Figure 4.6.1 Number of visitors in thousands to musuems in Dubai, UAE.5 
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4.   Statistica, 2015

TOURISM IN THE GULF AND UAE6

 
Private and non-profit museums have also entered 
the arena, filling niche gaps in tangible cultural heritage 
preservation:

• The Coins Museum is located in Al Fahidi Historic 
Neighbourhood and was converted into a museum 
in 2004. It showcases a selection of Islamic coins 
that documents the history of numismatic in the 
region. 

• The privately-run Emirates NBD Pearl Museum 
presents one of the world’s largest pearl 
collections and celebrates the lives of divers and 
sailors by displaying the instruments and tools they 
used to harvest and ship the precious cargo. 

• The Museum Group consists of three private 
museums: Crossroads of Civilizations Museum; 
Rare Books, Manuscripts & Prints Museum; The 
Armory Museum. It houses  Ahmed Obaid Al 

Mansoori’s personal collection of historic artefacts 
and rare manuscripts, illustrating the historic role 
of his homeland as a cultural crossroads of global 
trade routes between Europe, Africa, and Asia. 

• Opened in 1987, Dubai Police Museum showcases 
the development and progress of the city's Police 
Force from its formation

 

HERITAGE SITES

• Established in 1955 as the late Sheik Rashid bin 
Saees Al Maktoum’s summer resort in Jumeirah, 
Majlis Ghorfat Umm Al Sheif is known for its 
tranquility. 

• Visitors can wander Al Fahidi Historic 
Neighbourhood and visit galleries, museums, 
shops and cafes as well as experience street life in 
what is one of the oldest neighbourhoods in Dubai.

Image: View of Majlis Umm El Sheif.  
Courtesy of Dubai Culture.  
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FESTIVALS & EVENTS

Key elements of intangible cultural heritage in the UAE 
relate to familial and tribal relationships and responsibilities 
as well as festivals and cultural practices. Dubai Culture 
has actively preserved these aspects through events and 
holidays throughout the year, which provide important 
building blocks for fostering public participation and a 
collective sense of cultural heritage.

• Al Marmoom Heritage Festival promotes Arab 
culture and revives cultural memories. Held each 
year, thousands of festival goers celebrate Emirati 
culture with camel races, folk shows, live concerts by 
Arabic artists and dance shows from Yemen, India 
and North Africa. 

• Al Marmoom Desert Film Festival features stories 
by local filmmakers celebrating life in the Gulf region. 
Residents and visitors alike attend. 

• Global Village celebrates regional traditions and 
customs through 78+ country and culture-specific 
booths and 26 pavilions. Visitors can learn national 
folk songs, attend heritage workshops and watch live 
showcases of traditional crafts. Emirati culture and 
crafts are also on display. 

• The annual Camel Trek, organised by Hamdan 
Heritage Center, launched in 2014 with a number of 
Emiratis who retraced historical camel treks in the 
desert. 

• Al Gaffal Dhow Race held since 1991, this long-
distance sailing competition in Dubai takes place in 
the spring. The race honours the nation's maritime 
heritage and the Emiratis whose ancestors were part 
of the pearl trade as divers, dhow captains and pearl 
merchants. 

• Keep the Desert Clean Project launched in 2019 
by The Arabian Radio Network (ARN), the Keep the 
Desert Clean initiative supports the preservation 
of the UAE's deserts and reflects Dubai's goal to 
preserve the local environment natural heritage for 
generations to come. 

• Pottery Festival held in the Al Fahidi district this 
festival is intended to recreate a historical ceramics 
setting featuring traditional forms of  pottery, its 
stages of development and its traditional uses. 

• Al Shindagha Days are 10-day cultural 
festivities each January across the Al Shindagha 
neighbourhood including Al Shindagha Museum, 
the Historic Documents Centre, Saruq Al Hadid 
Archaeological Museum and the waterfront area in 
old Dubai. 

• Tours in Dubai often offer cultural heritage activities 
including visiting a traditional local market, observing 
a live Emirati cooking station, sampling dates and 
learning about Arabic coffee etiquette and henna 
design.

Al Ghadeer UAE Crafts   
Established in 2006, Al Ghadeer UAE Crafts 
empowers underprivileged women through 
sustainable crafts. The centre provides women 
with training, designs, raw materials and 
marketing services to create culturally inspired 
products to assist them in earning a dignified 
living while sustaining traditional crafts. The 
centre currently works with 200 craftswomen.

Image:Traditional crafts in the UAE. 

Courtesy of Dubai Culture.
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ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITES

Jumeirah Archaeological Site

First discovered in 1969 and dating from the Abbasid 
era between the 9th and 11th centuries, the Jumeirah 
archaeological settlement was a traveller’s stop on a 
trading route that connected Oman to Iraq to India and 
China. The site was excavated, and preserved elements 
include the remains of a big market, stone houses, 
a caravanserai, and what is believed to be one of the 
oldest mosques on the Arabian Peninsula. Jumeirah was 
a major  port  for the trade along the Arabian Gulf and 
lasted for over a thousand years into the 20th century. 
Young Emirati archaeologists worked on the site as part 
of the Dubai Municipality team and the site is located 
between Jumeirah Road and Al Wasl Road.

Saruq Al-Hadid Archaeology Museum

Housed in a historic building in the Al Shindagha 
Historical Neighbourhood of Dubai, the museum uses 
state-of-the-art technology to explore Saruq Al-Hadid 
– ‘the Way of Iron’ – a remote desert site that served as a 
centre for metalworking three thousand years ago

Scaffolding the industry: Regulation 
• The Ministry of Culture and the National Council 

of Tourism and Antiquities Registry identifies, 
classifies, preserves and safeguards national 
antiquities. It is also responsible for prohibiting the 
import and export of antiquities without a licence. 

• Dubai Culture’s sectoral pillars included in the 
new six-year Strategic Roadmap identify a specific 
policy of celebrating and safeguarding Dubai’s 
Cultural Heritage.   

• The Architectural Heritage and Antiquities 
Department (AHAD) of Dubai Municipality 
manages all aspects of preserving Dubai’s 
architectural heritage and antiquities via policy 

• and regulation.

Image: View of Jumeirah Archaeological Site.  
Courtesy of Dubai Culture. 
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Securing the future: Education 
Cultural heritage and Emirati identity are currently taught 
as part of social studies in public schools.
 Private schools also offer students experiential learning 
opportunities for Emirati culture immersion including:

FORMAL EDUCATION 

They offer students experiential learning opportunities for 
Emirati culture immersion including:

• Desert conservation trips 
• Bedouin camps and storytelling
• Falconry
• Traditional performances
• Local cuisine

Cultural heritage education focuses on theoretical and 
practical knowledge of cultural heritage preservation, 
museums and overall cultural management, as well as how 
local communities play a key part in its success.

In the UAE, there are only a handful of culture heritage-
related degrees currently available at university level, and 
Zayed University offers an Archaeology Field School and 
Archaeology Club. Several advanced courses in museum 
studies, conservation, curation and archival science fields 
are offered at post -graduate level at UAE universities 
however they require the appropriate undergraduate 
degree

INFORMAL LEARNING

• Sheikh Mohammed Centre for Cultural 
Understanding, located in the Al Fahidi Historic 
Neighbourhood ,was established in 1998 and seeks 
to provide a bridge between expatriates and Emiratis 
by sharing culture and practice. It also offers cultural 
education and experiences to residents and tourists 
providing a different lens to view Dubai.

Heritage professionals now have access to a multitude of 
conferences, workshops, trainings and other knowledge-
exchange forums: 

• Launched in 2019 by Dubai Culture, Safeguarding 
Emirati Cultural Heritage Forum identifies ways to 
preserve both Dubai and the UAE’s tangible and 
intangible cultural heritage. 

• Shindagha’s Al Mawarith Centre, expected to open 
2021 is supported by Dubai Culture, and will include 
12 houses, where visitors can attend workshops/
classes on traditional arts and crafts. 

• Dubai Culture is planning to open an online library 
resource cataloguing cultural heritage. 

• Dubai College of Tourism, managed by DTCM, runs a 
required training course for tour guides. Tour guides 
working in museums that are licensed by Dubai 
Culture and Arts Authority are encouraged to take 
this course but it is not mandatory. To date, 3000 
licensed tour guides graduated from this course and 
are operating in Dubai.

Dubai Heritage Development 
Centres 
Launched in 2012 as an initiative of Dubai 
Culture, Dubai Heritage Development Centres 
(DHDC) provide educational platforms to raise 
UAE heritage awareness amongst students. 

The centres work as education hubs in 6 Dubai 
Government schools, sharing heritage-related 
skills amongst teachers, parents and students at 
other centres and schools.

DHDC offers workshops in UAE traditional crafts 
and matches students in teams focused on folk 
art, theatre, heritage songs and traditional crafts 
across six centres.

Core cultural industries: Cultural heritage



170   CREATIVE DUBAI

• Launched in 2011, Dubai Heritage Development 
Centres provide educational platforms for tangible 
and intangible heritage education in schools, and 
to help develop heritage-related skills among 
students, parents and teachers. 

• Sheikh Mohammed Centre  for Cultural 
Understanding located in a restored wind 
tower house in the historic Al Fahidi Historic 
Neighbourhood in Bur Dubai, the centre offers 
a range of activities, from traditional cuisine to 
conversations with local Emiratis and educational 
programmes for schools and universities. 

• Clubs such as Emirates Heritage Club and Juma 
Al Majid Centre for Culture and Heritage conduct 
research on heritage and organise activities to 
increase public awareness.

Informal Knowledge transfer of Emirati Culture through 
social gatherings and performances plays a key role in 
the transmission of most intangible cultural heritage. 
Dubai Culture has made concerted efforts to transmit 
knowledge through more organised structures such as 
the Dubai Ahli Theatre. 

There are three traditional performing arts groups:

• Dubai Society for Folklore 

• Dubai Society for Folklore and Rowing  

• Eyal Nasser Society for Arts Traditional Heritage 
trains young people on traditional performing arts, 
leading performances during national celebrations 
at schools and in the community.

Leading Archives
The Arabian Gulf Digital Archive (AGDA)  
is an online archive that showcases historic and 
cultural material relevant to the history of the 
Arabian Gulf and is the result of a collaboration 
between the UK National Archives and the 
UAE National Archives

AGDA contains, among other things, letters, 
memos, transcripts, photos and official 
correspondence from leaders and 
governments that shaped the events of their 
time. It is an open resource for students, and 
researchers.

The National Archives of the United Arab 
Emirates Established fifty years ago as the first 
of its kind in the Middle East and the sixth in 
the world, the National Archives is the oldest 
cultural institution in the UAE and the largest 
documentation organisation in the Gulf region.

Its document collection is of special historic 
value to the UAE, Gulf Cooperation Council 
states and the Arabian Peninsula, both within 
the UAE and abroad.

The National Archives provides access to 
authentic cultural and contemporary heritage 
items and creates opportunities for research 
and discussion. It also documents, indexes 
and translates the material collected, and  
publishes specialised historic research. 

Core cultural industries: Cultural heritage
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Core cultural industries: Cultural Hertitage

EXPO 2020
The Expo 2020 Dubai derives inspiration from UAE 
cultural heritage, and its logo is based on a 4,000 year-old 
Iron Age gold ring found at the Saruq Al-Hadid site in Al 
Marmoom in 2002. Expo 2020 has incorporated culture 
into its expansive range of programmes while inspiring 
complementary initiatives:

Al Wasl Opera
The UAE’s first opera brings 1,000 years of culture to life, 
telling a story centred on unity and community. Meaning 
'connection' in English, Al Wasl is also an historic name for 
Dubai. 

Image: Display at Etihad Museum, Dubai.  
Courtesy of Dubai Culture.
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7.   Intercultural Exchange & Interaction | Heritage Hubs. (n.d.).

Global lessons  
Cultural heritage whilst often viewed as 
preserving the past can take an active role 
in defining the present and the future. By 
building community based upon shared 
experience or knowledge, cultural heritage 
forms can be used to create pathways to 
further sharing. 

CULTURAL TOURISM
HERITAGE HUBS: A CASE STUDY

Heritage Hubs is a two-year project established 
during the European Year of Cultural Heritage 2018. It 
brought together 10-16-year-old young people from 
11 schools in Finland, Serbia and Spain to share their 
cultural heritage online and in real life.7 

Using the Heritage Hubs Manual for Cultural Heritage 
Education, the students used their view of cultural 
heritage to produce a range of activities creating and 
sharing cultural heritage activities such heritage trails 
for visitors, recipes, games and dance, making, and 
visiting each other’s cities. 

The project’s purpose was to 

• develop transnational learning about cultural 
heritage

• allow children and young people to define and 
voice what they regard as important cultural 
heritage

• enhance the role of cultural heritage in the 
everyday lives of young people

• strengthen the participation of young people in 
the cultural heritage process

• support the formation of healthy cultural 
identities

• enhance the intercultural exchange, learning 
from others and understanding the meaning of 
cultural diversity

• deepen the European network of cultural 
heritage education actors

• increase the awareness at European level of the 
importance of engaging young people in the 
cultural heritage process

By focussing on cultural similarities, uniting values 
could be identified and shared as well as building an 
understanding of cultural differences. Heritage Hubs 
created links to the wider community and developed 
educational resources for schools and other groups. 

“The pupils noticed that one can 
also enjoy the culture of others and 
that cultural heritage is something 
common to humanity even though it 
may seem different on the surface.” 
Ingelisa Wikholm (Winellska 
skolan, Finland)

Core cultural industries: Cultural heritage
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SINGAPORE, CROWD SOURCING ITS INTANGIBLE 
HERITAGE

We are all familiar with crowd sourcing and how it 
can bring together people to create a story, a work 
of art, or a performance. Cultural institutions have 
adopted crowd sourcing as a way of bringing to life 
treasured objects, memories and mementos of daily 
life.  Many of these intangible heritage practices 
can be preserved digitally and used to build cultural 
awareness, reinvigorate past practices and educate 
new generations.

Singapore’s Ministry of Culture, Community and 
Youth announced a crowdsourcing project for the 
collection of intangible cultural heritage materials from 
Singapore’s past. The Inventory of Intangible Culture 
Heritage (ICH) will identify and document elements 
of intangible cultural heritage that are practised in 

multicultural  Singapore. The inventory is intended 
to be a growing collection with contributions from 
Singapore’s residents and citizens. This preservation 
of Singapore’s living heritage aided the successful 
nomination of Singapore’s Hawker Markets (announced 
16 December 2020) as an intangible cultural heritage 
element addition to the UNESCO Representative List 
of Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity. 

Aligned with the preservation of intangible heritage 
resources is a government arts strategy to Develop 
and Present More “Curated-by-Singapore” Content. 
This initiative will focus on presenting more “curated-
by-Singapore” exhibitions to showcase local stories, 
the National Collection and Singaporean curators. 
These exhibitions will be told from a Singaporean 
perspective and will incorporate audience inputs, 
aligning the two projects.

Image: European Year of Cultural Heritage 2018 Forum: 
International Perspectives. Cultural Relations Platform 
(September 21, 2018).
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KEY GAPS IDENTIFIED

EDUCATION
• Limited education in museology, preservation, conservation and archiving at vocational and tertiary 

levels 

• Limited education in terms of value of cultural heritage

• Limited volunteer education 

• Lack of industry journals and published research

ENTREPRENEURSHIP
• Limited cultural exchange between expatriates and local residents in regards to heritage

• Limited connectivity between heritage museums/sites

Core cultural industries: Cultural heritage

What will help grow the sector?
Dubai’s investment in preserving and activating its 
remaining cultural heritage has yielded commendable 
achievements. The emirate has brought back to life and 
activated its major heritage sites, built comprehensive 
museums and archives, and under the auspices of the 

Ministry of Culture and Youth promoted the inscription 
of 11 traditional practices on the UNESCO List of 
Intangible Cultural Heritage. Cultural tourism is growing, 
with the Dubai Historic District as a centrepiece, 
and footfall expected to increase with the easing of 
pandemic-related global travel restrictions.
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Core cultural industries: Cultural heritage

To further capitalise on its cultural heritage, Dubai 
can turn attention to preserving and promoting its 
outstanding modern architectural heritage. There is also 
an opportunity to support Dubai’s creatives to draw on 
the emirate’s heritage as an inspiration for innovating new 
cultural products. Across the world, creatives often look 
to the past to create new interpretations of culture, for 
example through fusion music, fusion cuisine, heritage-
inspired designs, and reworkings of traditional stories. 
Encouraging linkages between cultural heritage and other 
creative industries can boost the economic contribution 
of the culture sector.

To help the sector grow, this report offers a number of 
recommendations, including: developing the safeguard of 
modern heritage in Dubai; expanding access to heritage 
sites and knowledge also through digital channels; as well 
as further strengthening the institutions in the industry. 
The full list of recommendations is found on page 191 in 
chapter 5.
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Image: Terra - The Sustainability Pavilion, Dubai. Photo by 
Dany Eid. Courtesy of Expo 2020 Dubai. 
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5 Conclusion

The report has mapped the current landscape in the 
cultural and creative industries (CCI) in Dubai across six 
cultural industries that together make up the core of 
Dubai’s culture sector. Strengthening the sector at its core, 
in turn, will stimulate the wider growth of Dubai’s creative 
economy.

Results from this report's survey of industry professionals 
and practitioners in the field point to several areas that 
were consistently rated as barriers to the sector's success:   

45% of respondents felt the best way to strengthen 
their industry was to offer more formal higher education 
programmes, compared to 13% suggesting faculty 
development and 13% recommending practicums and 
apprenticeships. Widening degree-granting programmes 
often can also help expand the talent pool and further 
legitimise specific industries. 

Over half of respondents believed that the GoFreelance 
visa could improve their cultural industry and/or 
organisation's ability to attract and retain talent. 

Over half of respondents rated the ease of doing business 
within their industry as ‘low’ or 'moderately low,’ and cited 
the need for streamlined regulations in areas such as 
business registration and events permissions. 

When asked to rate the current level of access to financing 
for supporting business set-up and growth within the 
culture sector, respondents overwhelmingly cited 
insufficient access to funding opportunities. 

Seventy percent of respondents felt it 'extremely' 
or 'moderately' important that events offer virtual 
participation. In light of COVID-19, audiences are 
noticeably more willing to engage virtually, calling attention 
to the need for cultural institutes and businesses to expand 
digital offerings.

In-depth overviews of the state of Visual Arts, Design, 
Literary Arts, Performing Arts, Film and Cultural Heritage 
shed light on the vastly different yet inter-reliant core 
cultural industries that must all succeed for the whole 
sector to thrive. The analysis identifies existing limitations 
within each industry that are worth greater attention, 
alongside achievements that can inspire and inform efforts 
in the other industries.

The next decade of 
growth
The emirate’s capacity to host existing 
practices at the same time as creating 
new ones is powerful. Dubai has the 
potential to reshape how CCI connect 
with new audiences, and how diverse 
audiences engage with CCI — impact 
that extends far beyond the emirate.

Reaching this level, however, will 
first require steady and significant 
investment across the seven enablers 
outlined in this report:

1. Infrastructure
2. Education
3. Talent Attraction  
 & Retention
4. Entrepreneurship  
 & Innovation
5. Funding
6. Regulation
7. Public participation

The report's key findings suggest 
recommendations for growing 
the core cultural industries. 
Strengthening the sector at its core 
will spur growth in Dubai’s wider 
creative economy.
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5 Conclusion

Besides industry-specific recommendations offered in 
each case, there is also need for cross-industry action, and 
in particular this report recommends to: 

• Launch a national trust fund, in partnership with 
the private sector as a major CSR initiative, which 
supports training and talent development, sponsors 
developing activities and helps preserve heritage.

• Create a highly regulated crowd- funding mechanism 
as a support system and funding source for artist, 
designer, and filmmaker production.

• Appoint Culture Ambassadors, such as respected 
celebrities and influencers, to engage with diverse 
audiences around the arts and culture through social 
media and other channels.

• Increase outreach to engage children and youth 
with the arts and culture, through partnerships with 
schools and youth-serving organisations, as well as 
increased digital campaigns.

• Expand arts and culture-related publications, which 
critically review performances and exhibitions, 
interview visiting artists and creatives and become a 
reliable source for industry information and events. 

Analysis is only helpful insofar as its recommendations can 
be implemented. This concluding chapter presents key 
findings from the industry mapping, field survey results 
and stakeholder interviews. Together, these inform a set of 
actionable recommendations for  growing these six core 
cultural industries. 

The report concludes by suggested a framework for 
improving measurement of the sector’s performance, in 
order to better evaluate the impact of the culture sector on 
Dubai’s economic and social development.

Cultural employment is one measure of the culture sector’s 
contribution to the economy. This report suggests a 
set of world-standard indicators (cf. P.194) to improve 
measurement of sector performance.

These enablers align to Dubai Culture and Arts Authority's 
overall strategy for culture sector development, which 
centre around five strategic goals:
1. Supporting talent
2. Growing engagement
3. Contributing to the creative economy
4. Elevating Dubai’s position globally
5. Institutionalising cultural heritage

Dubai’s creative and cultural industries have the potential 
to elevate and complement one another while engaging 
with diverse communities and stakeholders across 
the emirate and inspire children and young people to 
appreciate the arts and culture from a young age. These 
are foundational in education and public life, and families 
and individuals should be encouraged to welcome artistic 
practices and cultural traditions in their homes. Ultimately, 
this study shows how CCI have inherent value and 
should be celebrated and prioritised across society and 
government for their economic and social contributions.
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CULTURAL INDUSTRY KEY FINDINGS RECOMMENDATIONS

VISUAL ARTS CURRENT STATE:CURRENT STATE:
Dubai’s best-established cultural industry, with strong 
infrastructure, a globally renowned fair, diverse year-round 
programming by a rich mix of players, and mature market dynamics, 
i.e. an established gallery scene and marketplace, trading hub where 
people come to discover art from the region.

GAPS & OPPORTUNITIES:
Funding for artist production is a pressing issue. Greater diversity of 
learning opportunities (formal and informal) and making visual arts 
more accessible to a wider public, are areas to improve. 

KEY ENABLERS:
Education, Funding, Regulation and Public Participation.

FUTURE STATE:
Dubai maintains its region-leading status as a major hub for the 
visual arts. Art is integrated into the cityscape and offered at a 
variety of mediums, including festivals, making art accessible to 
all. A culture of commissioning artworks, both public and private/
corporate, is on the rise. Visual arts practitioners and professionals 
have affordable spaces to produce. Aspiring artists can access high 
quality professional learning at Dubai institutions.

EDUCATIONEDUCATION
• Introduce	an	arts	subject	within	public	education	secondary	cycle to increase the exposure 

of Emirati national students to the visual arts.

• Encourage partnerships between schools (public and private) with arts organisations, to 
expand engagement with the arts from a young age. 

• Establish a dedicated Arts Institute (similar to the Royal College of Art) offering high-quality 
qualifications, to retain talent pursuing further studies.

• Increase	training	offerings	for	short-cycle	certifications.

FUNDINGFUNDING
• Establish a Percentage for Art policy that allocates a portion of capital expenditure budgets 

(both public and private) for the purchase, commissioning and installation of artwork. 

• Recognise corporate patronage for the arts, for example, through strengthening 
programmes akin to the annual Patron of the Arts Awards. 

• Increase public commissions of art for urban spaces, in alignment with Dubai Culture and Arts 
Authority’s policy on urban integration. 

• Fund art residencies and galleries to develop and nurture new UAE-based talent

• Support greater accessibility to affordable studio   spaces and art manufacturing spaces.

• Encourage government entities to promote cultural programming. 

• Launch a talent fund for emerging artists and cultural practitioners

REGULATIONREGULATION
• Consider removal of VAT and import duty on art, to stimulate the art market and incentivise 

entry of art collections to Dubai.

PUBLIC PARTICIPATIONPUBLIC PARTICIPATION
• Develop and introduce a public art museum, as a landmark attraction for Dubai residents and 

cultural tourists. 

• Broaden initiatives such as The Dubai Collection, to increase opportunities for private 
collections to be shown publicly. 

 

5 Conclusion
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CULTURAL INDUSTRY KEY FINDINGS RECOMMENDATIONS
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• Support greater accessibility to affordable studio   spaces and art manufacturing spaces.
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• Launch a talent fund for emerging artists and cultural practitioners
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• Consider removal of VAT and import duty on art, to stimulate the art market and incentivise 

entry of art collections to Dubai.
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• Develop and introduce a public art museum, as a landmark attraction for Dubai residents and 

cultural tourists. 

• Broaden initiatives such as The Dubai Collection, to increase opportunities for private 
collections to be shown publicly. 
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CULTURAL INDUSTRY KEY FINDINGS RECOMMENDATIONS

DESIGN CURRENT STATE:CURRENT STATE:
Strongly emergent industry with considerable strides made in 
infrastructure (D3 cluster), regulation (DDFC), multiple degree-
granting programmes, a high-profile annual design festival, and a 
dedicated institute for talent development (DD).

GAPS & OPPORTUNITIES:GAPS & OPPORTUNITIES:
Limited design manufacturing capacity.

KEYKEY ENABLERS:ENABLERS:
Entrepreneurship & Innovation, Funding and Regulation.

FUTUREFUTURE STATE:STATE:
Dubai becomes a destination for design innovation and training, 
with resources at the ready for designers of every level. Major art 
shows and festivals celebrate emerging designers while children 
and youth interact with design elements on a daily basis. IP 
legislation readily protects original work and Dubai as a city elevates 
design in every project it pursues.

ENTREPRENEURSHIP &ENTREPRENEURSHIP &  INNOVATIONINNOVATION
• Produce schemes that provide business skills training to creative freelancers and creative 

enterprises, with an emphasis on go-to-market strategy.

• Institutionalise	a	Dubai-wide	mark	of	excellence	for	product	design.  
For example, the Red Dot Award is highly regarded in the design field as an award celebrating 
innovation, design concept and high-quality products. A similar award designation for ‘made in 
Dubai’ products would boost healthy competition among producers and signify high quality to 
consumers. Recognition of excellence also supports export of Dubai-made design products.

FUNDINGFUNDING
• Encourage	greater	funding	of	made-in-Dubai	design	production,	especially through 

competitions and increased corporate commissions.

• Conduct	a	market	assessment	of	high-demand	design	products	to facilitate a targeted 
increase of manufacturing    capacity.

• Support marketplace platforms where designers can sell their goods, complemented by 
physical pop-up spaces that are affordable/accessible to micro enterprises.

REGULATIONREGULATION
• Strengthen the enforcement of copyright laws to protect original works from illegal 

reproduction.

• Streamline patent registration for product design, as the current process is perceived as 
being overly complex.

 

5 Conclusion



 183CREATIVE DUBAI

CULTURAL INDUSTRY KEY FINDINGS RECOMMENDATIONS
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enterprises, with an emphasis on go-to-market strategy.

• Institutionalise	a	Dubai-wide	mark	of	excellence	for	product	design.  
For example, the Red Dot Award is highly regarded in the design field as an award celebrating 
innovation, design concept and high-quality products. A similar award designation for ‘made in 
Dubai’ products would boost healthy competition among producers and signify high quality to 
consumers. Recognition of excellence also supports export of Dubai-made design products.

FUNDINGFUNDING
• Encourage	greater	funding	of	made-in-Dubai	design	production,	especially through 

competitions and increased corporate commissions.

• Conduct	a	market	assessment	of	high-demand	design	products	to facilitate a targeted 
increase of manufacturing    capacity.

• Support marketplace platforms where designers can sell their goods, complemented by 
physical pop-up spaces that are affordable/accessible to micro enterprises.

REGULATIONREGULATION
• Strengthen the enforcement of copyright laws to protect original works from illegal 

reproduction.

• Streamline patent registration for product design, as the current process is perceived as 
being overly complex.
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CULTURAL INDUSTRY KEY FINDINGS RECOMMENDATIONS

LITERARY ARTS CURRENT STATE:CURRENT STATE:
In comparison with other cultural industries, literary arts/publishing 
are underdeveloped, hampered by low literary output rates (by 
Dubai-based authors and illustrators) and low consumption rates 
(readership levels). A generally low quality of literary translation 
aggravates these gaps.

GAPS & OPPORTUNITIES:
There is a notable shortage of ingredients critical to the traditional 
model of publishing – such as literary agencies, distribution 
networks set up to export titles worldwide, etc. Dubai’s market 
does not support the volumes needed for such infrastructure to 
be commercially viable. A silver lining, is that the fastest-growing 
segments in publishing globally are digital and self-publishing: 
Dubai can bypass the traditional model and ‘leapfrog’ to these 
segments.

KEY ENABLERS:
Infrastructure, Education, Funding and Regulation.

FUTURE STATE:
Dubai is positioned as the premier market in the Arab World for 
digital publishing and self-publishing. Educational opportunities 
support the development of a Dubai-based talent pool in these 
segments. Readership levels are up, especially among young 
people. The industry is known for high quality translation to and 
from Arabic into world languages. 

INFRASTRUCTUREINFRASTRUCTURE
• Focus on increasing production in the digital publishing segment (e-books and audiobooks), 

a fast-growing publishing segment globally and is better suited to Dubai’s existing 
infrastructure and market.

EDUCATIONEDUCATION
• Continue to champion readership campaigns particularly among children and youth, for 

example, through readathons.

• Promote	greater	creative	writing	offerings	in	the	K-12	education	cycle,	especially in public 
schools.

• Establish a MFA  in Creative Writing graduate degree at a local prominent university (e.g. 
Zayed University), possibly through partnership with a renowned affiliate programme.

• Increase	short-cycle	trainings	in Arabic literary translation and self-publishing.

FUNDINGFUNDING
• Establish a competitive grant fund for promising talent to raise the quality of Arabic 

translation for literary works.

REGULATIONREGULATION
• Strong	enforcement	of	anti-piracy	laws	and action against offenders (such as illegal 

downloads of copyrighted materials).

• Establish	an	enabling	regulatory	environment	for	self-publishing	platforms	to	operate	in	
Dubai (e.g. major global platforms such as Kindle Direct Publishing, Kobo, Watt Pad).
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CULTURAL INDUSTRY KEY FINDINGS RECOMMENDATIONS

PERFORMING ARTS CURRENT STATE:CURRENT STATE:
This industry encompasses a twofold scene: professional 
productions offered at landmark venues like Dubai Opera and 
Coca-Cola Arena and a growing grassroots scene ranging from 
smaller productions (e.g. independent theatre) to amateur (e.g. an 
emerging hip-hop scene).

GAPS & OPPORTUNITIES:
The ‘weakest link’ in the value chain is talent. Local and regional 
talent in particular needs to be developed and supported to grow as 
professionals. There is an opportunity to develop Dubai as MENA’s 
hub for learning and nurturing regional talent in the performing arts. 
Through this, Dubai can also attract emerging talent.

KEY ENABLERS:
Talent Attraction, Regulation, Public Participation.

FUTURE STATE:
Through its positioning as a global tourism hub, Dubai's performing 
arts reach a varied audience of residents and visitors, meeting their 
needs with equally varied offerings. Dubai Opera and major venues 
stage world-class performances, while grassroots performing 
arts communities flourish through targeted supports, particularly 
in visa opportunities, talent development and funding schemes. 
Collaboration with international productions and education 
institutions accelerate this support. 

TALENT ATTRACTIONTALENT ATTRACTION
• Nurture emerging and amateur performing arts groups (e.g. theatre groups, music bands) 

through informal learning programmes offered in co-funded partnerships with key players (e.g. 
Dubai Opera, Courtyard Playhouse).

• Invite	performers-in-residence	for	short-term	training	of	local	talent.	These ‘visiting 
experts’ will provide creative direction for co-creation of performing arts productions to be 
locally produced / staged in Dubai.

• Encourage local casting for regional performance runs. For example, the Broadway hit 
musical ‘Hamilton’ used this local-casting model for its worldwide tour.

• Stage an annual ‘Theatre Retreat’ that convenes dramatic arts students from across MENA 
for an intensive week-long workshop  to co-create new works. The students produce while 
building capacity, learning, and engaging in cross-cultural exchange.

• Form a Performing Arts Association that acts as a professional body for Dubai based 
individuals and companies active in the performing arts industry.  

REGULATIONREGULATION
• Streamline the permitting process for performances. For example, offer an expedited track 

to permits for established venues and consider waiving permit requirements for school and 
community-based performances.  

• Establish a permitting framework for performing arts in public spaces such as street 
performers. 

PUBLICPUBLIC  PARTICIPATIONPARTICIPATION  
• Increase	live-stream	performances	by	landmark	venues	in	Dubai (e.g. Dubai Opera) for a 

greater global footprint.

• Increase access to quality international performances (e.g. BBC Prom, Met Opera) through 
screenings and live-streams in public spaces.
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FILM CURRENT STATE:CURRENT STATE:
The film production and scouting industry is well known 
internationally, but Dubai’s own film industry, including homegrown 
acting and directing, is still nascent largely due to a lack of 
educational opportunities and infrastructure.

GAPS & OPPORTUNITIES:
Dubai has a potential local talent pool and strong filmmaking 
capabilities. The industry is well placed to grow, if provided 
adequate opportunity and support. The emirate is known as an 
international film scouting and production destination tailored 
to foreign films rather than its own film ecosystem. Education 
initiatives or funding schemes that bolster Dubai’s homegrown 
ecosystem will catalyse its growth.

KEY ENABLERS:
Infrastructure, Education, Talent Attraction, Funding, Regulation  
and Public Participation.

FUTURE STATE:
Dubai’s creative and resourceful talent pool gains international 
recognition through homegrown films, establishing Dubai as a 
leading filmmaking centre. Educational opportunities ensure 
future filmmakers see potential for successful film careers in 
Dubai. Dubai’s film festivals re-establish themselves on global film 
circuit, attracting additional investment and raising profile of Dubai 
filmmakers.

INFRASTRUCTUREINFRASTRUCTURE
• Expand	access	to	affordable	production	facilities, especially for Dubai-based independent 

filmmakers. 

• Partner	with	major	distribution	networks	and	streaming	platforms to offer Dubai-made 
films via a broader range of regional and global channels.

• Match	underutilised	venues	identified	through the filming permit process with pop-up film 
houses and theatres to expand number of independent theatres.

EDUCATIONEDUCATION
• Establish	professional	qualifications, e.g. through a Film School partnership.

• Provide	incentives	to	universities	and	performing	arts	organisations	to	offer	short-cycle	
certified	training (e.g. Film Studies certificates, acting and directing). Increase informal learning 
opportunities via masterclasses by visiting filmmakers and  actors.

TALENT ATTRACTIONTALENT ATTRACTION
• Strengthen the local ecosystem and build capacity through on-the-job training offered by 

international studios who film in Dubai. 

FUNDINGFUNDING
• Offer	seed	funding	opportunities	for	short,	medium	and	long	productions made by Dubai-

based filmmakers.

• Support establishment of additional arthouse cinemas through subsidies, grants and tax 
advantages.

REGULATIONREGULATION
• Offer	expedited	filming	permit	process for independent filmmakers and boutique film studios.

PUBLIC PARTICIPATIONPUBLIC PARTICIPATION
• Present	screenings	of	independent	art	house,	local	and	classic	films	in	public	spaces

• Increase	public	awareness	and	interest	in	Dubai-made	films, for example by actively featuring 
and promoting behind-the-scenes content of film production via social media and other 
content outlets locally and regionally.
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CULTURAL 
HERITAGE

CURRENT STATE:CURRENT STATE:
The heritage of Old Dubai – both tangible and intangible – is well 
documented and preserved, and it will continue to grow under 
current mega-projects jointly implemented by Dubai Culture and 
Arts Authority, Dubai Municipality and Dubai Tourism.

GAPS & OPPORTUNITIES:
Dubai has another story to tell: its modern heritage. Preservation 
and promotion of the emirate’s Modernist architectural heritage 
from the 1970s, holding the record for the world’s tallest skyscraper 
since 2010, are examples of this modern heritage. 

KEY ENABLERS:
Infrastructure, Public Participation. 

FUTURE STATE:
Visitors and residents alike enjoy engaging with the ‘stories’ of 
Old Dubai and Emirati heritage, through major attractions like 
the Dubai Historic District and Etihad Museum. The emirate’s 
intangible culture – as a living heritage -- is fused within and 
inspires productions in other cultural industries (e.g. Design, 
Literary Arts, Performing Arts). Modern Dubai is equally celebrated 
for its architectural heritage and trailblazing advances in urban 
development.    

INFRASTRUCTUREINFRASTRUCTURE
• Establish a Museums Association or collective for private museums to act as a professional 

representative body advising on policy, best practice and marketing.

• Celebrate, preserve and promote Dubai’s modern heritage through Dubai Culture and 
Arts Authority-supported flagship initiatives. For example, an architectural tour of Dubai’s 
vernacular, modern and contemporary architecture will educate residents and visitors on 
modern heritage.

• Revitalise the currently underutilised Children’s City Museum located strategically along 
the Dubai Creek. Repurposing this existing infrastructure can focus on the underrepresented 
theme of Natural History, to spotlight the geology, flora and fauna of Dubai. This would 
complement the adjacent mega- project (DHD) and serve as the first world-class Natural 
History museum in the UAE.

PUBLIC PARTICIPATION PUBLIC PARTICIPATION 
• Establish ‘Friends of the Museum’ membership programmes to promote greater public 

engagement with museums.

• Leverage Dubai Culture’s social media channels to bring increased focus to Emirati living 
heritage, including through oral histories. The channel could work in unison with the KHDA and 
MOE to produce content for schools.

• Extend access to heritage centres set up within Dubai public schools to private schools, to 
increase exposure to Emirati living heritage.

• Increase public engagement through social media channels, by working with a variety of 
Dubai-based Emirati personalities who can ‘personalise’ the Dubai experience (e.g., vloggers 
and influencers).

• Greater focus on Emirati food culture by aligning with culinary arts schools.
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Achieving Dubai’s future culture sector 
The report has been organised as a reference guide, 
with the aim of supporting the work of policymakers, 
practitioners and patrons alike.

While this analysis has shone a light on Dubai's cultural 
industries and their growth trajectory, there are areas 
that need further investigation. These include:

• Further understanding of how entrepreneurship 
and the start-up ecosystem can advance the 
culture sector.

• Regional assessment of how STEAM curricula 
benefit students and encourage their greater 
participation in CCI.

Despite the global setbacks of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

Dubai has fostered strong levels of trust and social 
capital that will help it ride out this challenging phase. 

Our survey results indicated that 54% of respondents 
were 'moderately' or 'very' confident in their 
organisation's ability to recover from Covid-19 — a wider 
testament to Dubai’s ability to realise a thriving culture 
sector.

Dubai is at a turning point with unbridled possibility. 
With the right conditions and government steering, 
the emirate is poised to become more than  a  regional  
leader in the culture sector. 

As Dubai continues on its path to becoming a globally 
recognised creative hub itself,   it has the potential to 
transform what culture means to the world and its role 
within future generations. But above all else, it will create 
means for expression and connection, needs that will 
forever be at the core of humanity.

Image: Museum of the Future, 2020. 
Courtesy of Dubai Future Foundation.
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Measuring culture sector performance
 
As overviewed in the introduction to this report, the 
benefits for Dubai of growing its culture sector are two-
fold: considerable economic impact and lasting social 
impact. Tracking the industry’s future success will require 
stronger measurements. To evaluate the impact of the 
culture sector on Dubai’s development, it is essential 
to monitor, measure and index the performance of the 
cultural and creative industries against a robust set of 
indicators.

To understand how culture impacts development, 
UNESCO encourages taking into account the sector’s 
contribution to the local economy as well as its social 
benefits (for example, social cohesion, tolerance and 
inclusion). This approach aligns with Dubai Culture and 
Arts Authority’s purpose to promote the emirate’s 
economic and social development by building a thriving 
culture sector. As such, this report recommends the use 
of UNESCO’s 2030 Framework as an integral reference 
point in defining ways for Dubai Culture to measure how 
the sector is performing.

Drawing on UNESCO’s 2030 
Framework, this report proposes a 
select set of indicators that are ‘core’ 
to measuring the health and growth 
of Dubai’s cultural industries. 
Using UNESCO 2030 as an overarching reference, 
a set of 20 core cultural indicators are proposed 
to supplement and expand Dubai Culture and 
Arts Authority’s measurement of culture sector 
performance. Where relevant, other sector-standard 
international frameworks are drawn upon to address 
high-need areas identified in this report.

A main criterion for the selection of indicators is to 
build on, complement and add value to — rather than 
duplicate — existing key performance indicators (KPIs) 
currently used by Dubai Culture and Arts Authority 
under its strategy. The relationship of these 20 core 
indicators to existing Dubai Culture and Arts Authority 
KPIs are noted. 

Finally, we suggest possible sources within Dubai 
Government, through which high quality data may 
be collected for each indicator. Integration of these 
proposed indicators into existing systems can help 
improve how Dubai measures the performance of its 
cultural industries, and ultimately, better evaluate the 
economic and social benefit these CCI generate.

5 Conclusion
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INDICATOR

# of cultural and arts facilities by type, per capita 

 # of identified and protected cultural, natural, and heritage sites 

# of educational institutions (universities, vocational centers, etc.) and/ or programs in CCI fields established/ 

delivered in Dubai  (formal and informal education)

 % of students enrolled in arts, design and culture related subjects (vocational and higher education)

# of cultural visas

% of job provided by the CCI sector compared to other sectors (and number of jobs)

% of CCI sector contribution to Dubai's GDP

 Number of companies and non-for profits registered and operating in the CCI Sector, by company size

 CCI Exports as a % of all Dubai Exports 

Private sector contribution to government led CCI initiatives

Stakeholder perception of relevant CCI regulations and policies 

# of the people (citizens, residents, tourists) who have taken part in cultural and arts activities/ events in the 

last 12 months 

# of people (citizens, residents, tourists) who have visited any culture and arts related platform (museums, 

libraries, heritage sites, art galleries, studios, etc.) in the last 12 months

Figure 5.3 Selected indicators for measuring culture sector performance.
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Annexes

Image: View of FabLab at d3, Dubai. 
Courtesy of DIDI.
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In 2015, EY published Cultural Times: The first global 
map of cultural and creative industries. The report was 
commissioned by the International Confederation and 
Society of Authors and Composers (CISAC) and was the 
first to quantify the global economic value of the Cultural 
and Creative Industries, determining a contribution of 
US$2250 billion and 30 million jobs worldwide.

This report has framed subsequent research with many 
global and regional reports, over the last five years, 
referencing its core data. Researching the global value of 
the Creative and Cultural industries has been limited for 
many reasons, including expense, in terms of time and 
resources, access to large data pools and an interruption 
to the research cycle by Covid 2019. It would not be 
unreasonable to expect a 5-year research cycle for a 
global report, and as 2020 was a year unlike any other, we 
can hope that research may be prioritised for 2022.

Other issues to address in valuing the CCI are the broad 
definitions of creative and cultural industries, across 
sectors, occupations, and roles. The inclusions of these 
sectors in research and data pools vary from country to 
country, and often state to state or from one governing 
body to another, making direct comparisons difficult, 
time consuming and forcing assumptions. For example, 
in the United Kingdom, culture sector indicators are 
established by the Department for Culture, Media & 
Sport (DCMS), a British standard industrial classification, 
whilst Innovation and Business Skills Australia uses 
definitions established by its National Centre for 
Vocational Education Research.

Often the research picture is complicated by data, its 
format, and access or availability. The data sets that we 
have used are cited in the Bibliography. Case studies and 
other analyses throughout the report are derived and 
developed from consultation and interviews conducted 
with government and other entities, as well as with 
industry experts and stakeholders. Results from a survey 
with core industry actors and practitioners conducted 
in November 2020, with over 100 respondents, are also 
reflected. We thank all contributors of this information 
for their cooperation and interest.

Whilst we have attempted to present a complete and 
thorough analysis of the creative and cultural industries 
in Dubai, additional data yet to be formalised may help 
further quantify and qualify our analysis. 

Image: Mohamed Melehi inspired mural in Alserkal Avenue
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