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Dubai is the talk of the town in the Arab Region these days, as it is the compass of roles, dreams and mistakes in times of global financial crisis and of interrelated economics and politics. The other important topic of discussion prominent in Arab elite circles concerns the necessity of carefully examining the consequences of the economy taking, for Barack Obama's administration, priority over US policy towards the Middle East. Some people still linger in the victory zone, as if the solutions to complex crises are in Obama's pocket, but those are a minority. The majority is thinking and calling for innovative thinking into the day's developments, economic, political, legal and judicial. Indeed, in two days, on March 1st, the first international Special Tribunal for an Arab country will be launched in The Hague, in an unprecedented step to end impunity for political assassinations. Furthermore, on March 4, the International Criminal Court (ICC) will issue a decision expected to condemn Sudanese President Omar Al-Bashir and support issuing a warrant for his arrest on charges of crimes against humanity and war crimes in Darfur. What is new is the attempt to avoid premature conclusions and realize the disadvantages of making the wrong assumptions, merely because of matters worsening, whether in reality or in the imagination. What is new is the courage to confess mistakes and admit what needs to be done to avoid them. All of this does not occur frequently in the Arab region, but it does occur.

Dubai has begun to emerge from its economic crisis, and also from that of its reputation and standing. This did not happen overnight, nor without a cost and difficult lessons. It happened because the Emirate of Abu Dhabi came to the rescue of the Emirate of Dubai from its financial predicament, by buying 10 billion dollars worth of Dubai bonds to pump in the necessary cash. Most likely, Abu Dhabi will buy the remaining bonds, also worth 10 billion dollars, within less than two years, regardless of measures taken by Dubai to trim its ambitions in terms of construction, reclaiming land from the seas and such. Even if there are institutions, parties and organizations other than those in Abu Dhabi that will buy these bonds, Abu Dhabi was the first to restore trust in Dubai. Had it not intervened, the courage would not have returned to those who had wished to bring Dubai out of its misfortune and to restore belief in it. Certainly Dubai has paid a political price for its economic crisis. Effectively, by pulling Dubai out of the crisis, Abu Dhabi has said: I am the capital, I am the patron, and I am the big brother. Of course, Dubai deserves appreciation, courtesy and grace, as it is a unique city in the Arab experience. It is pioneering and creative, despite what can be said of some random planning and some vanity in estimating its resources and abilities. Indeed, many of those who were surprised at the impact the financial crisis has had on Dubai decided that the Dubai experiment was facing difficulties, but there are many more who felt a deep sorrow, remembered what they owed Dubai and clung to its dream.

Fadi Ghandour, founder and CEO of the Jordan-based Aramex, this major company listed on the Dubai Financial Market, has maintained his profound trust in Dubai. He says: "Those who think that Dubai is finished and that it is a passerby in the strategic location from globalization are short-sighted, and do not understand the strategic depth of what was built in Dubai, and the importance of Dubai for the Middle East markets." How long Dubai's recovery will take is a matter which economists and businessmen might understand, yet what matters today is that businessmen, great and small, are saying: let us think. A dangerous storm has passed, resulting in great losses. Nevertheless, after the storm, let us wipe away the dust and think carefully about what Dubai means. Dubai, according to many Arab businessmen who have accompanied this emirate on its journey, is the city of the future in the Arab World. It has the infrastructure to be the economic starting point for its broad neighborhood, and to serve fundamental markets not only in the Middle East, but also in Iran, Pakistan, India and the Central Asian republics, in addition to Africa, as Dubai has become a starting point for trade with this continent. What those who know of the infrastructure in Dubai are wagering on is the certainty of Dubai regaining its vitality as a business capital. "When the world recovers from the economic crisis, then Dubai and only Dubai will be the city. It will not be possible to make copies of this city," as Ghandour says.

Who rules? Who owns? These matters are of no concern to investors who are present in Dubai because it is a hub of international business. The problem, according to a number of businessmen and investors from different parts of the world, is not in the laws, which have begun to gain more clarity, but rather in the lack of transparency in how to conduct business. Many criticize the attempts to conceal the reality of the emirate's situation as a result of the financial crisis. Not speaking to the city's inhabitants has led to many negative rumors, and thus to a loss of trust and a negative impact on the so-called "Dubai brand," i.e. marketing Dubai's reputation, which the emirate has spent many years investing in. Moreover, the element of risk in some projects has also had its share in damaging Dubai's reputation and economy. Indeed, there is no need for such projects as the biggest, the widest, the highest and the deepest. Furthermore, the crisis in Dubai has exposed a lack of local executives and abilities. It is true that there are a handful of highly intelligent and capable upper leaderships, yet the second generation has deteriorated rapidly and the shortage has been exposed. There has been much talk of leadership shocked by the crisis rather than of leaders showing leadership during the crisis. In spite of all of this, there are benefits to the crisis, according to many Dubai natives.

Speculators have begun to regress and Dubai has started to cleanse itself from the excessive greed and exploitation of chances that came with those speculators. Hence the picture has become clearer of who the serious players are, those who appreciate the experience of Dubai and consider themselves to be a part of it, and to be in its debt. Additionally, after the fall of the artificial ivory tower, and the excessive rise of prices and of the cost of living, the price of doing business in Dubai has dropped to its natural size. Indeed, Dubai has equipped itself to be the center of services and infrastructure for its entire neighborhood, alongside its ambitions of becoming a major financial hub. This does not mean that what the world expects from Dubai, both politically and economically, will be lost when the emirate recovers from the crisis and things return to normal, on the contrary. The cleansing of course must continue and be broadened, for Dubai's reputation to take a direction that would place it at a distance from talk of money laundering or of representing an infrastructure for states and institutions that seek to elude the sanctions they are subject to. Indeed, when the day comes on which US President Barack Obama seeks to strengthen sanctions against Iran, he will scrutinize Dubai's role in breaking the cycle of sanctions due to its trade with Iran.

The entire region is studying what could happen. Some intellectual and politico-economic, elitist leaderships are bringing to the dialogue table a new language and challenging traditional thinking, which had made a distinction between economy and politics. Some of these leaderships believe that, in the world of finance with fantastic figures, there can be no role at all for Arab countries, which are not subjected to credit. Those speak of China alone in the position of world leadership and in monopolizing the power to "buy" the United States. However, some others answer with a definite "no," and see an exceptional role for an international partnership with Arab states, if available opportunities are well made use of, on well thought-out, audacious and lucid strategic bases. Perhaps the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia alone is qualified to assume the position of leadership in such aspirations, if this is accompanied by the necessary internal reform, on the basis that everyone should benefit from such leadership, in times of globalization of the financial crisis.

The Arab region is in need of innovative thinking, economically, socially, politically, intellectually and in terms of vision. What is taking place this week in particular is but evidence of the new and of how to deal with it innovatively, compared with the past approach. For instance, when the Special Tribunal for Lebanon is launched to try those responsible for the terrorist attack that led to the death of former Prime Minister Rafic Hariri and his companions, and those implicated in the other political assassinations, which the investigation proves to be linked to that of Hariri, it will be a historic day in the life of the Arab region. Voices, rumors and conjectures will arise concerning the fate of the tribunal; predictions and fears of frustration if the criminals are to escape justice will increase. This is not the time for all of this. The coming Sunday is the day we welcome a new birth in the Arab region. Indeed, regardless of how long the tribunal lasts and of what it results in, it will no longer be possible for political deals to reward political assassinations in order to buy stability.

Sudan is a different issue, because its people have not yet realized the extent of what will happen once a warrant is issued for the arrest of their president, who looked down on justice and thought that politics would be smarter, and that the language of interests would triumph over that of accountability for war crimes and crimes against humanity like in Darfur. Israel being tried for its violations could come sooner, if the Arab region would stop delaying justice for itself until justice is brought down on Israel. If Arab states were to join the ICC as a party, this would help them in the future to expose and prosecute Israeli practices.
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