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Foreword 

 Geopolitical Studies remains one of the primary fields of study at 
the Center for Islam and Global Affairs (CIGA), particularly as it relates 
to the changes and transformations within the Muslim-majority world. 
This important study on the United Arab Emirates’ military is the second 
study in CIGA’s series on Geopolitical and Strategic Studies (GPSS).* 
The purpose of the study is to trace the rise, development, and future 
prospects of the UAE’s use of hard power, and its aspiration to become a 
major regional player, especially in the aftermath of the 2011 Arab 
uprisings.   

 With the emergence of the UAE in the last decade as a regional 
player and a close US ally, several signs of its efforts to become a 
hegemonic power by extending its influence in the region, stretching from 
the Arabian/Persian Gulf to the Red Sea and the Horn of Africa, have 
been revealed in parallel with its leading role in the fight against Islamic 
resurgence movements in the Middle East. Its continuous involvement 
and meddling in the counter-revolutionary efforts in Egypt, Libya, 
Yemen, and the Sudan (just to name a few) have been well documented. 
It is in this context, therefore, that it has. become imperative to investigate 
the roots and development of the UAE’s military power.  

The current study explores the rise and formation of the UAE, the 
manner in which its centralized authority governs it, and Abu Dhabi’s 
particular strengths in comparison to the other six emirates in the union. 
It also examines the stages in which the UAE’s armed forces developed, 
especially in the aftermath of the spread of the uprisings across the region 
in 2011. These developments include the establishment of the Presidential 
Guards in 2011, compelling mandatory military service in 2014 for 
Emirati citizens, and introducing the position of the Minister of State for 
Defense Affairs in 2016. Moreover, the UAE’s increased military 

 
* An earlier version of this study appeared in Arabic and was published by The Capital 
Forum in Istanbul, Turkey. 
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spending, the growth of the UAE’s defense industries as well as the most 
prominent companies working in this field will also be examined.  

Finally, this study discusses the most significant foreign military 
ventures, along with the presence of foreign military forces in the UAE 
itself. The Emirati military’s prospects, in light of its strengths, 
weaknesses, and the government’s aspiration to become a regional 
hegemon are further explored. While the UAE has been a principal 
partner within a regional alliance† formed to undermine the aspirations of 
millions of citizens of Arab countries in their attempts to establish free 
and democratic representation across the region, this aspect of the UAE’s 
geopolitical strategy was only partially touched upon in this study. It is 
hoped that the political and strategic aspects of this alliance will be the 
focus of a future study.  

 
Department for Geopolitical and Strategic Studies (GPSS)  
Center for Islam and Global Affairs (CIGA) 

 
† This alliance today includes Israel, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Bahrain supported by the 
U.S. 

Abstract 

Since its emergence as an independent state in 1971, the UAE 
Armed Forces have witnessed a tremendous development in terms of 
quantity and quality, increasing from a few thousand soldiers, mostly 
illiterate, in the 1970s, to over 63,000 by 2019, supplied with the latest 
weapons systems and trained according to the latest training curricula in 
military colleges and schools. These developments have been seen in 
parallel with work to develop leaders in the fields of military thought and 
strategic planning.  

The UAE has also endeavored to establish an infrastructure with 
which it could manufacture its own military arms and equipment. Their 
hope is to expand the scope of its independent political decision-making, 
reduce the dependence on arms imports, and increase the margins 
available to support UAE’s satellite regional militias. The Emirati regime 
also began requiring mandatory military conscription in 2014 to 
strengthen national identity and deepen loyalty to ruling families, after 
setting a precedent in the establishment of the Presidential Guard in 2011 
to protect their regime from internal upheavals. 

Nevertheless, the UAE's internal fragility, stemming from the 
sometimes differing interests of the country’s emirates, its limited 
population, its inability to withstand significant military losses, and the 
sensitivity of the Emirati economy to any global financial tremors or wars 
with powerful regional powers like Iran, all remain significant obstacles 
to the UAE’s hegemony projects, and negatively affect the ability of the 
Emirati armed forces to meet Abu Dhabi's ambitions.  

  

 17 

localization of jobs, the empowerment of youth, the development of 
education and health, care for senior citizens, as well as the stimulation 
of investment and tourism—in other words, platforms that do not address 
political issues. 

 

Supreme Council of the Union  داحتالل ىلعألا سلجملا  
The Head of State       ةلودلا سیئر  
Federal Council of Ministers يداحتالا ءارزولا سلجم  
Federal National Council  يداحتالا ينطولا سلجملا  

The Structure of the Government System in the UAE 

While the UAE's system of government is pragmatically 
contemplated as a compromise system between different established 
authorities of different   entrated in the hands of the ruling families and 
those close to them, without allowing any serious participation of 
citizens in the decision-making process by criminalizing any opposition 
to the State’s policies. Political parties are also prohibited in the UAE. 
Indeed, the Anti-Terrorist Crimes Act of 2014 stipulates that anyone 
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I. Establishment of the United Arab Emirates in 1971 

For centuries, the Al-Qawāsim tribe lived on the coastline of the 
Arabian Gulf and the Gulf of Oman, while the Banī Yās tribe inhabited 
the desert areas around the villages bordering the Līwā oasis. In 1761, the 
chief shaykh of the Al-Būfalāḥ clan (to whom Al-Nahyān belongs) which 
also traces its descent to Banī Yās, moved to Abu Dhabi after discovering 
fresh water there. In the early 19th century, several members of the Al-
Būfalāsa clan, also descending from Banī Yās, settled in the Dubai Khūr 
(bay) and established the rule of the Al-Maktoum family in the emirate of 
Dubai.1 

As the Portuguese began exploring sea routes between Europe 
and India, Western fleets started to arrive in the Arabian Gulf by the 16th 
century to assert their dominance over navigation and control of 
transportation to India. The Portuguese and the Al-Qawāsim, who today 
rule the emirates of Sharjah and Ras Al-Khaymah, fought fierce battles. 
Britain replaced Portugal in the 18th century as the main aggressor in that 
region, as the British were concerned with strengthening their naval 
power in the Gulf and excluding European rivals. Between 1809 and 
1819, several wars took place between the British and the Al-Qawāsim, 
ending with a British victory and the destruction of Ras Al-Khaymah, 
Ajman, Sharjah, and Umm Al-Quwayn, as well as Dubai.2  

After the defeat of the Al-Qawāsim, Britain made a series of 
agreements during the 19th century with the shaykhs of the coastal 
emirates. Thus, the area comprising Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Bahrain, Qatar, 
Ras Al-Khaymah, Umm Al-Quwayn, Ajman, Sharjah, and Fujayrah 
became known as the Trucial Shaykhdoms. Under those agreements, the 
Trucial Shaykhdoms had to ensure the security of navigation in the Gulf, 

 
1 Al-Imarāt Al-‘Arabiyya Al-Muttaḥḥida: Al Kitāb Al Sanawī (The United Arab Emirates 
– Annual Book), Abu Dhabi: al Majlis al-Watanī lil-I‘lām, 2013, 1st  Edition, pp.10-11. 
2 Klickovsky, R., Al-Imarāt Al-‘Arabiyya Al-Muttaḥḥida, (United Arab Emirates), Abu 
Dhabi: Sharikat Gooli, 1985, 1st Edition, p.45. 
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refrain from building large ships or constructing fortifications along the 
coast, and pledge not to enter into agreements or make contact with any 
force or country other than the Government of London in exchange for 
British protection. As a result, Britain effectively controlled the foreign 
and defense affairs of the Trucial coast. In 1902, the Shaykhs of the Sahel 
signed another agreement with Britain under which they pledged not to 
trade in arms, neither imports nor exports.3 Then, in 1922, Britain 
required the Shaykhs of the Sahel emirates not to grant any concessions 
for oil exploration without its prior consent.4  

At that point in time, the region's economy relied heavily on 
fishing, exporting dates, and pearl mining. But the pearl trade soon 
suffered a heavy blow at the end of the 1940s following the Indian 
government's decision to impose heavy taxes on pearls imported from the 
Gulf. Japan’s development of the cultured pearl industry further 
contributed to the decline of the Gulf pearl trade in 1946 to the equivalent 
of 250,000 pounds, after it was estimated at 15 million pounds in 1925.5 
But the economic crisis did not last long, as a breakthrough occurred in 
the discovery of oil in the Trucial Emirates. The first shipment of crude 
oil was exported from the port of Abu Dhabi in 1962, and oil was first 
exported from Dubai in 1969.6  

Until the middle of the 20th century, Abu Dhabi was described 
as a poverty-stricken emirate. In 1965, it was just a coastal village with a 
population of 4,000 inhabitants. In fact, Britain considered it only the 
third most important stop on the coastline, lagging behind Dubai and 
Sharjah. London managed its relations with Abu Dhabi solely through its 

 
3 Al-Yūsuf, Yūsuf Khalīfa, Al ’ Imarāt Al-‘Arabiyya Al-Muttaḥḥida ‘lā Muftaraq Ṭuruq 
(The United Arab Emirates at Crossroads), Beirut: Markaz Dirasat al Wiḥda al-
‘Arabiyya, 2013, 1st Edition, p.45.  
4 Klickovsky, R., (United Arab Emirates), Op. Cit., p.45. 
5 Op. Cit., p.21. 
6 Al-Imarāt Al-‘Arabiyya Al-Muttaḥḥida: Al Kitāb Al Sanawī, (The United Arab 
Emirates – Annual Book), 2013, Op. Cit.,  p.11. 
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political representative in Dubai, until 1955, when Britain appointed a 
British political officer in Abu Dhabi that would report to their 
representative in Dubai. By 1961, Britain had inaugurated in Abu Dhabi 
a political agency reporting directly to the British resident representative 
in Bahrain as a sign of the increasing importance of Abu Dhabi due to its 
recent oil discovery.7  

With the rise of the Arab nationalist tide in the 1950s and 1960s, 
and the emergence of leftist groups in the region, Britain worked to 
rearrange the political situation in the Gulf. Specifically, it sought to 
change the Liberation Movement of Ẓufār8 that was supported by the 
communist government of South Yemen and the Soviet Union. In 1965, 
Britain supported a coup that overthrew the Pan-Arab ruler of Sharjah, 
Shaykh Saqr bin Sultan Al-Qāsimī, after he refused to renew the 
agreement to extend the lease of the British base in Sharjah. London saw 
him as a troublemaker with suspicious ties to Iraq, as well as Nasserist 
Egypt, where he was exiled to.9  

In 1966, London also supported Shaykh Zayed bin Sultan Al-
Nahyan's (1918-2004) overthrow of his brother Shaykh Shakhbūṭ, the 
ruler of Abu Dhabi,10 on the pretext that Shaykh Shakhbūt’s rule was 
stagnant and hindered oil extraction projects carried out by British 
companies, and that the ascension of more flexible rulers would help 
carry out economic and social reforms that protect the region from the 
penetration of leftist groups.11  

 
7 Yates, Athol, Western Expatriates in the UAE Armed Forces, 1964–2015, Journal of 
Arabian Studies, (December 2016), p. 184.  
8 Zufar is located in present-day Oman. 
9 Al-Yūsuf, Yūsuf Khalīfa, Al-Imarāt Al-‘Arabiyya Al-Muttaḥḥida ‘lā Muftaraq Ṭuruq.., 
Op. Cit., p.91. 
10 R. Klickovsky, (United Arab Emirates), p.24. 
11 Qāsim, Jamal Zakariyya, Tarīkh al-Khalīj al-‘Arabī al-Hadīth wa-al Mu‘asir, (the 
Modern and Contemporary History of the Arabian Gulf), Vol.4, Cairo: Dar al Fikr al-
‘Arabī, 1996, 1st Edition, p.268. 
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With the demise of the British Empire after World War II, the 
British avoided waging bloody wars in its colonies as France had fought 
in Algeria and Indochina (Vietnam). In January 1968, London announced 
its intention to withdraw all military forces from regions east of the Suez 
Canal, which included the Arabian Gulf region, by the end of 1971. 
London rejected the offer made by the rulers of Dubai and Abu Dhabi to 
pay Britain’s costs, approximately 12 million pounds sterling annually, 
for its military presence in the Gulf.12   

Prior to its withdrawal from the Arabian Gulf, Britain thought the 
best way to guarantee its interests are protected would be uniting the 
Trucial Emirates of the Sahel (Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Qatar, Bahrain, Ras Al-
Khaymah, Ajman, Umm Al-Quwayn, Sharjah, and Fujairah) so as to form 
an entity that would prevent Soviet penetration into the region and limit 
Iran's expansionist ambitions. This approach was welcomed by the 
shaykhs of the emirates because they feared the vacuum created by 
Britain's withdrawal. They held consultative meetings starting in 1968, 
culminating in an agreement to appoint the Emir of Abu Dhabi, Shaykh 
Zayed, as President of the Union for two years and to assign the Crown 
Prince of Qatar at the time, Shaykh Khalīfa bin Ḥamad, to form a federal 
cabinet, provided that each emirate nominates its candidate ministers.13  

However, there were disagreements regarding each emirate’s 
share of the federal ministries, the rates of contribution to the federal 
budget, the choice of the capital, and whether representation would be 
equal or determined by each emirate’s. Bahrain wanted to be represented 
by proportion of population, since it had a population of 200,000 at the 
time, more than the rest of the emirates combined, while smaller emirates 
such as Ajman, Fujayrah, and Ras Al-Khaymah voted for equal 
representation regardless of population size. Consequently, Bahrain 
withdrew from the negotiations to establish the union and declared 

 
12 Al Yūsuf, Yūsuf Khalīfa, Al’ Imarāt Al- ‘Arabiyya Al-Muttaḥḥida.., Op. Cit., p.47. 
13 Qāsim, Jamāl Zakariyyā, Tarīkh al-Khalīj al-‘Arabī al-Hadīth wa-al Mu‘asir, Op. 
Cit., Vol.4, p.32.  
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independence in August 1971, followed by Qatar in September. In the 
meantime, the ruler of Ras Al-Khaymah refused to join the union due to 
the union’s constitutional provisions that required the consent of Dubai 
and Abu Dhabi for all federal decisions. However, six emirates did agree 
to unite: Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Sharjah, Ajman, Umm Al-Quwayn, and 
Fujayrah). The establishment of the United Arab Emirates was thus 
announced on December 2, 1971, with a population of 180,000 citizens.14  

 
The United Arab Emirates 

The Three Islands’ Problem 

On November 30, 1971, one day before announcing the 
abolishment of the British protection treaties and two days before 
announcing the establishment of the emirates' union, the Iranian army 

 
14 Al-Imarāt Al-‘Arabiyya Al-Muttaḥḥida: Al Kitāb Al Sanawī (The United Arab 
Emirates – Annual Book), Abu Dhabi: al Majlis al-Watanī lil-I‘lām, 2016, 1st Edition, 
p.8. 
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took control of Ṭunb Al-Kubrā and Ṭunb Al-Ṣughrā, two islands 
belonging to Ras Al-Khaymah, which was not yet in the union. The ruler 
of Sharjah was also forced to sign an agreement with Iran to share the 
administration of the Abū Mūsā island in November 1971. Following Ras 
Al-Khaymah’s realization of the challenges it would face were it to 
remain alone, it quickly joined the Union on February 10, 1972. 

Shaykh Zayed as President of the Nascent State 

Abu Dhabi's ruler Shaykh Zayed bin Sultan Al-Nahyan was 
chosen as the new president for a five-year term and Shaykh Rashid bin 
Saeed Al-Maktoum, the ruler of Dubai, was chosen as Vice President. 
Each emirate continued to retain its own military forces, its sovereignty 
over its internal affairs,15 and its ownership of the wealth and natural 
resources from its territory.16 The UAE did not have a large foreign 
diplomatic presence. When its establishment was announced, it only had 
three foreign embassies on its territory, belonging to Britain, Pakistan, 
and the United States of America.17 

Obstacles Faced by the Emirates’ Union  

The Union’s establishment and progress were not smooth, as 
internal disputes eventually escalated into armed clashes, such as those 
between Sharjah and Fujayrah in 1972 and 1974 over the demarcation of 
their borders and the status of the Dabba area. Similar clashes took place 
between Fujayrah and Ras Al-Khaymah regarding the ownership of 
Masafī.18 The border dispute between Dubai and Sharjah in 1976 even 
required international arbitration. 

 
15 The 10th Article of the UAE constitution stipulates that each emirate respects the 
independence and sovereignty of other emirates with respect to their internal affairs.   
16 The 24th Article of the UAE constitution.  
17 Al-Imarāt Al-‘Arabiyya Al-Muttaḥḥida: Al Kitāb Al Sanawī, 2016, Op. Cit., p.78.  
18 Qāsim, Jamāl Zakariyyā, Tarīkh al-Khalīj al-‘Arabī, Vol.5, Op. Cit., p.322. 
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However, the most serious practical challenge faced by the Union 
was in January 1972, when the deposed ruler of Sharjah, Shaykh Saqr bin 
Sultan Al-Qāsimī (deposed by Britain, as previously mentioned) stormed 
into the Palace of the Emir of Sharjah, Khālid bin Muhammad Al-Qāsimī, 
and forced him to abdicate. This was followed by clashes in which 
Shaykh Sultan, the brother of the Emir of Sharjah, used the Union forces. 
These clashes resulted in the death of the abdicated Sharjah ruler Khālid 
Al-Qāsimī, and the arrest of the former ruler Saqr, thus thwarting his 
attempt to regain power.19 Shaykh Sultan bin Muhammad Al-Qāsimī, 
brother of the slain ruler, was appointed as the new ruler of Sharjah. But 
investigations found that the coup attempt was supported by the ruler of 
Ras Al-Khaymah, Shaykh Saqr bin Muhammad Al-Qāsimī, in order to 
separate Sharjah from the Union and merge it with Ras Al-Khaymah 
under another State entity independent of the UAE. The failure of that 
scheme precipitated Ras Al-Khaymah’s rush to join the Union in 
February 1972.  

Similarly, there were frequent disagreements between the rulers 
of Abu Dhabi and Dubai, Zayed bin Sultan and Rashid bin Saeed, 
respectively, because each sought more influence in the nascent state 
affairs. Among the most prominent disagreements that occurred between 
them are:  

1. The dispute over the extension of the interim constitution in 1976, 
where Shaykh Zayed wanted to adopt a permanent constitution, 
strengthen the Union through the formation of a unified army, and 
increase the other emirates’ proportions of contribution to the federal 
budget; while Shaykh Rashid insisted on the extension of the interim 
constitution, which ensured the independence of each emirate in most 
of its affairs in order to preserve the wealth of rich Dubai, at the time, 
compared to the rest of the Union’s emirates. Thus, in August 1976, 
Shaykh Zayed announced that he would step down as head of state by 
the end of his presidency’s term in December, though he rescinded the 

 
19 Qāsim, Jamāl Zakariyyā, Tarīkh al-Khalīj al-‘Arabī, Vol.4, Op. Cit., p.331. 
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resignation after reaching a compromise that extended the interim 
constitution and made amendments that strengthened federalism.20 
 

2. In 1978, the rulers of Dubai, Ras Al-Khaymah, and Umm Al-Quwayn 
rejected Shaykh Zayed's decision to merge the then-10,000-strong 
Abu Dhabi Defense Force with the Union’s Defense Force. 
Furthermore, they rejected the subsequent appointment by Shaykh 
Zayed of his son, Sultan, as commander-in-chief of the Union's armed 
forces. Dubai’s ruler dismissed the decision as having been made 
unilaterally, without consulting the then-Minister of Defense 
Muhammad bin Rashid. The crisis ended with the formation of a 
military council headed by the defense minister, the son of Dubai’s 
ruler, and his deputy in the emirate and as the commander-in-chief for 
its military force, the son of Abu Dhabi’s ruler. 

 
3. In 1979, a war of communiqués between Dubai and Abu Dhabi 

erupted after Shaykh Zayed's announcement that Dubai opposed the 
integration of its institutions into the federal authority, which Shaykh 
Rashid responded to with a counter communiqué. The matter ended 
by appointing Shaykh Rashid as prime minister. Since then, it has been 
established that the ruler of Abu Dhabi would serve as the president 
of the UAE, while the ruler of Dubai would be the prime minister.  

The intensity of these disagreements between the rulers of Abu Dhabi and 
Dubai diminished following the outbreak of the Iranian revolution in 
1979 and Khomeini's commitment to exporting the revolution abroad, as 
well as the ensuing outbreak of the first Gulf War between Iran and Iraq 
in 1980 and Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990. The emirates finally 
approved a permanent constitution in 1996.21  

 
20 For more details, see: Qāsim, Jamāl Zakariyyā, Tarīkh al-Khalīj al-‘Arabī, Vol.5, Op. 
Cit., p. 225-227. 
21 Al-Imarāt Al-‘Arabiyya Al-Muttaḥḥida: Al Kitāb Al Sanawī, 2016, Op. Cit., p.10. 
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II. The Structure of Government in the UAE 

The UAE is formally governed by a presidential system, as the 
president and vice president are chosen from among the rulers of the 
seven emirates, who serve as members of the Supreme Council of the 
Union, which is the supreme authority of the state. The Supreme Council 
of the Union is responsible for drawing up domestic and foreign policy 
and ratifying federal laws before they are promulgated. Its decisions on 
substantive matters are determined by a five-person majority of its 
members, including the votes of Abu Dhabi and Dubai. In procedural 
matters, decisions are made by a simple majority vote. The Head of State 
presides over the Supreme Council of the Union, signs laws and decrees, 
and appoints diplomatic representatives to foreign countries. The federal 
government has specific powers in accordance with the constitution, 
while the governments of the seven separate emirates have more 
extensive powers, with each emirate retaining control over its oil, mineral 
wealth, and internal security. 

There is also an advisory Federal National Council, which in 
theory is supposed to discuss draft laws and budgets referred to it by the 
Federal Council of Ministers (a cabinet).22 However, it does not exercise 
any oversight or legislative roles. The 40 members of the Council were 
appointed by the rulers of the seven emirates according to a specific quota 
for each emirate: eight seats for Abu Dhabi, eight for Dubai, six for 
Sharjah, six for Ras Al-Khaymah, four for Ajman, four for Fujayrah, and 
four forUmm Al-Quwayn. Since 2006, however, half of the Council’s 
members have been chosen through indirect elections as a limited number 
of citizens are allowed to vote. 

It is worth mentioning that the platforms of candidates for 
membership of the Federal National Council revolve around the 

 
22 For more details on the form of governance regime in the UAE and its institution 
mandates, see: The UAE Constitution of 1971 and its amendments up to 2009. 
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localization of jobs, the empowerment of youth, the development of 
education and health, care for senior citizens, as well as the stimulation 
of investment and tourism—in other words, platforms that do not address 
political issues. 

 

Supreme Council of the Union  داحتالل ىلعألا سلجملا  
The Head of State       ةلودلا سیئر  
Federal Council of Ministers يداحتالا ءارزولا سلجم  
Federal National Council  يداحتالا ينطولا سلجملا  

The Structure of the Government System in the UAE 

While the UAE's system of government is pragmatically 
contemplated as a compromise system between different established 
authorities of different   entrated in the hands of the ruling families and 
those close to them, without allowing any serious participation of 
citizens in the decision-making process by criminalizing any opposition 
to the State’s policies. Political parties are also prohibited in the UAE. 
Indeed, the Anti-Terrorist Crimes Act of 2014 stipulates that anyone 
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who publicly declares his disloyalty to the State’s leaders shall be 
punished by imprisonment for a minimum of 10 years.23  

The Influence of Muhammad bin Zayed 

From the establishment of the UAE until the death of Shaykh 
Zayed in 2004, the UAE's foreign policy had been characterized by 
calmness and keenness, to invest the UAE's international relations for 
economic gains, and to identify only with the constants of the Gulf 
orientations -especially Saudi ones- on issues of common interest. Such a 
policy was aimed at preserving the country's newly acquired sovereignty 
and independence. 

With the death of Shaykh Zayed and the assumption of power by 
Shaykh Khalīfa bin Zayed Al-Nahyan, the UAE has gradually adopted a 
more aggressive foreign policy. This is partly due to the emergence of 
new ruling elites linked to the realist school of foreign policy that 
considers the economy and the balance of power as the basic 
principles/pillars of contemporary foreign policy.24  

As the health of the UAE president, Shaykh Khalīfa bin Zayed, 
deteriorated, the most powerful figure in the UAE landscape became his 
half-brother, Shaykh Muhammad bin Zayed, the Crown Prince of Abu 
Dhabi, the Deputy Supreme Commander of the UAE Armed Forces, and 
the President of Mubādala Fund, one of the main investment instruments 
of the Abu Dhabi government.25  

 
23 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield Magazine), United Arab Emirates, UAE 
Armed Forces, Directorate of Moral Guidance, No.513, October 2014, p.47. 
24 Bartlett, Will, The UAE as an Emerging Actor in the Western Balkans: The Case of 
Strategic Investment in Serbia, Journal of Arabian Studies, Pub. Online: 22 Jun 2017, 
p.95.  
25 Khalīfa bin Zayed is the son of Shaykha Hiṣṣa bint Muhammad Al Nahyan while 
Muhammad bin Zayed is the son of Shaykha Fatima bint Mubarak al Kitbī, also known 
as the mother of the Emirates. Shaykh Zayed married eight marriages and was survived 
by 19 sons and 11 daughters.  
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III.  Area, Population, and Economy of the UAE andReasons for the 
Domination of the Emirate of Abu Dhabi  

The UAE area is estimated at 83,600 square kilometers, of which 
71,000 square kilometers are the mainland, while the remaining area is 
occupied by 200 islands. The UAE ranks third in size in the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, after Saudi Arabia and the 
Sultanate of Oman.26 Desert covers nearly 74 percent of the UAE 
territories, whereas mountains occupy 2.6 percent.27 The number of UAE 
residents has multiplied in recent years, reaching 9.3 million residents by 
2017. 

 

2017 2005 2000 Year 
9.3  4.1 2.8  Population 

 

UAE population is millions of inhabitants28 

According to many sources29, UAE citizens number one million, 
or about 10.75 percent of the country’s population, while Indian citizens 
account for 38.2 percent and Egyptians 10.2 percent of the population, 
according to 2015 statistics. The UAE also ranks seventh globally in the 
list of the largest holders of oil and natural gas reserves. In 2017, the 
UAE's cash reserves stood at US$95.37 billion.30  

 
26 Al-Imarāt Al-‘Arabiyya Al-Muttaḥḥida: Al Kitāb Al Sanawī, 2013, p.6. 
27 Al-Imarāt Al-‘Arabiyya Al-Muttaḥḥida: Al-Kitāb Al-Sanawī, 2016, p.6. 
28  ’Arqam Al-Imarāt, 2018, (The UAE Numbers), 1st Edition, Abu Dhabi: al Hay’a al 
Ittiḥādiyya li-l Tanāfusiyya w-al ’Iḥsa’, p.3. 
29 See fore example https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL?locations=AE, 
https://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/united-arab-emirates-population, 
And https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/document/cia-
rdp85t00353r000100290006-9. 
30 The World Fact book, United Arab Emirates, CIA: 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ae.html. 
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The UAE is also strategically located close to the Strait of 
Hormuz, through which approximately 18 million barrels of oil passes 
through daily; and it represents the lifeblood of many countries: It fulfills 
85 percent of Japan's oil needs, and 70 percent of India, China, and South 
Korea’s.31 The UAE is also a major global business hub; it hosts the 
regional headquarters for 25% of the largest 500 companies in the 
world.32 Further, the UAE is a gateway to other Gulf countries, where 61 
percent of the cargo destined for the GCC countries passes through its 
ports. 

In an effort to reduce dependence on oil sales and provide a 
financial stock of wealth for future generations, the UAE has in the past 
two decades sought to channel its surplus oil revenues to engage in long-
term foreign investments through a number of sovereign wealth funds 
(SWF),33 state-owned entities, or state-backed private companies. The 
UAE's foreign direct investment (FDI) has been growing rapidly since 
2000, bringing the total UAE investments abroad by 2015 to nearly 
US$63 billion,34 then to a staggering US$87.5 billion in 2017. 
Meanwhile, the number of UAE companies investing abroad has 
exceeded 200 in more than 60 countries, and their assets range from US$1 
trillion to US$1.5 trillion.35  

Externally, the UAE has focused on investing in four key sectors: 
Aviation, urban construction, military technology, and agriculture. Such 
sectors reflect various strategic priorities. Agricultural investments are 

 
31 Dir‘ al-Watan Magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.482, March 2012, p.54. 
32 Al-Imarāt Al-‘Arabiyya Al-Muttaḥḥida: Al-Kitāb Al-Sanawī, 2016, p.76. 
33 For more information on Sovereign Wealth Funds (SWF) see:  
Sha‘bān, Sharīf, Ṣanādīq al-Tharwa al-Siyādiyya bayna al-Taḥadiyyat al-Gharbiyya w-
al Āfāq al-Khalījiyya, (SWFs between Western Challenges and Gulf Perspectives), 1st 
edition, (Abu Dhabi: Markaz al-Imarāt li-l Dirasat w-al Buhuth al-’Istratijiyya, 2009).  
34 Bartlett, Will, The UAE as an Emerging Actor in the Western Balkans: The Case of 
Strategic Investment in Serbia, Op. Cit., p.98.  
35 Muhammad, Abd al-Ḥay, Al-Istithmārāt al-’Imārātiyya fi-l Khārij Quwā Na‘ima 
Tu‘azziz Makanat al-Dawla ‘Alamiyyan, (UAE investments abroad are soft power that 
enhances the country's international standing), al-Bayān daily, Dubai, May 3, 2017. 
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part of a strategy to mitigate risks related to food security, as the UAE 
imports 85 percent of its food supplies from abroad. Investments in the 
aviation and construction sectors are part of a strategic policy of economic 
diversification, in anticipation of the post-oil economy era. 

By adopting economic diversification strategies, the UAE has 
increased the non-oil sectors’ contribution to the national economy, such 
as transformative industries (or manufacturing), aviation, tourism, 
banking, trade, real estate, services, and alternative energy. This was 
reflected in the decline in oil's contribution to the gross national income 
from 79 percent in 1980 to 29.5 percent in 2017, which supported the 
country's ability to absorb the fluctuation of oil prices and to expand 
military spending. 

Reasons for Abu Dhabi’s Emirates Domination 

Abu Dhabi is, by far, the largest emirate in terms of geographical 
area, representing 87 percent of the UAE’s total area,36 and it is the 
richest, with 95 percent of the UAE oil reserves, 94 percent of the UAE 
gas reserves, and 9 percent and 5 percent of the world's oil and gas 
reserves, respectively. Abu Dhabi produces most of the UAE's oil 
production, which amounted to 3 million barrels per day in 2019, while 
the production of the emirate of Dubai does not exceed 70 thousand 
barrels per day.37 

Founded in 1976, the Abu Dhabi Investment Authority (ADIA) 
is now the fifth largest investment fund in the World after being the 
world's largest one until 2009; its assets in 2019 are estimated at US$697 
billion, according to the latest figures published by Sovereign Wealth 
Funds International (SWFI)38 foundation. Given that Abu Dhabi pays the 

 
36 Al-Imarāt Al-‘Arabiyya Al-Muttaḥḥida–Al-Kitāb Al-Sanawī, 2013,p.7. 
37 Dubai's oil production peaked in 1991 at 410,000 barrels per day (bpd), but gradually 
declined. 
38 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.549, October 2017, p.78; 
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bulk of the federal budget, this allows it to dominate decisions on UAE 
foreign policy. 

 

A map that illustrates the area of each emirate of the Union  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Al-Yamāni, Sharīf, Jihāz Abu Ẓabi li-l ’Istithmar Akbar al Ṣanadīq al Siyādiyya 
‘Arabiyyan wa-l Thālith ‘Ālamiyyan, (the Abu Dhabi Investment Authority (ADIA) is 
the largest investment fund in the Arab world and the third Globaly), Al-Imarāt al Yawm 
daily, February 12, 2019. 

 23 

IV. The Emergence of the UAE Army 

The Trucial Emirates in the Sahel did not have their own armies 
throughout the first half of the 20th century due to their dependence on 
British protection since 1892 and their inability, before discovering the 
oil wealth, to sustain the costs of establishing military institutions.39 

The UAE army has its roots in the 'Oman Coast Levies' force, 
formed under the British Royal Decree No. 1 of 1951, during the era of 
the Trucial Emirates’ regime,40 where London wanted the Gulf rulers to 
view it as their protection and not seek to establish their own armies.41 
The primary task of the force was to maintain security outside large cities, 
to protect British delegations visiting the Gulf, and to protect oil 
explorers.42 

The force consisted of a British commander, Major Hankin 
Turvin, and 35 Arab soldiers. It was renamed the 'Trucial Oman Scouts' 
in 1956 in light of its size, which became five companies (or detachments) 
encompassing 150 British officers and soldiers and 500 Arab soldiers 
under the command of a British colonel.43  

By 1964, the force was made up of 1,201 Arabs (mostly from 
Oman, the Trucial Emirates, Yemen, and Jordan) under the command of 
38 British officers and 85 other British ranks, with a total of 1,324 men.44 
The force was trained at the British base in Sharjah and headquartered in 
Bahrain. 

 
39 Yates, Athol, Western Expatriates in the UAE Armed Forces,1964–2015, Journal of 
Arabian Studies, Vol.6, No.2, Pub. Online: November 18, 2016, p.182.  
40 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.483, April 2012, p.92. 
41 Yates, Athol, Western Expatriates in the UAE Armed Forces, p.183. 
42 Yates, Athol, Western Expatriates in the UAE Armed Forces, p.183. 
43 Dir‘ al-Watan Magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.483, April 2012, pp.15-18. 
44 Lord, Cliff and Watson, Graham, The Royal Corps of Signals: Unit Histories of the 
Corps (1920–2001), and its Antecedents (2003), West Midlands, England: Helion and 
Company, 2003, p.375.  
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The Oman Coast Scouts force did not enter the cities without the 
consent of the emirate rulers. While large cities, such as Dubai and Abu 
Dhabi, established their own police forces in 1956 and 1957 respectively, 
security in other towns was provided until the late 1960s by the Emirs’ 
Guards and tribesmen. 

Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Muhammad bin Zayed, accompanied by British 
officer John Macmillan, one of the Oman Coast Scouts force leaders, in 2012. 

 
Following the start of oil exports from Abu Dhabi in 1962, work 

began on the establishment of a genuine military institution; the then-ruler 
of Abu Dhabi, Shaykh Shakhbūt bin Sultan Al-Nahyan, formed the Abu 
Dhabi Defense Force in 1964, consisting of British and Jordanian officers 
and soldiers from the emirates. The Oman Coast Scouts force also sent 
two officers to Shaykh Shakhbūt, Colonel Taj Wilson and Captain 
Charles Wintner, to serve as the founding commander of the Abu Dhabi 
Defense Force and deputy commander, respectively.45 

 
45  Davidson, Christopher M., Abu Dhabi: Oil and Beyond, (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2009), p.144. 
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Shaykh Shakhbūt's motives for the formation of the Abu Dhabi 
Defense Force were: 

1. Guarding the al-Magta‘ Bridge that connected Abu Dhabi Island, 
the largest island in the Abu Dhabi Emirate, and the Emirate’s 
mainland. 

2. Guarding the palace in which he lived. 
3. Acting as his personal bodyguard instead of the existing police 

guard.46 

When Shaykh Zayed took over the Abu Dhabi Emirate after 
deposing his brother Shakhbūt in 1966, he agreed with Britain to allow 
the Oman Coast Scouts Force to join the Abu Dhabi Defense Force if they 
so desired. The Abu Dhabi Defense Force’s role was then limited to 
contributing to the resolution of tribal disputes and internal problems. In 
1969, Shaykh Zayed issued a decree to promote his son Khalīfa, only 20 
years old, to General in order to lead the Abu Dhabi Defense Force.47 

In January 1968, as Britain announced its intention to withdraw 
its forces from its protectorate Trucial Emirates by the end of 1971, 
Shaykh Zayed decided to increase the size of the Abu Dhabi Defense 
Force three-fold, so that, by 1971, Abu Dhabi would have a force 
composed of combat brigades working with infantry, armor, and artillery, 
as well as air and sea forces. By 1971, the Abu Dhabi Defense Force had 
about 4,000 men, compared to just 500 men in the Dubai Defense Force, 
which was established in the same year. 

British sources attribute Shaykh Zayed's keenness to possess 
sophisticated weapons and great military power to his desire to have an 
army more prestigious than the armies of surrounding emirates, rather 
than a desire to establish an army that meets the actual security needs of 
Abu Dhabi. Shaykh Zayed was keen to showcase the advanced weaponry 

 
46 Letter 1206 on 29 July 1964, Burdett, Records of the Emirates 1961-1965, 1964 
(1997), p. 213. 
47  Al-Imarāt Al-‘Arabiyya Al-Muttaḥḥida–Al-Kitāb Al-Sanawī, 2016,p.18. 
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of the Abu Dhabi Defense Force to the public in annual military parades 
that he launched in 1967. General Sir John Willoughby, the British 
Defense Adviser on Trucial Emirates affairs, wrote in 1969 that Shaykh 
Zayed invited the other emirate rulers to attend a display of the Hawker 
fighter/bomber with the aim of intimidating them.48 

During the consultations that began in 1968 in preparation for the 
founding of the Emirates Union, the emirates' shaykhs asked Britain to 
help prepare a preliminary study to organize the defense of the Union. 
Thus, London nominated a group of British military experts led by 
General John Willoughby. Due to its involvement in the arrangements of 
the Union at the time, Qatar covered the expenses of that British mission, 
which completed its work in April 1969.49 Parallel to that, the Ras Al-
Khaymah Mobile Force was also formed in 1969, and the National Guard 
was established in Sharjah in 1972. All the founding commanders of these 
forces were British expatriates.50 

Although the Emirates Union was announced in 1971 and Sheikh 
Muhammad bin Rashid Al-Maktoum was subsequently appointed as 
minister of defense, each emirate had maintained its independent military 
force in accordance with the provisional (interim) constitution. Article 
124 of the document stipulated that "all member emirates have the right 
to establish local armed forces capable and equipped so as to be included 
within the defense apparatus of the Union, if necessary, in order to defend 
against any external aggression." However, a presidential decree was 
issued in 1975 to unify the armed forces of the UAE, restricting the 

 
48 Letter from Bullard (Dubai) to Weir (Bahrain), 8 Apr. 1969 Foreign Office. FCO 
8/1245. 
49 For more details on the role of the British experts mission and its report, see:  
Ḥammūdī, Najm al-Dīn ‘Abdullāh, Qiām Dawlat al-Imārāt al-‘Arabiyya al-Muttaḥida: 
Muḍakkirāt wa Dirāsāt, (the Establishment of the United Arab Emirates: Memoirs and 
Studies), Abu Dhabi, Dar Ibn Dasmāl, 2004, pp.523-531.   
50 The founding officers are: Colonel Wilson for Abu Dhabi Defense Force, Lieutenant 
Colonel David Nild for Ras Al Khaymah Mobile Force, Captain Keith Steel for the 
Dubai Defense Force, and Colonel Watson for the Union Defense Force.  

 27 

jurisdiction of importing arms and armament procurement contracts to the 
federal authority.51 On May 6, 1976, a decision was issued by the 
Supreme Council of the Union to unify the armed forces under one 
command and one flag, and to establish a general command of the armed 
forces, with the head of state ex officio as the supreme commander of the 
army.  

The UAE armed forces were formed as three military zones: 

1. The Western Region, which consists of land forces from the 
Emirate of Abu Dhabi, led by Shaykh Sultan bin Zayed. 

2. The Central Region, which consists of land forces from the Emirate 
of Dubai, led by Sheikh Ahmed bin Rashid Al-Maktoum. 

3. The Northern Region, which consists of land forces from the 
Emirate of Ras Al-Khaymah, led by Sheikh Sultan bin Saqr al-
Qāsimī. 

The Yarmūk Division within the army was made up of the Union 
forces, along with the National Guards of the Emirates of Sharjah and 
Umm Al-Quwayn. In addition to the Air Force and Navy, the main 
training centers were the Zayed Military College, schools of infantry, 
commandos, artillery, armored vehicles, logistics, supplies and 
transportation, general maintenance, and other military schools.52  

In 1978, a presidential decree was issued to merge land, air, and 
naval forces at all levels, and abolish the commands of military zones and 
transform them into brigades directly linked to the General Command of 
the Armed Forces. This was not fully implemented until 1996 with the 
issuance of the country’s permanent constitution.53 However, until 
recently, the emirate of Dubai retained military forces composed of two 

 
51 Qāsim, Jamal Zakariyya, Tarīkh al-Khalīj al-‘Arabī al-Hadīth wa-al Mu‘asir, Vol.5, 
220 and 320. 
52 Ibid, 225. 
53 Al-Yūsuf, Yūsuf Khalīfa,  Al-Imarāt Al-‘Arabiyya Al-Muttaḥḥida ‘lā Muftaraq Ṭuruq, 
p.104. 
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mechanized infantry brigades, according to the military balance report, 
issued in 2010, by the London-based International Institute for Strategic 
Studies (IISS).54 

These developments in the formation of the UAE’s army took 
place during an era in which the UAE’s capacities were limited, as 
expressed by a British official after his visit to Abu Dhabi in 1965. At the 
time, he said that there was not one yard of paved highway throughout 
Abu Dhabi, the aircraft runway was a narrow passage of leveled sand, and 
the immigration and passport office was a Land Rover vehicle.55 The 
authorities also failed to print a military magazine for the Abu Dhabi 
Defense Force in 1971 because of the lack of capable printing presses in 
the UAE, relying instead on Kuwait and Lebanon to print the magazine.56 
The UAE’s military conducted its first live-fire exercise in its history in 
February 1978.  

UAE Army Branches 

Among the most prominent developments that accompanied the 
evolution of the military of Abu Dhabi and the UAE in general are the 
emergence of the land forces, air force and air defense, and the navy force, 
as follows:57 

1. Land Forces:  Their roots go back to the 'Oman Coast Levies' force, 
which was established in 1951. In 1989, a decision was issued to 
establish the unified UAE land forces and their headquarters were 
stationed in the Zayed Military City in Abu Dhabi. It includes 
formations of infantry brigades, mechanized brigades, artillery 

 
54  The Military Balance  The Annual Assessment of Global Military Capabilities and 
Defense Economics - The International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS), 2010,  
p.275. 
55 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, No.535, August 2016, p.84. 
56 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, No.487, August 2012, p.25. 
 See: the website of UAE ministry of defense: https://mod.gov.ae/ar  
57 See: the website of the UAE ministry of defense: https://mod.gov.ae/ar 
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units, field engineering, signal corps, as well as technical and 
administrative support units. 

2. The Air Force and Air Defense: Their roots go back to the 'air wing' 
of the Abu Dhabi Defense Force, founded in 1968 and led by 
Pakistani Brigadier General Ayaz Ahmed Khan.58 At the time, the 
wing included a squadron of  fighter aircraft, a squadron of 
transport aircraft, and a number of helicopters, while the pilots 
were trained abroad, especially at the Pakistan Military Aviation 
Academy.59 In January 1974, the Air Defense Forces were formed 
and armed with 20-mm anti-aircraft guns and a British surface-to-
air Rapier missile battery. In 1987, a decision was issued to merge 
the Air Force and Air Defense Forces under one command.60 

3. The Naval Forces: The roots of the UAE naval forces go back to 
the Abu Dhabi Defense Force’s ‘sea wing,’ established in 1967. At 
the time, it consisted of three small patrol boats.61 

 

The Development of the UAE’s military after the Second Gulf War 

The Second Gulf War, in which the UAE forces participated 
within the international anti-Iraq coalition, highlighted the advantages of 
air superiority, advanced Internet-connected technology, force 
integration, joint planning, equipment standardization, interoperability, 
and real-time command and control. The war emphasized the need to 
modernize the UAE’s military by focusing on quality rather than quantity. 
Most of the military’s equipment was outdated, where some equipment 
even dated back to the sixties. Noticeably, the Emirati military also lacked 

 
58 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.522, July 2015, p.104. 
59 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.508, May 2014, p.106. 
60 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.557, June 2018, p.22. 
61  For more on the development of the UAE Navy forces, see: Athol Yates’s chapter  
titled: 'Building the Navy from Scratch in Just One Decade: The Sea Wing in Abu Dhabi 
and the Navy (1966-1976)'; in the book: On the History of the Navy in the Middle East, 
edited by John Dunn, from Valdosta State University, and Donald J. Stoker, from U.S. 
Naval War College.  



 30 

integration between its branches. The obsoleteness of training methods, 
the low level of literacy among officers and recruits, and their weak 
interoperability with foreign forces also negatively impacted their 
military. For instance, in late July 1990, the US provided KC-135s air fuel 
suppliers to support the UAE Mirage 2000 jet fighters, but the Mirage 
fuel probe was not compatible with the KC-135 fuel provider. Further, 
the Emirati combat pilots were not even trained to refuel.62 

Thus, after the Second Gulf War, the UAE signed bilateral 
cooperation agreements with the US, Britain, and France to modernize 
the Emirati military. This included a program of rearmament and 
increasing the armored and mechanized brigades from two to four. 
Between 1991 and 1996, Abu Dhabi spent US$66 billion in acquiring 
new defense capabilities.63 During this time period, military wages were 
greatly increased, women were allowed to join, military trainings 
incorporated more advanced methods, and joint exercises with foreign 
forces were more frequent. By 2003, the British Army’s training curricula 
had been adopted under the supervision of the British brigadier general, 
Andy Pillar, who had served as a military adviser to the Emirati chief of 
staff.64 

In 2010, the Emirati military contracted Knowledge-Point, a 
security agency, to convert the UAE’s land forces into a joint combat 
force, similar to the American Combat Brigades, relying on 125 retired 
US officers. It adopted an American methodology for developing military 
capabilities known as DOTMLPF (Doctrine, Organization, Training, 
Material, Leadership, Personnel, and Facilities). 

 
62 Tucker, Spencer C., (Ed.), The Encyclopedia of Middle East Wars: The United States 
in the Persian Gulf, Afghanistan and Iraq Conflicts, ABC-CLIO; 1 edition, 2010, p. 647. 
63 Yates, Athol, Western Expatriates in the UAE Armed Forces, 1964–2015, Journal of 
Arabian Studies, p.192. 
64 Yates, Athol, Western Expatriates in the UAE Armed Forces, 1964–2015, Journal of 
Arabian Studies, p.193.  
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The Emirati armed forces currently consist of several branches 
that include land forces, navy forces, air and air defense forces, the 
presidential guard, joint air forces, chemical defense units, and joint 
supply units. 
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V. Developments of the UAE’s Military after the 2011 Arab Spring 
uprisings 

1. Establishment of the Presidential Guard  

With the outbreak of the Arab Spring uprisings and Abu Dhabi 
fearing the spread of revolution to its lands, the crown prince of Abu 
Dhabi and deputy supreme commander of the armed forces, Muhammad 
bin Zayed, issued a directive in February 2011 to establish a presidential 
guard.65 It is a strike force that includes land, air, and sea forces. An “anti-
terror” task force called the Special Operations Command also works 
within the guard's ranks. In June 2012, an institute constituting of two 
schools was added to the presidential guard: One for basic military 
training and the other for advanced training to give soldiers specialized 
training according to their assignment within the presidential guard units.  

The presidential guard’s soldiers are trained according to US 
Marine Corps curricula. This was implemented by first sending a 
delegation of presidential guard officers to the training centers of the First 
Marine Corps Division in the United States in March 2011, in 
coordination with the US Central Command (CentCom).66 By the end of 
2012, a group of 30 US Marine trainers were dispatched to supervise the 
the training of the presidential guards. The Australian major general 
Michael Simon Hindmarsh, who previously served as Commander of the 
Joint Command for Special Operations in the Middle East for the 
Australian Army, was entrusted with the presidential guard's command. 
Hindmarsh's assumption of this position is consistent with the Emirati 
military tradition of relying on foreign military advisers to establish new 
military branches and institutions, at least until Emiratis themselves are 
experienced enough to take over these senior roles.  

According to the IISS’s 2018 Military Balance Report, the 
presidential guard has approximately 50 Leclerc combat tanks, 290 

 
65 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.498, July 2013, p.93. 
66 UAE Presidential Guard Command, Global Security, 10 December 2012. 
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armored infantry vehicles, and anti-tank Cornet missiles. The guard 
structure consists of: 

• One reconnaissance squadron 
• One amphibious battalion 
• A mechanized infantry brigade comprising of a tank battalion, four 

mechanized infantry battalions, an anti-tank company, a combat 
engineering company, and a combat support battalion67 
 

 

UAE Presidential Guard logo 

 

2. Establishment of the National Defense College 

As the Emirati regime worked to develop its military and civilian 
cadres, a federal decree was issued in August 2012 establishing the 
National Defense College in affiliation with the general command of the 
armed forces. The National Defense College was launched to be "a world-
leading college in developing strategic thinking, a key source of strategic 

 
67 All data related to the presidential guard’s formation is taken from: The Military 
Balance, IISS, 2018, p. 369. 
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and security studies".68 The college was officially opened in December 
2013. The college aims, according to its website, "to prepare and qualify 
both military and civilian leaders, and hone their skills in identifying and 
assessing challenges to national, regional, and international security, as 
well as understanding the fundamentals and the requirements for 
managing and employing state resources to defend national interests."69  

 

The inauguration of the UAE National Defense College by Abu Dhabi’s Crown Prince 
and Military Leaders  

The first class numbered 30 students.70 In view of the scarcity of 
Emirati experts in strategic affairs, the college has relied, for its teaching 
faculty and administrative staff, on its partnership with the US National 
Defense University.71 The UAE National Defense College’s dean 
position was first assumed by John Randall Ballard, a former US Marine 
Corps officer. He continued in office until 2017, when he was replaced 
by Thomas Drohan, former head of the Department of Military and 
Strategic Studies at the United States Air Force (USAF) Academy. 

 
68 The UAE National Defense College’s website: http://www.ndc.ac.ae/en/vision-
mission-and-objectives. 
69 Ibid. 
70 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.502, November 2013, p.9. 
71 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.498,July2013 , p53.54. 
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John Randall Ballard was the first Dean of the National Defense College 

Establishing the National Defense College reflected the desire of the 
Emirati regime to prepare local military and civilian elites to assume 
national security responsibilities, although the prevailing political 
atmosphere within the UAE is one that does not lend itself to free 
discussions regarding actual strategic threats, their priorities, and how to 
confront them from the perspective of what is in the public interest. 
Rather, the ruling regime’s security, and forcible complicity with the 
ruling elite’s policies and orientations, occupy top priorities. This 
contradicts the foundations of the American defense curricula, from 
which the UAE’s National Defense College borrows, since that curricula 
assume and depend on open and free public discussions.72 The contents 
of the articles published by the annual Majallat al-Difā‘ al-Watanī 
(National Defense Magazine), or by college graduates in the Dir‘ al-
Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), of the UAE Armed Forces’ 
Directorate of Moral Guidance, also show that it takes a propagandistic 
approach that focuses on the leader's wisdom, vision, generosity, and 
approval, not on discussing the UAE's political strategies critically, 
professionally, or independently. 

 
72 The UAE National Defense College’s website: http://www.ndc.ac.ae/en/ Visit’s date: 
Nov. 11, 2015. 
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3. Levying Compulsory Recruitment 

Following the emphasis on the role of various countries’ youths 
in the 2011 Arab Spring uprisings, the Emirati regime began to fear that 
their youth would be swept up by the revolutionary fervor spreading 
across the region. Furthermore, the UAE’s increased involvement in 
regional conflicts caused the Emirati regime to worry about its own 
security. Thus, in 2014, the regime activated Article 43 of its constitution, 
which states: "The defense of the Union shall be a sacred duty obligatory 
upon every citizen. The end of military service shall be an honor for 
citizens and shall be regulated by law."73 Thus, compulsory recruitment 
was levied on males between the ages of 18 and 30 for a period of two 
years for those without formal education (that is, their education is less 
than secondary school), and nine months for those qualified with 
secondary education and above. Additionally, this constitutional privison 
opened the door for the non-compulsory recruitment for females, where 
their required service period would be nine months.  

The mandatory military service period was eventually extended, 
for the first time, in 2016, to require both men and women to serve for a 
full year. Then, in 2018, the period of recruitment for those with 
educational certification of secondary school and above was extended, for 
the second time, to 16 months, and extended to three years for those below 
that education level.74  Voluntary recruitment was also opened in March 
2016 to men between 30 and 40 years of age.75 Moreover, since August 
2015, volunteer service was extended to the sons and daughters of female 
Emirati citizens married to foreigners, tempting this group by promising 
to grant them citizenship if they volunteered for military service. 

The institutions in which recruits serve include the armed forces, 
ministries of defense and interior, the state security apparatus, and any 

 
73 https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/United_Arab_Emirates_2004.pdf. 
74 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.559, August 2018 , p.8,9. 
75 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.531, April 2016 , p.36,37. 
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military entities and institutions. These steps took place in a festive 
atmosphere that included highlighting the accession of the Emirati rulers’ 
daughters to the national military service, such as Ḥessa bint Muhammad 
bin Zayed and Fatima bint Abdullah bin Zayed. These steps aimed at 
inculcating an inclusive 'national identity' among the Emirati youth, as 
well as assuring loyalty to the ruling families within an approach of re-
engineering Emirati society. 

4. Appointing a 'Minister of State' for 'Defense Affairs' 

Shaykh Mohammed bin Rashid Al-Maktoum had assumed the 
position of minister of defense following the establishment of the Union 
in 1971, when he was only 22 years old. But with the increasing 
involvement of the UAE in military conflicts and the difficulty of 
assuming and combining all of bin Rashid’s positions as Prime Minister, 
Ruler of Dubai, and Minister of Defense, in February 2016, the UAE 
government introduced the position of  “Minister/Secretary of State for 
Defense Affairs.” The new position is currently held by Muhammad Al-
Bawārdī, who holds a Bachelor's degree in history and political science 
from Lewis and Clark College in the United States, and who was working 
as under-secretary at the Ministry of Defense. It is also worth mentioning 
that the Emirati army field commander is the chief of staff.  
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VI. Genesis and Development of Military Education in the UAE 

There are many military colleges in the UAE, the most prominent 
of which are: 

1. Zayed II Military College 

Established in 1972, the first military college was founded in Abu Dhabi. 
For more than 10 years, the college was administered and supervised by 
five Jordanian army officers:76 

Supervision Period Director of Zayed II Military College 

1972-1975 Brigadier General Ṣāleḥ Abū al-Hayjā 
1975-1978 Field Marshal ‘Abd al-Ḥafiẓ al-Ka‘ābna  
1978-1981 Lieutenant General Sālim al-Turk  
1981-1983 Lieutenant General ‘Arif Faḍil  
1983-1985 Brigadier General Aḥmad ‘Abd al-Hādī  

 

The internal college system was designed according to the 
famous British Sandhurst Academy’s system, and, since 1973, the college 
adopted the approach of sending some students annually to study in 
Sandhurst.77 By the end of 2012, the number of Emiratis who had received 
their studies at Sandhurst was 240, most notably, Muhammad bin Zayed, 
and the children of Muhammad bin Rāshid: Ḥamdān, Mājid, and Mansūr.  

 
76 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.482, March 2012, p.7. 
77 The Royal Military Academy Sandhurst, commonly known simply as Sandhurst, was 
founded in 1812. The period of study there is one year. In 1973, Zayed II College sent 
the first five Emirati officers to study there. The UAE is the first Arab country to send 
women to study at Sandhurst Academy. The Emirates funded the construction of a 
building in Sandhurst in the name of Shaykh Zayed and it was opened in 2012 at a cost 
of 150 million pounds. For more, see: Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), 
No.494, March 2013, p.10. 

 39 

The number of the first batch graduated from Zayed II College 
was 73 officers.78  At the beginning of its establishment, the college faced 
obstacles, namely, that the UAE lacked qualified students due to the 
scarcity of educated people in general at the time.  

Of course, the Jordanian army itself was established by British 
officers, and for decades Britain had overseen Jordan’s military affairs. 
Thus, the involvement of and reliance on Jordanian officers, as well as 
the scholarships to British military colleges, served to maintain Britain’s 
presence in the Emirati army. 

2. Khalīfa bin Zayed Air College (KBZAC) 

The first air flight school was established at the Al-Ẓafra Air 
Force Base in 1982. For its instruction, the school relied on a group of 
cadres that were trained to fly in foreign training programs in Britain and 
the US. In 1984, its name was changed to the Air College; then, in 1996, 
the college’s name was changed again to Khalīfa bin Zayed Air College 
(KBZAC).79 The college’s students also expanded to include female 
graduates as well as students from outside the UAE, where the graduates 
at the end of 2018 included citizens of Lebanon, Jordan, Bahrain, and 
Saudi Arabia.80  

 

 

 
Female pilot graduates  

of Khalifa bin Zayed  
Air College 

 
78 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.482, March 2012, p.84. 
79 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.484, May 2012, p.103,104. 
80 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.564, January 2019, p.22. 



 40 

3. Joint Command and Staff College (JCSC) 

In September 1991, a federal decree was issued to establish the 
Joint Command and Staff College (JCSC) to prepare officers selected for 
the positions of command and staff in the armed forces. The college is 
specialized in teaching the art of war, especially with regard to that of 
military operations. 

The leadership of the NATO Defense College were welcomed by Colonel Muhammad Al-
Kaabi, the Head of the Naval Educational Branch at the Joint Command and Staff College 
(JCSC), in Abu Dhabi 

4. Naval College  

The Naval College was established in 1999. In 2013, it was 
renamed Rashid bin Saeed Al-Maktoum Naval College. The college 
draws on support from the Pakistani naval forces to help shape its 
curricula, statute, and training programs.81  

 
81 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.483, April 2012, p.84,85. 
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Crown Prince of Dubai, Shaykh Hamdan bin Mohammed bin Rashid Al-Maktoum, 
attending the graduation ceremony of the 19th class of the Rashid bin Saeed Al-Maktoum 
Naval College in Abu Dhabi 

5. Khawla Bint al-Azwar School 

The first women’s military school in the GCC, Khawla Bint al-
Azwar School was established in August 1990, just days after Iraq's 
invasion of Kuwait. It aims to educate female officers, non-commissioned 
officers, and female soldiers who serve in the army. 

Minister of State for Youth, Shamma Al Mazrui, visits the Khawla Bint Al Azwar Military 
School 
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VII. Account and Formation of the UAE Armed Forces 

Since its inception, the UAE Armed Forces have witnessed 
tremendous developments as their number increased from a few thousand 
men, mostly illiterate, in the early 1970s to 63,000 by 2019. The 
enumeration and distribution of the Emirati army’s manpower has 
evolved over the years, as shown in the following table:82 

2019 2010 1989 1979 Branch 

44000 44000 40000 23500 Land Forces 

2500 2500 1500 900 Naval Forces 

4500 4500 1500 750 Air Force and Air Defence 

12000 - - - Presidential Guard 

63000 51000 43000 25150 Total 

 

According to the Military Balance Report issued in 2019 by the 
London-based International Institute for Strategic Studies, (IISS), the 
UAE’s armed forces are currently composed of: 

• 2 armored brigades 
• 2 mechanized infantry brigades 
• 1 Infantry brigade 
• 1 Artillery brigade 
• 2 Air Defense Brigades and 3 Air Defense Missile Brigades 
• 6 Squadrons of Fighter and Bomber aircrafts 

 
82 Regarding the figures mentioned in the table for the years 1979 and 1989, we relied 
on data from the UAE army in the following study: Cordesman, Anthony H., Military 
Balance in the Middle East-XIII, Washington: Center of Strategic and International 
Studies, (CSIS) 28 December 1998, p.27-42. But the 2010 and 2018 numbers are 
reported according to the Military Balance Report, issued by the International Institute 
for Strategic Studies, (IISS) in 2010 and 2018, respectively.  
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• 1 Squadron of Early Reconnaissance and Control and 2 Squadrons 
of Search and Rescue 

• 3 Air Transport Squadrons 
• 1 Helicopter Transport Squadron and 4 Training Squadrons 

These formations do not include the Joint Air Force or the Presidential 
Guard. As for armament, according to the 2019 Military Balance Report, 
the UAE military owns: 

Ø 435 main battle tanks, 76 light tanks, 73 reconnaissance vehicles, 
405 armored infantry vehicles, 928 armored personnel transport 
carriers, 53 armored engineering vehicles, and 143 armored 
repair vehicles, in addition to 600 assorted artillery pieces, 6 
short-range Scud surface-to-surface missile batteries, and Patriot 
and THAD missile defense systems. 

Ø 1 Warship, 10 frigates (Corvettes), 42 speed patrol boats 
equipped with missiles, 29 amphibious landing ships, 2 
minesweepers, and 2 logistical support ships.  

Ø An air force consisting of 156 advanced F-16 and Mirage 2000 
fighter and bomber jets, as well as 21 attack helicopters, an 
undetermined number of Wing Long Unmanned Aerial Vehicle 
(UAVs), and other multipurpose aircrafts. The UAE also has 3 
satellites for communications, imaging, and data transmission. 

Developing Air and Naval Forces and Missile Defense Capabilities 

Over the last decade in particular, the UAE has worked to 
develop its air force, naval force, and missile defense capabilities, 
especially with the increasing Iranian missile capabilities, the emergence 
of the threat of transnational organizations, such as al-Qaeda and the 
Islamic State (ISIS), and its keenness to protect strategic maritime 
corridors in the Arabian Sea and the Indian Ocean. As for its air force, the 
UAE has acquired sophisticated early warning aircrafts, such as the 
SAAB340, the C17 giant transport planes, the Airbus Multi Role Tanker 
Transport MRTT-330, air-to-air refueling aircrafts, and the advanced 
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training plane PC-21.83 In 2018, the US supplied the UAE with the Mode5 
system—a military air traffic surveillance system that the US military and 
its allies use to identify each other's air planes and vehicles. It is the latest 
version of the IFF system, which is meant to distinguish foe from friend. 
Such technology is only shared with close US allies, such as NATO 
members and Israel.84 

As for the navy, in 2004, the UAE contracted the Abu Dhabi Ship 
Building Company to build six 62-meter-long corvette frigates. The first 
one entered service in 2011, performing intercepting missions, 
surveillance work, and coast guard patrolling; it also contains a helipad, 
carries 20 anti-ship missiles, an air defense system, and electronic warfare 
equipment. 

In 2009, the UAE contracted the Abu Dhabi Ship Building 
Company to build twelve 27-meter-long missile ships of the type called 
“Granada”. And in 2012, it contracted with the Italian company 
Fincantieri to purchase three warships at a value of €300 million (Euros), 
so as to carry out maritime patrols, surveillance operations, and anti-
submarine activities.85  

The UAE was also keen on acquiring the latest missile defense 
systems, such as the THAAD system. The UAE contracted Lockheed 
Martin, the producer of the THAAD system, in December 2016, to 
provide the UAE with two systems, whose value is estimated at US$5.3 
billion; it was Lockheed Martin's first contract outside the US. The UAE 
was also the first Middle Eastern country to acquire the Patriot missile 
system (PAC-3), which is considered one of the most advanced defense 
missiles worldwide.86 On May 3, 2019, the UAE obtained the Pentagon’s 

 
83 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.505, February 2014, p.13. 
84 Intelligence Online, Unted Arab Emirates/United States, Issue 817, November 7, 
2018, p.1.  
85 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.483, April 2012, p.36. 
86 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.499, August 2013, p.23. An 
interview with Richard Edwards, Lockheed Martin's vice-president. 
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approval to purchase 453 Patriot PAC-3 missiles at a cost of US$2.728 
billion.87  

With the UAE adopting a centralized military and network of 
information gathering, it has endeavored to possess tools to help transfer 
information, data and images, draw maps, and link military units to each 
other through safer communication means. As a result, it launched three 
satellites in cooperation with European space and satellite companies. 
The first satellite was launched in 2011 from France and the second in 
2012 from Kazakhstan. Finally, the Khalīfa Sat satellite, which the UAE 
claims is entirely manufactured by Emirati cadres,88 was launched from 
Japan in 2018. However, the fourth satellite, ‘Ayn al-Ṣaqr, or the falcon’s 
eye, which was intended for military and civilian purposes, was destroyed 
during its launch from the French Guiana base in July 2019. 

 

An 
image of a UAE’s military spy satellite that crashed into the Atlantic Ocean a few 
minutes after launching  

 
87 UAE Patriot  Missile System and Related Support Equipment, Defense Security 
Cooperation Agency, Transmittal No.19-37, 3 May 2019. 
88 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.562, November 2018, p.6. 
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VIII. The UAE’s Military Spending 

What is meant by military spending? 

Before beginning this discussion, it is imperative to address the 
controversy surrounding the methods in which one calculates military 
spending. The United Nations Secretary General has called on all General 
Assembly member states to report their military expenditures each fiscal 
year by April 30. This data is then made available in the UN's Annual 
Report on Military Expenditure, supervised by the UN Office for 
Disarmament (UNODA).89 However, all the Arab Gulf States do not 
provide this data, as they consider military spending an issue of national 
security. Hence, for these countries, including the UAE, it is only possible 
to rely on estimates of military spending found in studies conducted by 
specialized research centers, such as the annual Military Balance Reports 
issued by the London-based International Institute for Strategic Studies 
(IISS), and the annual book on arms, disarmament, and international 
security issued by the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute 
(SIPRI). 

The definition of what is considered to be within the confines of military 
spending provided by the Stockholm International Peace Research 
Institute is most useful. It states that military spending includes 
spending on any of the following: 

• Allocations and payments for members of the armed forces'  
• Provisions for civilians working in military establishments 
• Expenses for military operations and maintenance 
• Expenses for purchasing weaponry, military equipment, and 

ammunitions 
• Research and development expenses 
• Expenses for military construction projects or those that serve 

military purposes 

 
89 For more details, see: the 2014 Annual Book on Arms, Disarmament and 
International Security issued by the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute 
(SIPRI).   
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• Pensions and social security payments for the armed forces' 
retired members 

• Military aid 
• Civil defense 
• Expenses for paramilitary forces trained to carry out military 

operations 
• Military aspects of joint activities between the military and civil 

sectors, such as research and operations conducted in relation to 
outer space, medical research and experiments that have military 
uses, and industries that serve both sectors90 

Tracing the Growth of the UAE’s Military Spending 

During the first 20 years in which the UAE established and took 
efforts to modernize its armed forces, Abu Dhabi relied on closing various 
deals with defense companies from the US, the UK, France, Germany, 
Italy, and Russia.91 French companies were at the top of the list, followed 
by British companies, before American companies surpassed them in 
1987.  

China Russia France Germany  UK USA Years 
0 0 220 0 30 4 1973-1977 
0 0 380 110 60 20 1978-1982 
0 0 0 0 210 90 1982-1986 
20 20 1400 90 5 450 1987-1991 
0 260 110 0 0 360 1992-1994 

Table of the cost of weapons delivered, not contracted, to the UAE from foreign 
countries in millions of dollars, 1973 - 199492 

 
90 Al-Fāris, ‘Abd al-Razzāq, Al-Silāḥ wa-l Khubz: al-Infāq al-‘Askarī fi-l Waṭan al-
‘Arabi, (1970-1990), (Weapons and Bread: Military Spending in the Arab World, 1970-
1990), Beirut, Lebanon: Markaz Dirasāt al-Wiḥda al-‘Arabiyya, 1993, p.65,66. 
91 Cordesman, Anthony H., Military Balance in the Middle East-XIII, (Washington, 
D.C.: Center for Strategic and International Studies, (CSIS) 28 December 1998), p.27. 
92 Ibid, p.35. 
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The UAE’s military spending primarily increased following the 
Second Gulf War. As the war revealed the UAE’s military disadvantage, 
the country immediately began adopting policies to modernize and 
develop its armed forces. Thus, contracts for new weaponry increased 
fivefold between 1991 and 1994, compared to orders made between 1987 
and 1990, according to military strategist at the Institute of International 
and. Strategic Studies (IISS) Anthony H. Cordesman. And by 1995, their 
military expenditure reached nearly $2 billion. Indeed, military 
expenditure between 1993 and 1996 represented a staggering 48 percent 
of the federal government’s total spending.93  

In 2010, just before the Arab Spring uprisings took off, SIPRI put 
the UAE’s military spending at $17.5 billion. By 2017, this number had 
increased to a whopping $30 billion, according to estimates by IISS.  

Percentage of GDP Military Spending  Year 
8.3 11348 2000 
5.6 10892 2001 
4.9 9973 2002 
4.7 10328 2003 
4.6 11488 2004 
3.7 10480 2005 
3.2 10404 2006 
3.3 11056 2007 
3.7 13467 2008 
5.5 15856 2009 
6 19855 2010 

5.5 21600 2011 
5.1 21282 2012 
6 26070 2013 

 
93 Ibid, p.27. 
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The UAE ‘s military spending in million dollars according to data gathered by SIPRI94 

Sources of foreign armaments of the UAE army 

The US, France, and Turkey are the top countries from which the 
Emirati army has imported weapons during the past four years. It 
imported 64 percent from the US, 10 percent from France, and 7.8 percent 
from Turkey. Between 2014 and 2018, the UAE ranked seventh globally 
in the list of countries by number of weapons purchased abroad, 
according to an annual World Arms Trade report issued by SIPRI in 
March 2019.95 According to the same report, the UAE comes:  

• First in the list of countries that purchase weapons from Turkey, 
where they imported 30 percent of the weapons that Ankara 
exported during that four-year period 

• Second in the list of countries importing weapons from Sweden 
and South Africa, as the UAE imported 14 percent and 21 percent 
of the weapons exported by Stockholm and Pretoria, respectively 

• Third in the list of countries importing weapons from the US and 
Canada, where they imported 6.7 percent and 7.6 percent of the 
weapons exported by these countries, respectively 

  

 
94 Data for all countries during the period (1988-2018) as a share of GDP and in constant 
(2017) USD, are drawn from SIPRI annual Book, 2019. 
95 Trends in International Arms Transfers, 2018, SIPRI Fact Sheet, March 2019, p.7. 
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IX. The UAE’s Military Industries 

The Emirati regime has endeavored to diversify its sources of 
national income in order to reduce its dependence on oil. It has localized 
sophisticated industries to allow the country pump more into foreign 
investment and reduce import costs from abroad. In this context, it has 
likewise expanded its ability to independently set its own policy priorities, 
by reducing dependence on acquiring weapons from foreign countries. 
The country has further set itself up to have dramatic regional and certain 
international influence, by concluding deals to export arms and provide 
military support to other governments and groups. Indeed, the UAE has 
worked to build an entire infrastructure of military industries through 
partnerships with companies from South Africa, the US, Turkey, South 
Korea, and Italy.  

By 2018, the UAE ranked eighteenth in the list of global arms 
exporters with 0.3 percent of global production, according to SIPRI’s 
annual report of global arms trade issued in March 2019.96 Egypt was 
ranked first for UAE arms imports, raking in 41 percent of UAE arms 
exports, followed by Jordan with 10 percent, and Yemen with 7.6 percent.  

To grow at such a staggering rate, the UAE set up large 
investment funds, such as the UAE Tawazun Economic Council, 
established in 1992 with large stakes particularly in defense and 
technology. The Tawazun Economic Council established 90 companies 
and investment entities, including 40 in the defense industry sector 
alone.97 Its assets amounted to US$148 billion in 2018. The council also 
owns defense companies outside the UAE, such as Merkel in Germany, 
which specializes in manufacturing hunting rifles.98  

 
96 Trends in International Arms Transfers, 2018, SIPRI Fact Sheet, March 2019, p.2. 
97 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.556, May 2018, p.56. 
98 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.488, September 2012, p.36. 
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By 2013, the number of defense manufacturing companies in the 
UAE had reached nearly 200 companies.99 Later, the UAE Council for 
Defense Companies was also established—with nearly 63 local 
companies as well as representative offices of foreign arms companies—
in an effort to coordinate this quickly growing industry. This effort 
intended to eventually ensure that 40 percent of purchases made by the 
UAE’s Armed Forces would be conducted through Emirati companies.  

The most prominent Emirati defense companies include: 

1. Tawazun Holding Company 

Established in 2007, this company is wholly owned by the UAE 
Tawazun Economic Council. The defense companies found within the 
Tawazun Holding Company are: 

Ø Abu Dhabi Autonomous Systems Investments Co, LLC 
(ADASI): This Tawazun Holding company subsidiary was 
established in 2007, and it works in manufacturing unmanned air 
vehicles (UAVs) and airships used for commercial and military 
purposes, manufacturing and maintaining sensor and navigation 
systems, as well as information collection, monitoring, and 
surveillance systems. 

Ø Tawazun Dynamics: Established in 2012 through a partnership of 
Tawazun Holding Company (with a 51-percent share) and the 
South African Denel Company (with a 49-percent share), it 
designs, manufactures, assembles, and maintains airborne 
precision munitions guidance systems. Among its most prominent 
products is the Al-Tariq Precision Guided Bombs Kit, which is a 
bomb guidance system used for air munitions weighing up to 500 
kg. The Emirati army ordered units of the Al-Tariq system in 2013 
with a value of $500 million.100 

 
99 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.493, February 2013, p.86. 
100 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.503, December 2013, p.9. 
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Ø Nimr Motors: Nimr Motors is Tawazun Holding’s leading 
manufacturer of combat-proven light and medium-weight wheeled 
military vehicles, with complete in-house design and production 
capability for a variety of platforms to meet a diverse range of user 
requirements. This company produces 16 types of military vehicles 
used for many purposes such as urban warfare, reconnaissance, 
border control, logistical support, and riot control. Some of Nimr's 
products, such as the Nimr-35 armored vehicles, are made in 
cooperation with the South African Denel Machinery Company. 
The first fully in-house manufactured Nimr military vehicle was 
launched in the UAE during the Abu Dhabi International Defense 
Exhibition (IDEX) in 2011. Nimr Motors extended its presence to 
Algeria in 2012, by entering into an agreement to establish a joint-
venture company to produce machinery with the GPIM Group of 
the Algerian Ministry of Defense.101 In 2013, the Emirati military 
agreed to a purchase from Nimr Motors that amounted to 
approximately $900 million.  

Ø Tawazun Fine Industries: This Tawazun Holding company 
subsidiary manufactures necessary components related to oil and 
gas, aviation, and defense industries, through metalworking and 
testing, surface treatment, and molding via plastic injection.  

Ø Caracal International: Officially founded in 2007, it is the first 
company to manufacture light weapons in the GCC region.102 It 
extended its activities to North America in 2012 by establishing a 
subsidiary under the name Caracal USA. It was also contracted by 
the Bahraini National Guard in 2012 to supply it with light 
weapons.103 Its average annual production in 2012 was 
approximately 40,000 pistols. The Caracal pistol was also 
approved as a personal weapon for officers in the Emirati military 
and interior ministry. It was also approved by the Bahraini ministry 

 
101 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.489, October 2012, p.31. 
102 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.483, April 2012, p.42. 
103 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, Op. Cit., p.24. 
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of interior to arm its officers.104 In 2015, the Emirati army also 
contracted Caracal International to supply 80,000 assault rifles.  

Ø Caracal Light Ammunition (CLA): CLA produces and 
assembles a range of diversified ammunition calibers for both the 
military and the sporting sector. Founded in 1994, it was formerly 
known as ADCOM. Its annual production volume in 2012 ranged 
from 80 to 90 million assorted rounds, as well as an additional 8 to 
9 million more ammunitions.105  

Ø Tawazun Safety, Security, and Disaster Management City 
(Jaheziya): This subsidiary provides joint technical, vocational, 
and specialized training services to the agencies working in the 
areas of safety, security, preparedness, and crisis and disaster 
management.  

Ø Burkan Munitions Systems: Founded in 2007, it is a joint venture 
between Tawazun Holding, Al-Jaber Trading Establishment, and 
the German Rheinmetall company.106 It manufactures, assembles, 
and tests various munitions, such as those for infantry and artillery, 
as well as aircraft bombs. This is in addition to its work in expired 
munitions disposal.  

Ø Advanced Pyrotechnics: Founded in 2016, it works in the field of 
non-lethal ammunitions used to paralyze people, and riot control, 
such as sound bombs, signal shots, and smoke bombs.  

Ø Tawazun for Advanced Defense Systems: This subsidiary was 
established after the restructuring of the Russian company, Tsar 
Cannon. It works in the design of high-precision weapons, such as 
sniper rifles.  

Ø Rabdan Academy: Established by a presidential decree issued in 
2013, this educational institution was opened in September 2017. 
It offers accredited programs from American and British 
authorities in the fields of Integrated Emergency Management, 

 
104 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.493, February 2013, p.84. 
105 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.487, August 2012, p.52. 
106 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.493, February 2013, p.83. 
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Crime Theater, Intelligence Analysis, National Security, and the 
management of comprehensive police stations. Its Board of 
Trustees is chaired by Australian General Michael Simon 
Hindmarsh, Commander of the UAE Presidential Guard.107 The 
number of foreign lecturers in Rabdan is 20 out of a total of 31 
permanent lecturers.108  

 
Shaykh Muhammad bin Zayed and General Hindmarsh, commander of the Presidential 
Guard, during the opening of the Rabdan Academy 

Ø Remaya International: Founded in 2009, it works in designing 
and managing integrated products and solutions for Shooting Clubs 
and Courses. 

Ø Al-Hosn Armored Systems: Established in 2015, it specializes in 
the production of bulletproof vests, protective military measures, 
and the construction of armored vehicle towers. 

Ø Al-Jasoor: Founded in 2017 as a partnership between Tawazun 
Holding and the Turkish Autocar Company, Al-Jasoor’s armored 

 
107 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.449, October 2017, p.10. 
108 This is according to the enumeration of foreign lecturers whose data are published on 
the Rabdan Academy website.  
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vehicles have been developed to deliver advanced offensive and 
defensive capabilities that bring agility, mobility, and versatility to 
forces in the field.109 Al-Jasoor most prominent armored vehicle is 
an amphibious, armored, combat, eight-wheel drive vehicle called 
Rabdan.110  

Ø Tawazun Industrial Park: This huge park is located on the road 
linking Abu Dhabi with Dubai. It includes advanced infrastructure 
designed to accommodate local defense industries and attract 
international defense companies that seek to establish branches in 
the Middle East. TIP offers many incentives such as facilitating the 
issuance of licenses, ensuring full transfer of capital, and accessing 
the markets in the GCC, Middle East, and North Africa without any 
custom duties, thanks to the free trade agreements signed by the 
UAE, as well as the absence of taxes on importing equipment, 
machinery, and raw materials allocated to production. The TIP’s 
work areas include: 

- Defense manufacturing 
- Basic metal 
- Precision 
- Aviation 
- Supporting industries for oil and gas 

 

2. Mubadala Investment Company 

Mubadala is a mega company owned by the Abu Dhabi 
government, with an investment portfolio of more than USD$225 billion. 
It has diversified investments in more than 50 countries that include 
aviation, agriculture, information and communications technology, 
semiconductors, minerals and mining, pharmaceutical and medical 

 
109 Home | AL JASOOR: https://aljasoor.edgegroup.ae. 
110 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.565, February 2019, p.92. 
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technology, renewable energy and utilities, oil refining, petrochemicals, 
real estate, infrastructure, and defense industries. 

Mubadala was established in 2007 by merging the International 
Petroleum Investment Company (IPIC), established by Shaykh Zayed in 
1984 with the aim of utilizing oil revenues to establish vital infrastructure 
projects and facilities, with Mubadala Development Company, 
established in 2002 and which owned a number of companies operating 
in defense industries like: 

Ø Al-Taif Technical Services Company: Established in 2006, since 
2008 it has overseen technical services for the Emirati army's 
general maintenance corps111 

Ø Mubadala Aerospace Industry: An aircraft components 
manufacturer, it builds the tail rib assembly for Boeing 777 
aircrafts112  

The Mubadala Investment Company owns 40 percent of the Abu 
Dhabi Ship Building Company (ADSB), which was established in 1996, 
and provides maintenance, repair, and overhaul services to military, or 
navy, and commercial ships and offshore platforms in the Persian Gulf. 
Military/navy ship construction constitutes 80 percent of its total work.113 
It produces a wide variety of ships ranging from 15-meter-long landing 
ships to 50-meter-long passenger vessels. It succeeded in manufacturing 
6 Baynunah-class (corvette) frigates for the Emirati navy in a deal worth 
€800 million EU.114 In 2017, the company delivered two landing boats to 
the Kuwaiti Ministry of Defense as part of an order to purchase eight 
boats.115  

 
111 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.490, November 2012, p.9. 
112 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.484, May 2012, p.34. 
113 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.493, February 2013, p.81. 
114 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.482, March 2012, p.10. 
115 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.556, May 2018, p.60. 
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3. Emirates Military Industries Company (EDIC) 

On December 2, 2014, marking the celebration of the UAE’s 
National Day, it was announced that 11 local defense companies, owned 
by Mubadala Investment Company, Tawazun Holding, and the Emirates 
Advanced Investments Group, would merge. The name of the fledgling 
company became Emirates Military Industries Company (EDIC). Luc 
Vigneron, former Chairman at Thales, one of the largest European 
companies working in defense electronics, was chosen to lead EDIC as 
its first CEO.116 By 2018, the number of EDIC’s companies has reached 
16, and its focus was on the production of technologically advanced 
weapons such as unmanned air vehicles (UAVs) or drones, unmanned 
land vehicles, armored vehicles, and smart shells. 

Among EDIC’s most prominent subsidiaries are: Abu Dhabi 
Autonomous Systems Investments (ADASI), Abu Dhabi Ship Building 
(ADSB), Barge Dynamics (previously Tawazun Dynamics), EDIC for 
Precision Industries, Burkan Munitions Systems, EDIC Land 
Maintenance, EDIC Caracal International, and Nimr Motors, whose 
average monthly production has risen from only two vehicles in 2014 to 
80 vehicles in 2016.117 In 2017, its production capacity reached five 
vehicles per day.118 

EDIC also owns: 

Ø Advanced Military Maintenance Repair & Overhaul Center 
(AMMROC): It performs maintenance, repair, and overhaul of 
equipment and components included in defense systems. 

Ø EDIC Bayanat: It works in providing aerial, marine, and 
topographic surveying services, as well as mapping and geospatial 
data management. The company’s roots go back to Mubadala 

 
116 Reuters, 2 December 2014. 
117 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.534, July 2016, p.54. 
118 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.541, February 2017, p.90. 
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Surveying Services, a subsidiary of Mubadala, whose assets go 
back to the Military Survey Authority of the Armed Forces after its 
transformation into a specialized commercial service company—
whose services are not limited to the defense and security sectors, 
but extend to oil, gas, environment, transportation, and other 
sectors.119 

Ø Thales Advanced Solutions: It is a joint venture company 
between EDIC, Thales Communications, and Thales International. 
It works in the field of developing IT systems, software, and 
solutions for technologies related to communication and radar 
systems. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
119 For more details. See: Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.482, March 
2012, p.42. 
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X. Is there any local military industrialization in the UAE? 

The UAE's local military production began bearing fruit with the 
2011 announcement that the first home-made armored vehicle would be 
produced nationally by Nimr. Then, in 2013, the UAE ADCOM 
announced that successful tests of the first homemade unmanned aircraft 
had been conducted. Called "Yabhun-Etihad 40", its launch was 
announced in 2011 on the 40th anniversary of the UAE’s independence.  

The Yabhon United 40, also called Yabhon Smart Eye 2, is a 
UAV capable of remotely controlled or autonomous flight operations, and 
was developed by Adcom Systems primarily for the UAE Air Force.120 It 
carries 10 air-to-surface missiles.121 In 2013, the Al-Seer Marine 
Company announced speedy, unmanned, and remote-controlled 
surveillance boats that could work to organize maritime traffic, secure 
tankers, survey ports, and collect pictorial marine data.122 

In 2019, the UAE announced that AMMROC had developed an 
armament system in the Black Hawk helicopter, making it a helicopter 
equipped for combat with laser-guided missiles, in cooperation with 
Lockheed Martin. Also in 2019, the UAE Calidus announced the 
manufacturing of the first homemade light fighter aircraft under the name 
B-250 (Badr), which could provide close air support and be used for 
surveillance, reconnaissance, and intelligence.  

A number of researchers have questioned the accuracy of the 
repeated announcements of locally manufactured Emirati weapons. For 
instance, Zoe Stanley-Lockman says that Emirati companies depend on 
the acquisition of foreign weapon blueprints or existing weapons 
platforms and then announce them with new names as locally 
manufactured products. Indeed, this may be the case with the Al-Tariq 
Precision Guided Bombs Kit, made by Tawazun Dynamics, which 

 
120 Yabhon United 40 – Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yabhon_United_40. 
121 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.495, April 2013, p.38. 
122 Dir‘ al-Watan magazine, (The Nation Shield), No.505, February 2014, p.54. 
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resembles the Umbani precision-guided bomb kit manufactured by Denel 
Dynamics in South Africa. Likewise, the "Aqrab" and "Nimr 35" vehicles 
produced by the Nimr Motors Company resemble the two armored 
vehicles "RG-31" and the anti-mine vehicle "RG-35," manufactured by 
Denel. Stanley-Lockman also argues that even if the vehicle’s body is 
made locally, parts are often imported from abroad.123 Likewise, the 
Baynunah frigates, manufactured by the Abu Dhabi Ship Building 
Company, are similar to the ones made by the French group, 
Constructions Mecaniques de Normandie (CMN). Indeed, it is the French 
company that designed and built the first of the Baynunah frigates that 
the UAE navy contracted the ADSB Company to build. Furthermore, the 
advanced industrial and technical base level of industry needed for 
research, design, and the development of weapons is not widely or 
economically available within the UAE, which makes Emirati companies 
dependent on their foreign partners for research and development. 

Despite these critiques, “Emirat-izing” the UAE’s defense 
industries represents an advanced step for GCC countries. However, it 
still faces several challenges, the most prominent of which is the difficulty 
of competing with international arms companies, whether in terms of 
product quality or in terms of market relations. Armament deals are 
usually subject to political considerations, which, in turn, are what allow 
international companies to wield stronger influence than Emirati ones. 
Thus, the markets available to the UAE for potential export become 
limited. This is why we find that the countries that purchase weapons 
from Emirati companies remain limited to Arab countries like Egypt, 
Bahrain, Kuwait, Algeria, and Yemen. Of course, Emirati military and 
security institutions are the most prominent consumer of these 
companies’ products, as well as militias supported by the UAE abroad, 
especially in Libya and Yemen.  

 
123 Stanley-Lockman, Zoe, the UAE’s Defense Horizons, Sada website, Carnegie 
Endowment, May 02, 2017:  https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/69831. 
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XI. The UAE’s Military Presence Abroad 

The Emirati military forces are deployed in several countries, 
according to the 2019 Military Balance Report issued by the IISS. Among 
the most prominent of these countries are: 

Ø Yemen: The UAE is part of the Saudi-led 'Arab Alliance' fighting 
the Houthis (Hūthīs) in Yemen. Estimates vary as to the size of this 
force, as the IISS estimates them at 3,000 soldiers, including tank 
fighters, helicopter crews, Pantsir missile air defense systems, and 
four Patriot missile air defense systems. The New York Times' 
reporter David Kirkpatrick, however, estimates them at 5,000 
soldiers,124 while other sources estimate them at 10,000.125 The 
UAE withdrew most of these forces in the second half of 2019.  

Ø Eritrea: The UAE’s forces have a military base on the Eritrean 
coast used to support their military operations in Yemen. The size 
of the force stationed there is estimated at 1,000 soldiers, 
accompanied by tanks and armored vehicles, three Apache 
helicopters, four Black Hawk helicopters, Wing Long drones, and 
Patriot missile defense systems. The military base in ‘Assab, 
Eritrea, is the first permanent military base for the UAE in a foreign 
country.  

Ø Saudi Arabia: Twelve Emirati F-16 fighter jets are present on 
Saudi Arabian territory, participating in the war in Yemen.  

Ø Libya: TheEmiratimilitary is on Libyan territory to support the 
militia forces of the ex-general, Khalīfa Ḥaftar: Six Air Tractor 

 
124  Walsh, Declan and Kirkpatrick, David D., "U.A.E. Pulls Most Forces from Yemen 
in Blow to Saudi War Effort," The New York Times, 11 July 2019. 
125 Istrātījiyyan Māẓā Ya‘nī Khafḍ ‘Adīd al-Quwwāt al-Imārātiyya bi-l Yaman, (What 
Does the Reduction of the UAE Forces in Yemen Strategically Mean?), alhurra.com, 25 
July 2019:  

  .2019 ویلوی 25 ،ةرحلا عقوم ؟نمیلاب ةیتارامإلا تاوقلا دیدع ضفخ ينعی اذام ..ایجیتارتسا
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aircrafts operating in surveillance and light warfare, two Black 
Hawk helicopters, and two Wing Long drones.126 

 
An Air Tractor plane 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
126 The Military Balance, the International Institute for Strategic Studies, (IISS), 2019, p. 
375. 
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XII. Foreign Military Presence in the UAE 

Given the UAE-Iranian territorial dispute over three islands—
Tunb al-Kubrā, Ṭunb al-Ṣughrā, and Abu Mūsa—the UAE fear of the 
alleged Iranian and Iraqi 'expansionist tendencies,' along with the 
inadequacy of the UAE’s defense capabilities to confront regional threats, 
forces the UAE to rely primarily on a Western security umbrella for 
protection. The UAE invited and received various foreign forces, like the 
US forces, at the Al-Dhafra Air Force Base. Among the most prominent 
foreign forces present in the UAE are:  

• US forces numbering 5,000 soldiers, accompanied by a squadron 
of fighter jets consisting of six F-22 aircraft; an intelligence, 
surveillance and reconnaissance aircraft squadron consisting of 
four U2 aircrafts; an early warning squadron of four Boeing E-3 
Sentry aircrafts; a squadron of refueling tanker planes, consisting 
of 12 KC-10A aircrafts; a drone squadron for intelligence, 
surveillance, and reconnaissance UAVs, consisting of Global 
Hawk RQ-4 aircrafts; and two Patriot missile air defense systems. 
The Al-Dhafra Base is one of the most important American bases 
used to monitor Iranian activities and carry out raids in Iraq, Syria, 
and Afghanistan. 

• Australian forces numbering 650 soldiers, accompanied by a 
number of planes, including E-7A air warning and surveillance 
aircrafts, one KC-30A refueling tanker aircraft, and two C-130 
transport aircrafts. 

• French forces numbering 560 soldiers, accompanied by an armored 
fighting company, Leclerc tanks, CAESAR self-propelled 
howitzer artillery units, and six Rafale aircrafts. 

• British forces numbering 200 soldiers, accompanied by a refueling 
plane, and a C-130 and a C14A transport plane. 

• South Korean forces numbering 139 soldiers, who work with the 
UAE Special Forces School. 
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• Italian forces numbering 120 soldiers, accompanied by two C-130 
transport planes. 

• Danish forces numbering 20 soldiers, participating in the campaign 
launched by the international coalition against ISIS.127 

  

 
127 The Military Balance, IISS, 2019, Op. Cit., p. 375. 
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XIII. The Emirati Military’s Participation in Wars and Peacekeeping 

 

The UAE has participated in several ‘peacekeeping’ operations 
and wars waged abroad. While its participation in such efforts early on 
was dominated by peacekeeping, since the 2001 US war on Afghanistan, 
the UAE has started engaging in wars to strengthen Abu Dhabi's 
relationship with major powers and to present itself as a reliable ally and 
an effective player in counterterrorism and ensuring regional stability.128 

1. Peacekeeping in Lebanon, 1976-1979: The UAE joined other military 
forces within the Arab Peacekeeping Deterrence Forces in Lebanon. 
The Emirati forces consisted of two infantry companies, an armored 
company, an assignment company, a field engineering platoon, an air 
defense platoon, a signal platoon, administrative support units, and a 
field hospital.  

2. The Second Gulf War, 1991: The UAE was a member of the 
Peninsula Shield forces, in coordination with the US-led international 
coalition to expel the Iraqi army from Kuwait. The participating 
Emirati forces included a tank force and several aircrafts.  

3. Somalia, 1993: The UAE joined a military battalion, accompanied by 
helicopters, with the UN forces deployed to Somalia as part of the 
US-led "Operation Restoring Hope" for peacekeeping. In 1994, the 
US withdrew its forces and Abu Dhabi followed suit.  

4. Kosovo, 1999: The UAE participated in peacekeeping operations 
with a military force numbering 1,000 soldiers, accompanied by 
Apache helicopters.  

5. Afghanistan, 2003: Since 2003, the Emirati armed forces have 
worked with the US-led ISAF forces in Afghanistan, with more than 
1,200 soldiers. The UAE’s forces are used to implement 
reconstruction plans and maintain security.  

 
128  Carvalho-Pinto, Vânia, From 'Follower' to 'Role Model': The Transformation to the 
UAE’s International Self Image, Journal of Arabian Studies, Vol.4, No.2 (2014), p.240. 
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6. Bahrain, 2011: The UAE sent 500 police officersto join the the Saudi-
led "Peninsula Shield" GCC forces, which entered Bahrain in March 
2011 to support the Bahraini regime against the Arab Spring-inspired 
demonstrations.  

7. War against the Gaddafi regime in Libya, 2011: The UAE sent six 
Mirage combat aircrafts and six F-16 fighter aircrafts to Italy to 
participate in the NATO-led operations against the Gaddafi regime.  

8. War against the ISIS, 2014: The Emirati air force participated in the 
international coalition to fight against the ISIS armed group in Iraq 
and Syria. 

9. War in Yemen, 2015: Emirati forces participated in Operation 
"Decisive Storm," launched by the Saudi-led "Arab Alliance to 
Support Legitimacy in Yemen" in March 2015. This is the most 
prominent Emirati participation and/or intervention, as its forces 
participated in land, sea, and air operations. The Emirati military also 
worked to recruit and train nearly 90,000 fighters of the local militias 
found mostly in the Yemeni South, such as al-Hizam al-’Amni (the 
Security Belt forces), al-Nukhba al-Shabwāniyya (the Shabwānī 
elite), and al-Nukhba al-Ḥaḍramiyya (Haḍramī elite).  

10. Continuous involvement in Libya, Somalia, and the Sudan. 
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XIV. The Impact of Abu Dhabi’s Policies on the UAE’s Cohesion as 
a Union 

"Abu Dhabi's regional strategy does not satisfy some of the other 
emirates… While Abu Dhabi decides military options, the smaller 
and poorer emirates provide most of the operating forces and have 
sustained greater human losses." 

This quote appeared in the prominent magazine Intelligence Online,129 
revealing a significant point of tension within the UAE largely due to 
losses resulting from the interventionist policies of Abu Dhabi in Yemen. 
This point of tension was confirmed by Rāshid bin Ḥamad Al-Sharqī, the 
son of the ruler of Fujayrah, after he fled the country. He was quoted by 
the New York Times on July 14, 2018, as having knowledge of resentment 
held towards Abu Dhabi by the other six Emirate rulers that were not 
consulted by Abu Dhabi before Emirati forces were sent to Yemen. Al-
Sharqī also added that the number of deaths among soldiers from 
Fujayrah is greater than those from Abu Dhabi, the largest and most 
populated emirate.130  

 

Sheikh Rashid 
bin Hamad Al 
Sharqi (right) 
in Fujayrah in 
March 2018. 
Two months 
later, he sought 
asylum in 
Qatar. 

 
129 Intelligence Online, N819, 5 December 2018, p.5. 
130 Kirkpatrick, David D., Emirati Prince Flees to Qatar, Exposing Tensions in U.A.E., 
the New York Times, July 14, 2018:  
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/14/world/middleeast/emirati-prince-qatar-
defects.html. 
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Indeed, the data of Emirati soldiers killed in Yemen since the start 
of the UAE’s military intervention until August 2019 reveals that the 
death toll of youth in the army reached approximately 110—58 of whom 
died in September 2015 alone, while 56 soldiers were killed in the city of 
Ma’rib (52 died in the attack and 4 died later during medical treatment in 
Germany). Of the 52 soldiers killed whose data was accessible, they 
hailed from the following emirates: 

Umm  
Al-Quwayn 

Ajman Dubai Sharjah Ras Al-
Khaymah 

Abu 
Dhabi 

Fujayrah Emirate 

1 3 6 8 10 11 13 
Death 
Toll 

Numbers and/or ratios of Emirati military losses in Yemen for each emirate in a sample 
of 52 deaths  

The numbers and ratios of Emirati soldier deaths in Yemen for 
the various emirates are consistent with the statements of Al-Sharqī, as 
the death toll ratios reflect a significant imbalance in the death rates of 
each emirate compared to the number of its citizen population. The 
number of Abu Dhabi’s citizen population is 551,535, according to the 
2018 statistical yearbook,131 that is, equivalent to 55% of the total UAE 
population. However, the percentage of soldier deaths from the Abu 
Dhabi emirate, according to the aforementioned sample, is only 21 
percent (11 out of 52), far less than their total population rate. 

The significance of these numbers explains Shaykh Muhammad 
bin Zayed’s rush to offer condolences and visits to the families of fallen 
soldiers from various emirates. Bin Zayed even allocated resources to 
create a special office that takes care of their affairs from within his own 
cabinet. It also explains the Emirati regime's introduction of a memorial 

 
131 al-Kitāb al-Iḥsa’ī al-Sanawī, (The Annual Statistical Book), 2018, Abu Dhabi: 
Markaz al-Iḥsa, p. 110. 
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day, known as "Day of the Martyr," in 2015, in which a huge festival is 
held in memory of the killing of policeman Salem bin Zu‘ayl during the 
Iranian army's storming of the Ṭunb al-Kubrā Island of the Ras Al-
Khaymah emirate in 1971. 

The tension in the relationship between Abu Dhabi and the other 
emirates was also implicitly referenced in tweets by the UAE Prime 
Minister and Ruler of Dubai, Shaykh Muhammad bin Rashid Al-
Maktoum. Revealing his annoyance from the interfering role played by 
the UAE in Arab world politics, he tweeted132: 

Too much involvement in politics in our Arab world is wasting 
time, corrupting morals, and consuming resources… We have a 
surplus of politicians in the Arab world and we have a shortage 
of administrators… Our crisis is an administration crisis and not 
resources crisis… Look to China and Japan, they do not have 
natural resources where they had reached… Look to countries 
that possess oil, gas, water, and population but they do not 
control their development destiny… and they do not even provide 
their people with basic services such as roads and electricity… 
In our Arab world, the politician is the one who manages 
economy, manages education, manages the media, and even 
manages the sports! … The politician’s real job is to facilitate 
the life of the economist, academic, businessman, journalist and 
others… The politician’s job is to facilitate peoples' lives, resolve 
crises instead of fabricating them… and to build achievements 
instead of demolishing them. 

It seems that Abu Dhabi's recent downgrading of the UAE's military 
presence in Yemen133 should be seen as an attempt by Abu Dhabi to 

 
132 The original tweet was in Arabic. 
133 Istrātījiyyan Māẓā Ya‘nī Khafḍ ‘Adīd al-Quwwāt al-Imārātiyya bi-l Yaman? (What 
Does the Reduction of the UAE Forces in Yemen Strategically Mean?), alhurra.com, 25 
July 2019:  
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alleviate the fears of the other six emirates' rulers, by demonstrating that 
it will reduce its direct involvement in costly external adventures that 
ignite more internal disputes and weaken the Union's cohesion. 
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XV. Challenges Facing the Emirati Project of Hegemony 

 

- The UAE suffers from weak internal cohesion and the absence of 
a unified political vision. The UAE’s constitution stipulates that 
each emirate owns its local wealth resources, which deepens the 
economic gap between the different emirates, where the poorer 
emirates are unable to secure the required minimum revenue to 
cover their needs and expenditures. In addition, each emirate is 
involved in development and economic projects in which the 
interest of the federal state is absent. This situation is an obstacle 
to Abu Dhabi’s disposition towards regional hegemony, as its 
foreign policies do not receive solid support from the rest of the 
emirates. 

- The UAE has been able to leverage its wealth into political 
money that has given it access to the US decision-making circle. 
As a result, however, it has had to adopt American and Israeli 
projects in the region, which in turn increase the burdens imposed 
on the country. This was reflected in just how many direct and 
indirect conflicts it has found itself in, between military 
intervention, financing military coups and political interventions, 
and igniting and financing conflicts and internal wars. Should the 
UAE at any point lose access to the political circles in 
Washington, its impact and international activity is likely to 
shrink. 

- The UAE, with only one million citizens, does not possess the 
material and economic ingredients necessary to continue waging 
its hegemonic and interventionist wars. Even though it has 
enormous fortunes, its economy is, by and large, subject to 
external variable conditions and lacks strategic depth. This 
particular economic situation makes its political projects very 
fragile, as it is likely that the uneven economic foundations will 
not withstand a high drain that remains unclear as to when it will 
end. 
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- The UAE is active in regions and nations where major colonial 
powers failed to remain precisely because they highly consume 
efforts, resources, and capabilities without producing tangible 
results. This is already appearing to be the case in places like 
Somalia, Djibouti, and Yemen, where we are witnessing a 
decreasing Emirati presence. 

- The current Emirati project is centered Muhammad bin Zayed 
and his circle. His absence or removal from office could result in 
a sudden shift in policy. The importance of this is underscored by 
increasing leaks regarding the other emirate rulers' anger due to 
the losses suffered in Yemen, economic losses resulting from the 
siege of Qatar, and the decline in trade relations with Iran. 

These limitations, related to the extent of Abu Dhabi's ability to 
bear the burdens of its hegemony project, indicate the unlikelihood 
that this project can last, due to several factors of internal fragility 
facing the UAE, such as population scarcity, the inability to bear 
significant military setbacks, differences in the interests of the various 
emirates and their rulers, and the sensitivity of the UAE’s economy 
to any global financial tremors or wars. Strong regional countries like 
Iran or an increase in human and financial attrition externally could 
also affect the ability of the UAE armed forces to meet Abu Dhabi's 
regional ambitions.  
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XVI. Conclusion 

 

Following the outbreak of the Arab Spring uprisings in 2011 and 
the election of political parties affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood to 
government in Egypt and Tunisia, the decline in the regional roles of 
traditionally influential Arab countries like Egypt and Syria, the collapse 
of countries like Libya and Yemen, and the emergence of transnational 
religious organizations like the ISIS—not to mention the decline of the 
American presence in the region and the rise of some Emirati Islamist 
voices calling for internal reforms—the UAE sought to invest in the 
regional vacuum and adopt a project of regional hegemony aimed at 
making the UAE a new kingmaker through a combination of military 
(hard) power and soft power. The UAE’s project is based on: 

• Confronting the wave of Arab Spring uprisings by planning, 
financing, and managing the wave of counter-revolutions, 
especially in Egypt, Libya and Yemen.  

• Building military bases and managing a network of seaports in 
strategic locations on the Red Sea coast, western Indian Ocean, and 
eastern coast of Africa, as is happening in Yemen, Eritrea, Djibouti, 
and Somalia. 

• Developing the Abu Dhabi-dominated UAE army, especially the 
air force, the navy, and the special operations force, by purchasing 
the latest weapons and combat systems produced by the world's top 
defense industries. Additionally, increasing the army troops by 
levying compulsory recruitment in 2014 until the size of the UAE 
operating army reached 63,000 soldiers. 

• Establishing an infrastructure for military industries in cooperation 
with foreign companies, merging local arms manufacturing 
companies in the Emirates Defense Industries Company (EDIC) 
established in 2014, and focusing the nascent company's efforts on 
producing technologically advanced weapons, such as unmanned 
air and land vehicles, armored vehicles, and smart shells. 
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• Enhancing the UAE’s regional role by contributing to financing the 
armament programs of many countries, such as Egypt, Jordan, and 
Pakistan, as well as financing the armament program for countries 
of the military alliance in the Sahel region (G5) that arose out of 
France’s arrangement to confront the escalating threats posed by 
jihadist organizations in the African coast.  

• Enhancing foreign relations with active or emerging Asian 
countries, such as Japan, China, South Korea, and Singapore, and 
getting involved in economic projects in Africa and Latin America, 
so as to place oil revenues in profitable investments, which 
ultimately strengthens the Emirati influence. 
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