Insight Dubai Conference 2009

Day One
Paramedic Graduation
The graduation was held in the college auditorium and was attended by H.E. Sheikh Nahyan, Minister of Education, who praised the conference and the cultural enrichment it provides its participants with. Sheikh Nahyan urged participants to carry the lessons they would learn at Insight Dubai into their daily life, when they returned home. He suggested that they hold video conferences with each other and emphasized the importance of keeping the friendships and connections they would make at the conference. The graduation also allowed participants a glimpse into college life as well as UAE culture, as there was a Holy Quran reading which was translated on a projector for the international participants.
Unveiling Dubai
As a light hearted introduction to UAE culture, the participants were shown Unveiling Dubai, a short film by Nayla Al Khaja, a graduate of Dubai Women’s College and the first female Emirati film-maker. The mockumentary which revolved around an Emirati woman showing her German friend around Dubai illustrated, and dispelled, the many misconceptions that people in other countries have about both Dubai and Arab culture. The film also featured aspects of UAE culture, such as the craftsmanship of traditional daggers. Unveiling Dubai was particularly interesting to the participants as it featured places they would visit during the conference, such as Heritage Village
Arabana
The participants were then shown a more serious film by Nayla Al Khaja. Arabana, which means wheelbarrow in Arabic, was shocking to some, with its poignant story of child molestation. However, all participants agreed that the film was powerful and moving.
Dying To Leave
Moving on to even more serious territory, participants watched a documentary entitled ‘Dying to Leave’, a harrowing look at human trafficking. The documentary was useful as it highlighted an issue that was on the agenda for Insight Dubai. It showed huge sacrifices those who are trafficked make for the promise of a better life, as well as the different reasons people become susceptible to trafficking, such as persecution and lack of work in their home countries. The issues raised in the film certainly gave participants a lot of think about, and the opinions and facts voiced in the discussions on human trafficking were certainly influenced by the film.

Day Two
Planning Session: Human Trafficking
During this planning session, participants planned a poster campaign against human trafficking and thought of a way to pitch the concept behind their campaign to NGO’s. Participants related certain aspects of human trafficking to their own country, for example whether it was a source, transit, or final destination. While planning the poster, participants brought up the interesting point of how traffickers control their cargo, such as giving them drugs, taking their passports or threatening to harm them or their families if they try to escape. During the planning some participants pointed out that human trafficking could take place within a country, such as child soldiers. With these issues in mind, they decided on which one to focus on for their poster, and began to create their posters, aimed at a specific aspect of human trafficking.
Group Discussion: Human Rights Around The World
The group discussion was opened by a human trafficking power point presentation, which broke down the definition of, and facts about, human trafficking. The definition provided was ‘Any person who is recruited, harbored, provided or obtained through force, fraud, or coercion for the purpose of subjecting them to forced labour or prostitution is a victim of human trafficking.” This definition was useful as there had been some confusion among participants about what actually constituted human trafficking.
   The power point went on to give some sobering facts and statistics about human trafficking. It was pointed out that 80% of trafficked persons are women and children, which provided participants with a more personal connection to human trafficking. How human trafficking is fought was also brought up, with the UN Convention Against Transnational Crime, whose protocol is to prevent, suppress and punish trafficking, especially that of women and children. However, it was also pointed out that the conference and protocol were not binding, and that the countries who signed the protocol did not necessarily have to do anything to fight human trafficking.
  It was certainly an eye-opening introduction, and made participants not only see the harsh reality of human trafficking, but also that it effects many more people that they had initially expected, and that the fight against it was more complex than they had realized.
  After the presentation, there was a group discussion where participants shed light on their own opinions, highlighted facets of the problem they felt were very important, and offered potential solutions to the human trafficking epidemic. 
    Jameelah from the US pointed out that children are trafficked into sweatshops and child prostitution, and said her group had focused on how children should be the first priority, and pointed out that children can also be victimized secondarily by human trafficking if their parents make the decision to leave.
    Chuna from Zambia pointed out the psychological effects of human trafficking, and said that victims need to be given psychological counseling as well as financial aid to truly recover from their ordeal.
   Ghul from Pakistan highlighted the fact that in many cases economic issues were at the root of trafficking and that there needs to be more jobs and employment opportunities in impoverished countries, and less conflict. She also suggested that individuals should research and limit the use of industries that use human trafficking.
    An interesting point was brought up by Emily from Canada, who said that although Canada had adopted the UN standard on human trafficking, but there was a debate on how to prosecute, which showed that simply because a country is cracking down on human trafficking does not mean that it will totally disappear from that country, or that it is easy to prosecute traffickers.
   Jess from Australia said her group found it hard to define human trafficking, as they couldn’t find the line between human trafficking and slavery, which made participants consider whether human trafficking was actually slavery, or whether to equate it with slavery was too extreme, as some people are trafficked willingly, and it is only the consequences that they don’t expect, rather than the actual act of being trafficked.
    Lena from Syria called for everyone to think about that the problem, to think of the next step in the fight against human trafficking. She also urged deeper research and action.
Aisha Khalifa – ‘The Evolution of the Afro-Emirati Community’
After the group discussion, participants were given a talk by Aisha Khalifa, a historian whose main research is on the African diaspora in the Gulf. She began by saying that ‘Even the moon has a darker side’ and that the point of studying history is so that society can learn from it.
    Her talk revolved around the slavery that existed in the Middle East, the way Islam tacked slavery, and the integration of slaves into Gulf society. She began with methods Islam used to negotiate slavery, listing the seven ways to free a slave:
   Manumission -where the holder declared the slave free.
    Tadbir - where the holder gave a future promise of freedom.
     Al- Mukatabam – a written agreement of freedom.
     Kafarah – a form of reparation for a violation against Islam.
      Kafalat Al-Dawlah –a government budget to free slaves.
      Al-darb-al-zalim – Ill treatment, molestation, verbal or physical insults legitimate reasons to free a slave.
   Khalifa detailed the way slaves were brought from Zanzibar and distributed in the Gulf, where they were trained to work in fields, date processing or pearl diving from an early age. She also explained that the slaves lived in close proximity to their holders, and became part of society, so were treated with respect.
Afra Al Basti, CEO of Dubai Foundation – Women & Children
After Aisha Khalifa’s informative speech, participants were given a talk by Afra Al Basti, the CEO of Dubai Foundation – Women & Children, a Dubai organization whose core services are provide help for victims of domestic violence, child abuse and human trafficking. 
She said the mission of the foundation is to help women and children through protection, prevention and promotion. She also revealed that one third of the clients that the foundation have are victims of human trafficking. She said Emiratis are not usually involved and that it’s an exported crime. She also pointed out that the victims are free to stay or leave once they report their traffickers. 
  She informed the participants that the Dubai Foundation for Women & Children is the only service for victims of human trafficking in the UAE, and that they receive immediate shelter, a medical check up and vocational classes while they’re there. She pointed out that language can be a big barrier when they are trying to help their clients. Al Basti also listed the strategies that the Foundation believes should be used to combat human trafficking : the highest quality of rehabilitation and reintegration services, educating the community, building national and international partnership with government agencies and development in the current body of national research and statistics. 
Planning Session: ‘Human Trafficking Issues & Actions’
After the enlightening talks, the participants used the following planning session to prepare the poster and come up with more ideas. The poster required a lot of team effort and made participants think creatively in order to get their ideas across to their audience, which put some people out of their comfort zones. It was interesting to see the different interpretations and aspects of human trafficking that participants came up with, and the way they had to think ‘outside of the box’ to get their ideas across successfully.
Simulation – Small Group
During this simulation each group put their presentations together and decided on a line of argument. This was team building, as it required the participants to work together and provided a great way to get to know each other, as they were forced to break the ice in order to discuss and decide their line of argument. Knowing that they had to present their poster to their colleagues meant that they had to think seriously about the topic and what they had learnt during the talks, as well as their own feelings on the sensitive issue of human trafficking. 
Simulation – Large Group
The groups made their presentations to each other. Each group explained their poster on a variety of subjects relating to human trafficking such as sexual exploitation, child labour, child soldiers and the trafficking of women. Most of the focus of the posters was the trafficking of women.
   Afra’s group used audience members to demonstrate how easily people can be manipulated. Their poster focused on the difference between the promises made to the trafficking victim and the reality that they have when they reach their destination. They called their organization RAFT, an acronym for Raising Awareness For Trafficking, and were appealing to NGO’s to fund ongoing research.
   Rashida’s group focused on women’s trafficking and showed the way that everyone is involved, directly or indirectly. Their aim was to break the chain and create a solution to the global problem.
   Aida’s group used a powerpoint to make their presentation on female sexual exploitation. They had the innovative idea of creating an international symbol for human trafficking, which would break the language barrier mentioned by Afra Al Basti.
    Tracy’s group named their organization the Zahra Foundation and had the goal of raising awareness against human trafficking. They planned to target educated people through a media campaign, as they felt the educated had the most power to make a change.
   Ayesha’s group broke the trend of focusing on the trafficking of women, choosing instead to target forced labour. They called their organization the Association for the Prevention of Forced Labour, and they aimed to create a safe haven for trafficking victims, much like the Dubai Foundation for Women and Children.
   Nada’s group focused on prosecution of traffickers. They sought to introduce new legislation, and highlighted the severity of the punishments that they felt traffickers should face, especially those who dealt in forced child labour. They also stressed the importance of enforcement of anti-trafficking laws.
    Naseem’s group named their organization PACS, an acronym for People Against Child Soldiers. They highlighted the difficulties that child soldiers faced, both in the military and when they eventually left and tried to return to normal life. They chose a hand to be the symbol of their organization, as they felt it showed protection.
   Teresa’s group called to increase sentences against traffickers, and said their organization would achieve that by writing letters to members of parliament. They also said that they would provide healthcare and psychological support to victims of human trafficking.
  Overall, the presentations were very well thought out, and many valid and interesting points were made, showing that the participants had thought seriously and in depth about what aspect of human trafficking they were most interested in. 
Arabyana
After the presentations, participants were taken to the premiere of Arabyana, a documentary on the view Gulf society has of female horse riders, in the opulent setting of the Atlantis Hotel. The film provided a unique look at UAE challenges and the challenges it presents women in some aspects of their lives.  It showed the views of more liberal Emiratis, as well as those of the more conservative demographic in society, showing that opinions do differ among Arabs, and opinions held by some do not necessarily account for all Arabs. 
Day Three
Tour of Zayed Grand Mosque
Participants were given a tour of the second biggest mosque in the world, the Zayed Grand Mosque in Abu Dhabi. It was explained that the mosque was part of Sheikh Zayed’s vision to attract non-Muslims to enlighten them on Islam, and that this was the main reason for the mosque’s luxurious architecture and interior. 
    The architecture of the mosque was explained, which helped the participants see the significance and symbolism of the mosque. For example, they were told that the carpet in the main prayer hall was representative of heaven, and it was explained that on one of the walls was adorned with the ninety nine names of Allah. One of the most interesting aspects of the mosque was the marble in the courtyard, which remained cool even under the hot sun. It was revealed that the marble is made up of tiny individual pieces, which means it doesn’t absorb heat. 
  The mosque visit also showed more of the culture and religion of the Middle East to the international participants, for example, abolition was demonstrated, and it was explained why men and women do not pray together, the reason being that they would have to stand shoulder to shoulder and toe to toe, and this might make some men and women feel uncomfortable. The participants even got a firsthand taste of the local culture as they had to wear an abaya and shayla to enter the mosque, which was certainly a unique experience.
Federal National Council (FNC)
This year’s participants were privileged to go to the Federal National Council, and receive a talk by Dr. Amal Al Qubaisi, the first woman to win an election for a seat in the FNC. Participants were lucky enough to sit in the parliament, and prior to the talk were shown a short video explaining the FNC, chronicling its birth after the UAE gained independence, and explaining the number of seats given to each emirate and the role of the council in legislative issues
   After the introductory video, Dr. Amal Al Qubaisi began her talk. She spoke of her own experience in the elections, and detailed how her campaign was held in month, and that though she had many challenges presented her, she did not feel that being a woman was one of them. She said she felt her goal in the FNC is to show that women are equal to men, and that they are equally able to contribute to their country. She also spoke of her optimism of the future, and hoped that her generation and the next would work well together. 
   After her talk, participants were lucky enough to ask both Dr. Al Qubaisi and fellow FNC member Rashed Mosbeh Al Kundi Al Marrer. It was a good opportunity to clarify the way the FNC works, as well as the rest of the UAE government system. Participants discovered that there are no political parties in the UAE and that it is seen as one body. It was also revealed that there are very few requirements to run for the FNC, candidates have to be able to read and write, be above 25 and have no criminal record. However, candidates did not agree with all the aspects of UAE government, and one aspect many took issue with was that only members of the Electoral College were allowed to vote, and not the general public.
Day 4
Planning Session
During this planning session, participants read over the case study of a custody case in Shari’ah Law and deepened their knowledge over Shari’ah Law in general. They had to familiarize themselves with some of the vocabulary and concepts of Shari’ah which was both challenging and interesting.
Ammar Al-Shams – Child Custody Lecture
In order to help them better prepare for their Shari’ah Court and child custody simulation, participants were given a talk on the background and development of Islamic Law by Ammar Al Shams, who has a degree in the subject. He provided participants with very helpful information, such as the sources of Shar’iah Law such as the Qur’an, which is considered law, the Hadith, if there is no directive in the Qur’an and Ijmah, which is the collective agreement of Islamic scholars.  He also highlighted the three main issues in child custody. Wilaya – moral guardianship, which is always given to the father’s side of the family, Wasli, which is the day to day management of affairs and Hadana, which is physical custody, and always given to the mother’s side of the family.  It was pointed out that Hadana has an age limit of eleven for girls and thirteen for boys, from which time they are put into their father’s care. However, in UAE law the situation is evaluated by a judge, who decides what is best for the children.
   Ammar Al-Shams proved very popular with the participants. He spoke eloquently and was happy to respond to any questions the participants posed to him, which earned him great respect and admiration among them.
Shari’ah Court & Child Custody Simulation & De-brief
The research into Shari’ah law that was required for the simulation gave participants a deepened understanding of Islam, which proved to be helpful. Participants were given a case study that they had to re-enact within the setting of a Shari’ah court. Each participant was allocated a role ie defendant, lawyer etc. and had to argue for a particular side in the custody battle. The participants thought it was an interesting way to ‘experience’ Shari’ah law. It also gave international participants the opportunity to see the different point of view Shari’ah law holds on custody, compared to the legal system in their own countries. Overall, it was an interesting experience and provoked some rather heated debates!
Day 5
Women Leading Change – Guest Speakers
Najla Al Awadi
Participants were given a talk by Najla Al Awadi, the youngest woman in the UAE parliament. She spoke of her belief that women are not seen as first as human beings, but as the “weaker” gender, and that instead of women’s rights people should be talking about human rights. This point certainly seemed relevant to the participants and also looked at the issue of women’s rights in a perspective not many of them had thought of before. Al Awadi said she felt her strong view on women’s rights was due to the fact that she had been brought up to believe everyone had the same rights.
   She went on to speak about her personal role in helping to empower women. She spoke of how she was originally a lawyer, but felt that she couldn’t fully empower women. She resigned in 2002 after a law was passed in Dubai Courts stating that a ‘Muslim man can beat his wife as long as he does not deform her or break her bones.’ Speaking of her move into media, she said the main reason behind it was that she felt it was a better platform to empower women from. Her plan to do this was by putting women with great achievements on TV, as a way to show the antithesis of commonly-held stereotypes.
    Her final words of advice to participants were to study hard, as knowledge is power, and to remember that education doesn’t stop after graduation.
Amina Taher
The next speaker was Amina Taher, a graduate of DWC and a key figure in UAE corporate responsibility. She said that the role of women in society was crucial, and cited the story of a personal friend who was left widowed at twenty two with six children, but created and expanded a business as well raising her children alone, as an example of how strong women are and how much they can contribute to society. 
   She also had some words of advice to participants : she said that it was normal to make mistakes, and that ‘A mistake is only an experience you haven’t learnt from”. She also urged participants to take risks in life, as sometimes the thing that scares you the most is the thing you need to do the most.
Dr. Buthaina Al-Shunnar
Folling Amina Taher was Dr. Buthaina Al-Shunnar, an American Board certified plastic surgeon. She said that there will always people who tell you what you can and can’t do, and that it is best to ignore them and do what you want. She gave a personal example of how she was deemed ‘too immature for A levels’, only to go on and get all A’s and be exempted from pre-med to go straight to medical school. She told candidates that if they follow their passions, they will never regret it, and that she works in the field of plastic surgery because it is her passion, despite the hard training she had to do to qualify. 
Closing Ceremony
The closing ceremony was attended by Dr. Howard Reed. He praised Insight Dubai, saying that it gave participants to really meet and interact with people from different cultures and backgrounds, and discover that there are similarities between then and to form bonds that last a lifetime. He urged participants to keep in contact with each other, and to allow the learning experience of Insight Dubai to be continued after the conference had ended.
Open Mic
During open mic, participants shared their thoughts and insights on the conference. Many made comments on the personal connections they had made with others and the friends they had gained, even indulging in some inside jokes. Some participants commented that they felt they had a new family, which shows how successful the conference was in bringing the participants together. There were also many comments on what they had learnt from the local culture, for example, one participant said that she had learnt to have more confidence from the Emirati participants, and to be happy with the person that she is.
Overall, participants felt that not only was Insight Dubai a learning experience, it was also a life experience that would serve them well in years to come.


