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Executive summary 
 
Publishing in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) is a young industry, but with a 

significant potential to develop into a sector of strategic relevance domestically and a 

hub in the Gulf region’s development into a knowledge-driven society and economy 

in accordance with the standard practices and ambitions of the twenty-first century.  

Imports of reading materials in the English language predominate those in Arabic at 

an estimated ratio of 65 to 35 per cent, and the overall market is worth an estimated 

260 million USD, reflecting the reading practices of an audience that generally lives in 

a multilingual and multifaceted cultural environment. Furthermore, various indicators 

point to growth in the importance of Arabic publications. 

The UAE provide a proven and trusted environment with regard to legislation (with all 

relevant agreements on copyright implemented) and economic practices, as well as 

well-educated and reasonably affluent readers. In this arena, books are traded and 

distributed by many well-established players, both at the business-to-business and 

the business-to-consumer levels. Moreover, the trade is complemented by a 

diversified ecosystem of professional and cultural platforms, including two 

internationally recognized book fairs, in Sharjah and Abu Dhabi, local and 

international awards for Arabic writing, and grants for translations to and from Arabic. 

A number of publishing companies, most of which are newly formed, have set out to 

produce publications based on local content and aiming at local and regional 

audiences, particularly in areas such as educational materials in Arabic, practical 

information, heritage, and children’s books. 

As imports soar in the English language from the United Kingdom and the United 

States, proving the dynamics and the potential of an emerging market in the broader 

context of globalization in publishing and the overall knowledge economy, the UAE 

find themselves in a strong position to develop into an operational hub for 

international leaders in publishing—and distribution—for the entire Middle East 

region, and as a gateway between Europe, the Arab world, and South Asia. 

The recent creation of a substantial professional infrastructure, with competitive book 

fairs, a professional trade organization for publishers in the UAE, all of which are 

finding their place in the global networks of the trade, and ambitious yet realistic 

plans, such as the creation of free zones to encourage the establishment of regional 

headquarters by leading international publishing groups, the foundation has been 

created for fulfilling the strategic goal of establishing the UAE as an emerging market 

and key platform in the global exchange of books, learning and knowledge.  
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Introduction 
 
A broad consensus across cultures and organizations is highlighting the importance 
of books and reading for society. According to the United Nations Education, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), ‘Placing culture at the heart of 
development policy constitutes an essential investment in the world’s future and a 
pre-condition to successful globalization processes that take into account the 
principles of cultural diversity’.1 
 
Books are considered to be crucial to acquiring knowledge and hence for ‘achieving 
sustainable and fruitful Arab development’, in the words of His Highness Sheikh 
Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, Vice President and Prime Minister of the UAE 
and Ruler of Dubai, when he introduced the ‘Arab Knowledge Report 2010–2011’, 
co-sponsored by the Dubai based foundation in his own name, and the United 
Nations Development Program (UNDP).2  
 
Books, authors, reading and the power of knowledge could not receive more praise, 
and yet, those who actually make it their mission and their profession to turn an 
author’s work into a book and bring it, with the help of booksellers and librarians, to 
the attention of readers—namely, the publishers— are hardly mentioned in that 
discourse. 
 
This report chooses that overlooked angle and sheds light on the work and the 
working conditions of publishers and most other stakeholders in the book trade. It 
does so for the simple reason that without a well-developed book profession, without 
a well-organized value chain that connects the various layers of book publishing, 
distribution, imports and exports, the legal framework according to international 
standards, and the educational institutions as well as the media into one complex 
ecosystem of the book and of reading, no society and no people would likely be able 
to shape and express their identity and find their due place in a global world of 
dynamic exchange and competition. 
 
The ‘love of the written word’ was the opening motto chosen by His Highness Dr 
Sheikh Sultan bin Mohammad Al Qasimi, UAE Supreme Council Member and Ruler 

                                            
 
 
 
 
 
1 See http://www.unesco.org/new/en/culture/themes/culture-and-development/. 
2 The Arab Knowledge Report 2010–2011. Preparing Future Generations for the Knowledge Society. 
Published by the Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum Foundation and the United Nations 
Development Programme, 2012. 

http://www.mbrfoundation.ae/English/AKR20102011/Pages/AKR%202010-2011.aspx#. 
 

http://www.unesco.org/new/en/culture/themes/culture-and-development/
http://www.mbrfoundation.ae/English/AKR20102011/Pages/AKR%202010-2011.aspx
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of Sharjah, when he opened the first Sharjah book fair in 1981.3 A fair, and more 
specifically a fair for books, is obviously a mundane affair; it is an opportunity for 
people to look at and purchase books, not a fancy festival. Yet, it is, the principal 
prerequisite for all of those working in the business of books.  
 
The goal of this report is to pay attention to the status, the ambitions, as well as the 
shortcomings of the publishing business in the UAE. In so doing so, however, it will 
aim to use the case of the UAE as an instructive model within the wider context of the 
Arab world, as publishing and the book trade in the UAE are perfectly positioned for 
the analysis of the main characteristics, of a central domain for an emerging 
knowledge society that is placed exactly in the middle between the extremes of an 
ambitious and self-confident emerging economy, and, along with many other Arab 
countries, a strikingly young society on its way to find its place and vocation, but with 
an infrastructure that in some regards still has to be formed to fulfil this ambition.  

The scope and approach of this study 
 
The scope of this study is to represent and analyze the publishing industry in the 
UAE, including its contexts, such as the legal framework, the workings of the book 
value chain with distribution, retail, importers and major related actors, and platforms 
such as book fairs, festivals or relevant available grant schemes. 
 
In preparing for the study, it had to be taken into account that so far, publicly 
available statistics were at hand only for a few parameters, such as imports from the 
United Kingdom and the United States in particular, and domestic data were largely 
missing. 
 
With the newly founded Emirates Publishers Association (EPA) as well as the 
organization of several book fairs and festivals into locally, regionally and 
internationally well-established and recognized professional institutions, a new and 
valuable framework has emerged which aims at catering to the requirements and 
expectations of what can reasonably be understood as a growingly professionally 
organized publishing sector, and a respective consumer and reading audience. 
 
When considering publishing, books and reading in the UAE, obviously, one must 
take into account the specifics of the UAE as a complex, multiethnic and multilingual 

                                            
 
 
 
 
 
3 Article on the 30th anniversary of the Sharjah International Book Fair, 
http://publishingperspectives.com/2011/11/sharjah-book-fair-celebrates-30-years/. 

http://publishingperspectives.com/2011/11/sharjah-book-fair-celebrates-30-years/
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society and market, embedded in multiple layers into regional (notably Gulf countries, 
or GCC) and wider global contexts (e.g. as an emerging market and a hub for 
neighbouring countries, for the wider Arab world, and even potentially as a node 
connecting the Middle East with Europe, North America and South Asia). 
 
In terms of language, we will focus only on publishing in Arabic and English, although 
other languages are spoken and read in the UAE, due to a lack of data. 
 
The ambition of this study is not to provide an academic survey, but a pragmatic 
analysis, apt to support stakeholders in the publishing sector to better understand the 
field of their activities, and to further develop the efficiency and competitiveness of 
their industry. 
 
In this regard, the methodology was primarily chosen because it enabled direct 
contact including conversation with as many and as diverse stakeholders as possible, 
and the gathering of information, data and expert insights from as many and as 
diverse sources as reasonably conceivable. 
 
In the course of three fact finding journeys to the UAE in the first half of 2012, we 
interviewed publishers, retailers, distributors, related mediators involved in book fairs, 
translation grants, awards, dedicated festivals, as well as government organizations, 
including the UAE Media Council, and the Ministries for Economy and Education. We 
also researched data and information on best practices from outside the UAE, 
notably, with the International ISBN Agency in London, UK, and analysed export 
information on the UAE from the UK and the US, to compare the inside view with an 
outside perspective. 
 
All data quoted in this report which do not explicitly refer to other sources refer to 
findings from interviews and documents received especially for this report. 
 
Our research found the most active support from the Emirates Publishers Association 
and the Sharjah International Book Fair. Those involved opening doors for us while 
allowing us to execute this research with the most independence that any researcher 
could hope for. Furthermore, our gratitude extends to all those who consented to 
being interviewed and to filling in questionnaires, as well as to a number of overseas 
organizations who provided information and insights, most notably, the Publishers 
Association of the United Kingdom and the ISBN Agency in London. 
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An Arab publishing panorama 
 
With some 280 million native speakers, and an estimated 452 million speakers 
overall, Arabic is considered the fifth most widely spoken language by native 
speakers and has arguably one of the richest literary traditions among the world’s 
major linguistic cultures.4  
 
Yet, the exchange between Arabic and the other globally dominant languages, in 
terms of book production, consumption and translation, does not at all reflect this 
status. 
 
The Index Translationum, maintained by UNESCO since 1932, lists only one Arab 
country among its top 50, namely, Egypt, at rank 49, preceded by Argentina and 
followed by Indonesia. Not one Arabic writer is present among the top 50 translated 
authors. As a target language for translations, Arabic is found at rank 29, preceded 
by Catalan (26), Croatian (27) and Lithuanian (28), and followed by Turkish (30) and 
Farsi or Persian (31). As an original language for translations, Arabic is found at 
number 17, behind Chinese (16), and well ahead of Korean (28) or Farsi (34).5  

A complex status quo 
 
Egypt is generally viewed as the hub of Arab contemporary writing (well-illustrated by 
the attribution of the Nobel Prize for Literature to Naghib Mahfouz in 1988), Lebanon 
as the workshop for publishing and Baghdad as the city of readers. 
 
A more pragmatic approach would trace the landscape of books and publishing more 
along lines of commerce and power, recognizing at first the impact of colonial powers 
on what was brought to print in the early twentieth century, followed more recently 
most notably by the global expansion in the reach of British, and as for the Maghreb 
region, French publishing ventures, into much of the contemporary Arab world.  
 
The current state of the book industry in most of the Arab world is characterized by 
complexities and challenges. In economic terms, markets such as Egypt, Lebanon, 
the Gulf countries and Saudi Arabia have little in common aside from the Arabic 
language.  
 

                                            
 
 
 
 
 
4 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_languages_by_number_of_native_speakers 
5 UNESCO Index Translationum, http://www.unesco.org/new/en/culture/.  
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_languages_by_number_of_native_speakers
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/culture/
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As scores of pamphlets and a significant number of surveys show, in many Arab 
countries like Egypt, literacy is still limited to an often small minority of the population.  
 
Yet, the young nations in the Gulf in particular largely escape this pattern. Recent 
data released by the Statistics Centre in Abu Dhabi (Scad) showed a rate of illiteracy 
among Emiratis of around 7.5 percent – which compares to some 75 percent only 
four decades ago. The impact of a wide array of educational measures over time has 
resulted in a continuous development to close the initial educational gap within the 
population.6 
 
Obviously, this achievement coincides with huge differences in the per capita GDP 
between Gulf countries and countries such as Egypt, not to mention war torn Iraq. 
However, book selling is organized along similar lines in these markets, with local 
vendors and fairs being central to the trade. The average retail price of a book 
released in Egypt or Syria will be about 20 per cent less than a similar title released 
in Lebanon, and the price of such a printed work would be set at 20 per cent above 
the Lebanese level in Saudi Arabia. This retail price, as set by the publisher will then 
be applied across all the markets where a title is sold. Print runs are relatively low, 
between 1,000 and 3,000 copies, reflecting the patterns and benchmarks of small 
markets and not the impressively high number of readers who share the Arabic 
language.  
 
An Arab Publishers Association was launched in 1995 in Beirut, Lebanon—exactly 
100 years after the British Publishers Association (PA), which was founded in 1895. 
Thereafter, copyright legislation became part of domestic legislation in many Arab 
countries.  
 
Despite its unifying literary language, the Arab book markets are fragmented along 
national borders, and both the information on new title releases as well as distribution 
across national borders remain among the biggest challenges for the industry. 

The current Arab book production 
 
By the fact that no Arab Books-In-Print catalogue exists, and no national Arab library 
is reflecting in its collections the entirety of the currently available books in this 
language, the available catalogue of Arabic titles can only be estimated indirectly. 

                                            
 
 
 
 
 
6 Jen Thomas: UAE cruises from illiterate to well-read in 40 years. The National, August 27, 2012. 
http://www.thenational.ae/news/uae-news/education/uae-cruises-from-illiterate-to-well-read-in-40-
years#.UEe0wRa4IL0.email  
 

http://www.thenational.ae/news/uae-news/education/uae-cruises-from-illiterate-to-well-read-in-40-years#.UEe0wRa4IL0.email
http://www.thenational.ae/news/uae-news/education/uae-cruises-from-illiterate-to-well-read-in-40-years#.UEe0wRa4IL0.email
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The largest Arab online book store, Neel WaFurat (www.neelwafurat.com ; see 
below, in the Distribution section, for details) currently has a database of about 
400,000 titles. According to Saleh Chebaro, Neel WaFurat’s owner and founder7, this 
represents roughly 80 per cent of all available titles, as it excludes most books from 
publishers in the Maghreb countries, Mauretania, Sudan and Iraq. The total number 
of Arabic books in print is therefore estimated at just below 500,000. 
 
According to the same source, the annual output of Arab publishers is around 15,000 
new titles plus about 10,000 re-editions, which is largely consistent with the statistics 
on the title output in a few select countries, such as Jordan and Lebanon, retrieved 
from their respective Ministries of Culture for the IPA ‘Global Publishing Markets’ 
survey in 2011.8 
 
Retail (or cover) prices vary significantly across markets, with an average for a 
normal trade title, in black and white, of around 2 to 3 USD in Egypt or Syria, 5 to 6 
USD in Lebanon or Jordan and up to 7 to 10 USD in Saudi Arabia or the Gulf 
countries. 
 
As for the readership, all indicators, and notably the voices of stakeholders, point to 
an increase in reading books, with a particularly large increase in reading books in 
English, as well as the strong impact of pirated books, both print and digital.  

Recent developments: The Arab Spring 
 
Recently, the challenges for Arab publishers grew for several reasons.  
 
The Arab Spring uprising of 2011 was driven by aspirations for free speech and 
ultimately resulted in the downfall of a number of authoritarian rulers throughout the 
Arab world. Paradoxically, this movement placed publishers in countries like Egypt, 
Tunisia and even Lebanon in a dilemma. Stability, both in politics and even more so 
in the economy, is a prerequisite for a thriving book market, as purchases of books 
are expenses which are easy to cut when consumers are in dire straits.  
 
The impact of the global economic crisis hit Arab publishers hard, as their 
companies, on average, are small family businesses which lack the capital to invest 
in their future. 

                                            
 
 
 
 
 
7 Interview with Saleh Chebaro at the Abu Dhabi Book Fair in April 2012. 
8 For details, see www.wischenbart.com/publishing > Global Publishing Markets. 

http://www.neelwafurat.com/
http://www.wischenbart.com/publishing
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Second, the impact of piracy has been so strong that it has reached the point of 
destroying the economy of books in the leading Arab book publishing countries, such 
as Lebanon. Several publishers and retailers interviewed for this report, including 
Bashar Chebaro of Arab Scientific Publishers Inc. (www.asp.com.lb) and a former 
Vice President of the Arab Publishers Association, described a situation where any 
title that is successfully released triggers a flood of illegal copies, both digital (in the 
form of a digital scan of the printed edition turned into a PDF document) and in 
bootlegged printed versions, within a matter of days.  
 
This does not only apply to academic or educational books; fiction, for instance, titles 
which get shortlisted for prestigious awards, are instantly pirated as well, obliging 
publishers to discount such successful books. 
 
Publishers as well as retailers see themselves increasingly caught in a trap due to 
piracy, as they are not in a position to join the ranks of the much larger entities and 
organizations from Europe or the United States, who fight piracy from a much 
stronger and better organized position as compared to those from such peripheral 
and highly fragmented markets as those in the Arab world. 
 
Further challenges to Arab book publishers are connected with observed changes in 
reading habits, as book reading needs to compete with, most notably, digitally 
distributed content, which is much easier to access due to the proliferation of smart 
phones, tablets and laptop computers, as will be discussed in a section on digital 
perspectives. Due to a lack of specific representative data on reading habits, and the 
penetration of new digital channels, with specific regard to books, it is also next to 
impossible to develop solid strategies in this respect. 

New patterns and perspectives ahead 
 
An examination of books and publishing in 2012 must reach beyond the traditional 
patterns of how the published word can reach readers. 
 
Mobile phone communication, backed up by the Internet and framed by an explosion 
of channels and usages of all kinds of (digital) content, including the written and 
published word, is currently re-defining cultures, reading habits as well as educational 
usages that were traditionally dominated by books and hence the related book trade. 
 
As phones have started, in virtually no time, to bring computing power, storage 
capability and connectivity to billions of people, the ecosystem of books and reading 
is about to become fluid, opening unexpected gates to users aspiring to access 
published materials. 
 
A curious, contradictory and volatile situation has emerged, with government bodies 
in all Arab countries retaining tight control over issuing licenses for the publication 

http://www.asp.com.lb/
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and distribution of every single book title under their authority, while consumers 
simultaneously find ways to access many of these books, in legal as well as pirated 
form, directly from their internet-enabled gadgets.  
 
The power of this transformation, however, does not stop at the new ways to access 
such published material beyond the traditional limits and mechanisms of control. The 
very format of books is changing, as in the digital universe, words and pictures and 
movies and music share the same channels of distribution and compete for the same 
limited attention span of consumers. At the same time, the lines which once 
separated education from entertainment and high value upper scale culture from 
popular amusement are blurring. 
 
Today, when an Arab publishing sector aims at developing its professional standards, 
it is doing so at a complicated moment, when this traditionally conservative industry is 
confronting truly radical change everywhere, while keeping pace with highly diverse 
audiences who use published books not only to read and educate themselves and 
their children, but also to stimulate the whirlwinds of innovation. 

The United Arab Emirates as a market for publishers 

The overall picture: A dynamic emerging economy 
 
The UAE publishing market is the result of the interactions between at least four 
different components:  

 Domestic production, which is primarily in Arabic;  
 Imports of books in the Arabic language, notably from Lebanon, but also from 

Egypt, Syria and Jordan; 
 English language imports; 
 Imports from other markets and in languages other than Arabic or English, 

notably from South Asia (which we had to exclude from this report due to a 
complete lack of data).  

 
Domestic production in the UAE still accounts for only a limited share of the market, 
in comparison to imports from other Arab countries, such as Lebanon, Egypt, Syria 
and Jordan. However, the publishing activity in the UAE has undergone encouraging 
development in recent years. 
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Foreign language imports, mostly English books, outnumber the Arab production, 
and both markets are growing continuously and at a significant annual rate—well in 
the double digits in both title numbers and value. 
 
Between 2009 and 2011, imports from Arab markets grew from 22,000 to over 
30,000 titles.9 US imports alone multiplied in value from 19 million USD in 2005 to 47 
million USD by 2011. 
 
Overall, the UK is responsible for the majority of the English language imports to the 
UAE, followed by the US; however, the US exports to the UAE are growing at a 
quicker pace than those from the UK (116 against 147 per cent for the years 2005 to 
2011). 
 

 
 
Figure 1: Share of imports from the UK and the US in 2011, in Euros 
Source: UK and US trade export statistics. 
 
These patterns of growth portray the UAE book market as that of a typical knowledge 
hungry emerging economy, matched in the Arab context only by other Gulf countries 
and Saudi Arabia, and in striking contrast to the more traditional cultural 
environments of Egypt or even Lebanon. 
 

                                            
 
 
 
 
 
9 Source: National Media Council of the UAE. 

56%

44%
UK

US
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While the overall developments are evident, it is much more difficult to compute from 
these trends the overall market size of the UAE book trade. 
 

The size of the UAE book market  
 
Various estimates collected from the UAE publishers and distributors interviewed for 
this report resulted in our overall estimate that the ratio of Arabic to English must be 
around 35 to 65 in the market share by value in consumer prices. Imports in 
languages other than English and Arabic, notably Hindi, are not taken into account 
for this estimate due to a lack of data. 
 
With combined imports from the UK, the US and France accounting for approximately 
108 million USD in 2011, this market volume can be estimated at some 170 million 
USD in consumer prices, based on an average margin for distribution and retail of 30 
to 40 per cent. Together with the Arabic market share of some 30 per cent of the 
overall book market, the total UAE book market must equal roughly 260 million USD 
in retail or consumer prices. 
 
Compared with a European market of similar size, such as Austria, which was worth 
930 million USD in 2010, this may seem small at first glance. A comparison with a 
more populous emerging economy like Brazil puts this in another perspective. The 
UAE book market equals around 30 USD per capita, a little less than a third of 
Austria’s 110 USD, yet it is threefold when compared to Brazil’s 10 USD per capita.  
 
This value for the UAE does not include any materials, particularly educational, 
distributed outside the ordinary book trade, like direct government commissions or 
purchases of textbooks, or digital materials bought and downloaded by customers 
online. Furthermore, parts of the revenues from imports for direct sale to consumers 
at local book fairs may escape the scrutiny of these statistics and estimates.  

The legal framework  

Copyright 
 
In ‘Vision 2021’ for the UAE, a knowledge based economy is defined as one of four 
key targets for the development of the country. It proclaims the following: ‘We want 
the UAE to transform its economy into a model where growth is driven by knowledge 
and innovation’.10 

                                            
 
 
 
 
 
10 http://www.vision2021.ae/united-in-knowledge.php  

http://www.vision2021.ae/united-in-knowledge.php
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In order to meet this goal, a legal framework supported by government regulations 
was introduced as part of this vision, to ‘promote efficient markets and protect 
intellectual property’.  
 
The UAE have effectively signed all relevant conventions and memberships (Bern 
Convention in 2004, Rome in 2004, WACT in 2004; membership in WIPO nominally 
goes back to 1975, yet has been fully operational only since 2009). Moreover, with 
Federal Law No. 32, issued on 1 October 2006, amending Federal Law No. 7 of 
2002, the UAE formulated their own copyright legislation in compliance with 
international standards.  
 
The law including a thorough and detailed discussion of the relevant articles is 
available in English in a booklet published by the Emirates Publishers Association 
(EPA) and authored by Lynette Owen, the Copyright Director at Pearson Education, 
who is one of the most renowned practitioners in the field.11 
 
In 2012, the EPA signed a memorandum of understanding with the Emirates 
Intellectual Property Association (EIPA)12, as, in the words of the EPA’s chairperson 
Bodour Al Qasimi, ‘Protecting the intellectual property of a country is protecting its 
cultural future, and scientific and technological progress’.13 
 

Licenses and permissions 
 
Establishing a publishing company in the UAE, and making a book available to the 
public, either by producing it in the UAE or by importing it from abroad, requires 
several licenses and permissions and altogether involves up to four different 
Ministries: 
 

 The National Media Council, an agency under the Ministry of Information, 
grants permission for setting up a publishing company and approves every 
book title made available in the UAE; 

 The Ministry of Economics offers the option of registering a copyrighted work 
and fights piracy in cooperation with the Department of Police; 

                                            
 
 
 
 
 
11 Lynette Owen: Buying & Selling Rights in Literary Works: A Practical Guide for Publishers in the 
United Arab Emirates. Emirates Publishers Association, Sharjah, UAE, 2011.  
12 http://www.eipa.ae.  
13 AMEInfo, 22 May 2012, http://www.ameinfo.com/emirates-publishers-association-emirates-
intellectual-property-301255.  

http://www.eipa.ae/
http://www.ameinfo.com/emirates-publishers-association-emirates-intellectual-property-301255
http://www.ameinfo.com/emirates-publishers-association-emirates-intellectual-property-301255
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 The Ministry of Culture assigns ISBNs and is involved in several programmes 
which support authors, works as well as translations; 

 The Ministry of Islamic Affairs is involved in generating titles related to 
religious topics.  

 

The National Media Council 
 
The National Media Council (www.nmc.gov.ae) was founded in 2006 and issues 
licences for the publication as well as for the import and distribution of any work, be it 
a book or other any media format, in the UAE. 
 
First, establishing a publishing or distribution company requires a license from the 
National Media Council, for which a UAE local or GCC resident as a partner is 
required. Subsequently, approval through a license is required for every circulated 
work. The cost of the licence is 100 AED per year, and must be renewed within one 
month before expiration. Otherwise, an application for a new licence is required. 
 
Books are also exempt from taxes, such as sales tax, in the UAE. 
 
The review of a title by the Media Council is based not just on a manuscript, but on 
an actual (dummy) copy of the final work. Foreign language titles also undergo this 
procedure, whether they are produced locally or are imported from abroad. 
 
The main goal of exerting such control is, in the words of Juma Obaid Alleem, the 
Council’s Director of Media Content, to ‘encourage, guide, and guarantee the 
correctness of the published information as well as the compliance with the laws of 
the UAE’.14 The Media Council very strongly emphasizes its mission to establish a 
regulatory framework for the UAE, in compliance with international standards and 
practices15, as well as with freedom of expression, as defined by UAE laws. 
 
In most cases, approval is given in one or two days, and often even in less than one 
day. Rejections, which occur in less than five per cent of all submissions, are usually 
due to political or, even more often, religious content in a work. In the case of the 
latter, the submitted work is sent to the religious authorities in Abu Dhabi for a final 
assessment and decision, which usually requires a week. However, in controversial 
cases, the procedure can remain pending for several months. 

                                            
 
 
 
 
 
14 Interview with Juma Obaid Alleem at the National Media Council on 28 June 2012. 
15 See the Media Council’s own statement about its mission and goals at 
http://nmc.gov.ae/en/Pages/AboutUs.aspx. 

http://www.nmc.gov.ae/
http://nmc.gov.ae/en/Pages/AboutUs.aspx
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However, some imports currently bypass this procedure, most notably personal 
(private) imports from international mail order or online companies, such as 
Amazon.com, as well as direct ebook downloads to a consumer’s digital device. 
 
To amend the legal and control framework, especially for ebooks and digital 
downloads, a new law is in preparation; however, no details of its content are publicly 
available. 

The Ministry of Economics 
 
The copyright of a title can be registered with the Ministry of Economics. However, 
according to the Ministry’s own assessment, this option is not particularly popular 
with rights holders. In 2011, 850 applications were submitted, across all media 
formats, notably books, movies or magazines, of which some 100 applications were 
for books, according to the information provided by the Ministry. The register resulting 
from those applications has not been made public; hence, it cannot be dealt with for 
pragmatic purposes, such as a reference or catalogue of published titles.  
 
Via its Department of Copyright, the Ministry of Economics oversees the UAE’s 
application and implementation of international copyright legislation and its fight 
against piracy. (For details, see the section on piracy in the UAE below.) 

The Ministry of Culture 
 
The ISBN is issued by the Ministry of Culture (www.mcycd.ae ), which resides in the 
same building as the Ministry of Economics, yet organizes is activities regarding 
publishing separately. 
 
Using an ISBN for each new title released is a routine for most publishers that dates 
back only a few years, and even today, many books that technically are published in 
the UAE carry an ISBN of another Arab country, most often Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, 
Egypt or Jordan.  
 
The cost of an ISBN is 200 AED, with no discounts available for bulk orders, as is the 
common practice in most countries. The cost was set by the UAE Council of 
Ministers, urging cultural associations and institutions to contribute to cultural funds 
with the help of such fees. In several other Arab countries, notably Lebanon, ISBNs 
are free of charge.  
 
In addition, five copies of a book must be deposited at the Ministry of Culture after 
publication. These copies are not used as a legal deposit, by making those books 
easily available to the public, e.g. in a National Library collection, nor are they used to 
build a UAE reference of books in print. Instead, the list of assigned ISBNs is kept 
private by the Ministry. 

http://www.mcycd.ae/
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This practice of handling ISBNs draws heavy criticism from publishers, notably for the 
cost involved. 
 
The activities of the Ministry, however, are not limited to issuing ISBNs for the UAE. It 
also pursues its own publishing activities, specializing in topics related to the 
Emirates in fields such as history, geography and literature, but also extending to the 
publication of literary talent from the UAE. The Ministry of Culture also has a 
department dedicated to translations, publishing its own translations into English and 
French, and organizing literary events and author signings, as well as purchasing up 
to 200 copies of selected titles, which go to public libraries, government libraries, 
universities and UAE embassies abroad. These activities are not coordinated with 
those of various other UAE institutions which also produce translations or hand out 
literary grants and awards. 

Production 
 
In 2011, the Ministry of Culture issued 1,120 ISBNs to publishers. However, this 
figure does not necessarily account for all of the productions of publishing houses 
with a UAE publisher’s licence, as these publishers sometimes opt to use an ISBN 
issued in countries such as Lebanon, Syria or Jordan, for distribution across several 
countries. Consequently, such titles would appear in the UAE’s import statistics 
rather than its statistics for local production. 
 
The UAE National Media Council at the Ministry of Information, however, accounts 
for only about one third of those numbers in titles produced (391 in 2011; 340 in 
Arabic and 51 in foreign languages). At the same time, imports in both Arabic and 
English in 2011 accounted for a much larger number of titles, with 30,665 titles in 
Arabic and 181,532 titles in foreign languages, notably in English, channelled to 
obtain the required approval from the National Media Council.  
 
An overview provided by the National Media Council of the UAE for the three years 
from 2009 to 2011 reflects a continuous growth, specifically of imports. 
 

 Titles 

 2009 2010 2011 

Arabic titles produced in the UAE 431 329 340 

Foreign language titles produced 
in the UAE 

107 82 51 

Arabic imports 22,312 24,364 30,665 

Foreign language imports 165,321 173,554 181,532 

 
Table 1: Domestic title production and imports in the UAE 
Source: UAE Media Council 
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Taken as a snapshot of the UAE publishing markets, several characteristics can be 
noted from these figures. 
 
The domestic production in the UAE is minimal, as compared to imports, with Arabic 
titles gaining in importance, and foreign language titles increasing, while both Arab 
and foreign imports have risen significantly and steadily.  
 

Close ups and best practices 
As one publisher put it when interviewed for this study, the aim and the ambition of 
the book sector must be ‘to fix the entire cycle between the author and the publisher’. 
Yet, at this point, publishers, distributors and retailers are suffering from numerous 
shortcomings to fulfil such a mission. On the authors’ side, no literary agents have set 
up activities to professionally promote their interests and help to create a substantial 
market from their works. 
 
In the general media, books hardly play a role in programming, while, to fill the void, 
social media are embraced by readers—although not yet by publishers or retailers—
for creating an aura of recognition and visibility around books, authors and readers. 
 
Indeed, recent years have witnessed the emergence of a number of publishing 
ventures as well as the growing ambitions of those already existing to professionalize 
their businesses. The complex value chain of authors, publishers, distributors, 
retailers and media, as it exists in markets such as Europe, is starting to connect in 
tightly knit professional networks up to the expectations of consumers today. 
 
However, all indicators and all interviews with stakeholders conducted for this survey 
point to a significant and growing demand in this regard. Nevertheless, the open 
question is if this demand will be satisfied primarily from the outside, or if a domestic 
book sector can find a sustainable and proficient road ahead for its development. 
 
At the legal level, new legislation on copyright is in development, to cope with all the 
new requirements of the digital sphere. 
 

Publishers in the UAE  
 
Publishing is a new endeavour in the UAE. Only a few ventures, usually created as 
the publication arm of a cultural, educational or welfare organization, or a local book 
store, can be traced back further than a decade. This contrasts with book selling, as 
we shall see, which has operations founded as early as the 1950s. 
 
Given this background, the developments in the past decade are especially striking, 
as not only several new publishing companies have been launched by local 
entrepreneurs, but their ambitions, programmes and perspectives have shown a 
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dramatic change, as they clearly seek their benchmarks, professional standards and 
business goals in comparison to international norms and perspectives rather than in 
just a local context and tradition. Yet, in terms of topics and target audiences, these 
new publishers in the UAE have the ambition to become conduits for Emirati authors, 
illustrators as well as readers and consumers with their offer to meet a demand that 
has significantly increased in the short period of the past five to seven years, 
according to various indicators and as voiced by virtually all stakeholders interviewed 
for this report. 
 
Most of these publishers specialize in education, general trade, with a special 
emphasis on heritage and various guide books, and children’s literature. A few 
practical examples illustrate this. 
 
Heritage is a topic that intimately connects with a society’s quest to mirror its identity, 
while in more practical terms, a company’s experience in distributing other print 
media and its customer base allow it to extend these competencies to additional 
audiences with content that it is already familiar with. This is the approach of 
Motivate Publishing (http://www.motivatepublishing.com), a magazine publisher 
founded in 1979 by a joint venture between publisher Ian Fairservice and Emirati 
businessman (and today’s Minister of State for Finance) Obaid Al Tayer. The 
company’s book division has been extended to some 300 titles, and a tightly woven 
network of distribution channels, which include a book club and offerings to corporate 
sponsors. 
 
When it comes to guide books and maps in the UAE, the brand ‘Explorer’ has 
managed to develop a paramount market presence in all distribution channels 
throughout the Emirates and the wider Gulf region. Formed in 1996 by a British 
owner, the venture is headquartered in Dubai, with publications that are in full colour, 
well-designed and well-branded, but mostly in English. However, in 2011, the 
publisher began releasing titles in Arabic, emphasizing the emergence of such a 
niche even for an undoubtedly well-educated and well-travelled target audience. 
 
Moreover, a publishing company dedicated solely to children’s books, Kalimat 
(www.kalimat.ae/en-about), was launched in 2007, publishing over 100 titles in its 
first 5 years, and encouraging others to follow the same path. Kalimat, over the past 
several years succeeded in becoming a real benchmark for quality standards in the 
Arab book community, by working closely together with authors in remarkable ways, 
exploring and innovating approaches to the specific audience of children and their 
parents in the Middle East. Its goal has become to create a standard for children’s 
books that make them as cherished as anywhere in the world. 
 
Kuttab Publishing (www.kuttabpublishing.com), founded in 2010, has engaged on a 
similar path, launching initially a series of cartoon books for children, combining funny 
and educational characteristics in the ambition of making these books not just 
‘valuable’ in the perspective of the adults, but also attractive for their young audience. 

http://www.motivatepublishing.com/
http://www.kalimat.ae/en-about
http://www.kuttabpublishing.com/
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With a back list of 42 titles, and 15 to 20 new releases annually, expanding from 
children’s books also into adult fiction, Kuttab aims at growing to become a leading 
publishing house in the Emirates. 
 
Alborj Media Publishing Distribution has been launched in 2004, to specialize, 
aside from children’s titles notably in educational and nonfiction books. Recent titles 
of a total back list of over 90 include a series of biographies of famous inventors, 
notably  Alexander Graham Bell, Thomas Edison, or Alfred Nobel. Alborj is catering 
to the entire Gulf region, notably by attending various local fairs. 
 
Universal Publisher and Distributor Est. is a good example for yet another type of 
company. Initially founded in Lebanon in 1992, Universal combines distribution as 
well as publishing services from its beginning. In 2006 its founder Fadi Moukanzah 
decided to set up a branch office in the UAE to get closer to that fast growing market. 
Universal publishes both in the Arabic and in the English language, on a broad array 
of subjects, yet with a signature focus on architecture, interior design, and landscape 
books. The annual output of some 50 new titles combines works developed by the 
publisher with local authors, as well as acquisitions of international rights. A recent 
major project was the acquisition of an initially Italian encyclopedia of 15 volumes for 
children, which Universal adapted and release in three language editions, in Arabic, 
English and French. The company attends both regional as well as international book 
fairs on a regular basis. 
 
Overall, book publishing is still the domain of small companies, most showing yearly 
revenues of under 2,500,000 AED (less than 700,000 USD), and a limited catalogue 
thus far. However, the quality of the publications has greatly improved, and various 
efforts have been made to encourage participation in local and international book 
fairs, and professional training. 
 

A strategic crossroads 
While the current scope of domestic publishing companies in the UAE may seem 
modest, the industry finds itself at a strategic crossroads leading to highly beneficial 
opportunities. 
 
Overall demographics as well as the economic development in the entire Gulf region 
have resulted in a sudden increase in demand for a local publishing sector, to take 
care of the local needs and aspirations by presenting books and related (notably 
digital) publications to these domestic and regional audiences. Touristic information, 
heritage and children’s literature combined constitute a valid starting point for such a 
professional development, and other topics may rapidly emerge, such as the local 
economic, political and institutional environments, or the diversity of the local 
population and the needs and aspirations for a genuine community environment, to 
offer just two examples.  
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The other key issue is that the UAE have a high potential for developing an 
infrastructure which will allow international publishing companies to launch regional 
operations in their country. 
 
Both axes of the promising development of the local publishing sector share similar 
requirements, notably, a trusted legal and institutional framework, a state-of-the-art 
infrastructure and respect for international business practices. 
 
The founding of a professional trade organization for the publishing sector in the UAE 
is, from this perspective, a key to establishing an organizational framework for such 
potentials and aspirations. 
 

The Emirates Publishers Association 
 
The EPA(www.epa.org.ae) was established in February 2009 as a professional body 
and a non-profit organization to represent domestic publishers both locally and 
internationally. Furthermore, it is an active member of the Arab Publishers 
Association (www.arab-pa.org) and an affiliate member in the International 
Publishers Association (IPA; http://www.internationalpublishers.org).  
 
The EPA currently has over 70 members throughout the UAE, and a detailed list of 
members, in Arabic and in English, including the contact details for all members has 
been published.16 
 
Part of the declared mission of the EPA is to give the industry not just a voice, but to 
proactively help develop a sector facing both growing demand and opportunities, as 
well as growing competition from abroad, as the UAE has become a highly attractive 
destination for major European and American players in their quest to drive the 
globalization of books and publishing in the Middle East, as well as Arab publishers 
expanding their businesses and improving the overall environment for the industry.  
 
The EPA, together with the Emirates branch UAEBBY of the International Board on 
Books for Young People (IBBY, www.ibby.org), has also been instrumental in 
promote reading among children.  
 

                                            
 
 
 
 
 
16 Emirates Publishers Association (booklet). Available through info@epa.org.ae. Website: 
www.epa.org.ae. Phone: +971 6 5542111; Fax: +971 6 5542345. Al Qasba, Block D, First floor. P.O. 
Box 5424. Sharjah, UAE. 

http://www.epa.org.ae/
http://www.arab-pa.org/
http://www.internationalpublishers.org/
http://www.ibby.org/
mailto:info@epa.org.ae
http://www.epa.org.ae/
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Traditionally, Arab publishing was represented for the Arab world and internationally 
by the respective associations in Lebanon and Egypt. However, with the emergence 
and activities of the EPA, this was significantly broadened. The activities of EPA 
include the presentation of Emirati publishers at international exhibitions and book 
fairs, and encouraging the publication and dissemination of local works abroad. It 
organizes training courses and lobbies on behalf of its members to local government 
bodies. In this endeavour, EPA is in a continuous exchange and cooperation with all 
stakeholder organizations that are relevant to the publishing industry, notably the 
Emirates Writers Union, the National Media Council as well as the Ministries of 
Economy and Culture, the authority for e-Government, the Abu Dhabi National 
Library and the Tourism and Culture Authority. 
 
EPA has established several sub-committees to engage in specific tasks, notably to 
effectively support their members in the participation of book fairs, to promote 
translations into and from Arabic, and to network with translators, editors, publishers 
and book award organizers both in the Arab world and internationally, to encourage 
the organisation of training programs, and to foster a continuous exchange with Arab 
and international media. 
 
 
Within the institutional framework of the UAE, the EPA’s role and mission are to work 
with local legislators and administrators to synchronize local regulatory and legal 
frameworks with international standards and best practices, so that the overall goal of 
the UAE’s aspiration to move towards a knowledge-driven society and economy can 
be fulfilled. 
 
Recent activities included seminars to encourage and train publishing houses in 
selling rights, organize workshops on specialized topic such as digital publishing – in 
cooperation with the British Publishers’ Association (PA), attend and represent EPA 
at the 29th IPA Publishers Congress in Cape Town, South Africa, in June 2012, and 
sponsored three UAE publishers to attend a course in publishing at Yale University, 
USA. With a targeted match making initiative, the EPA launched a match making 
program to bring together authors and publishers. Also EPA sponsored and 
participated at several panel discussions on expanding cooperation with local 
government institutions as well as international organisations such as the 
International Federation of Reproduction Rights Organisations (IFRRO) to foster the 
UAE’s compliance and active participation with regard to copyright. 
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Distribution 
 
Readers access books in the most diverse ways in the UAE. Books are purchased at 
small local retailers as well as in lavish superstores in gigantic shopping malls, as is 
the case with the 6,300 square metres Book World of the Japanese giant Kinokuniya 
at Dubai Mall17, with over half a million titles in English, Arabic, Japanese, French, 
German and Chinese. American and British chains have also established a presence 
in the UAE, such as Borders (which remains operational even after the demise of its 
mother company in the US) and, more recently, W.H. Smith.  
 
Furthermore, books are directly distributed in schools, while for many, and despite all 
those stores, book fairs present another, often even preferred shopping experience 
for books, as consumers can travel with a shopping cart from stall to stall, browsing 
the books on display. No other such comprehensive and specific channel of 
information for the Arab market exists to inform a reader on new releases. Book fairs 
obviously have a particularly low barrier of entry and offer a social experience, almost 
like a family picnic.  
 
The book trade also reflects the ethnic diversity of the UAE, as a number of book 
businesses have been launched by entrepreneurs of Indian as well as Arab origin, 
including the retail chain Magrudy’s, or the wholesale and retail group Jashanmal. 
 
The following are considered the top retailers across the UAE (by market share): 
 

 Kinokuniya 

 Jashanmal Books 

 Borders 

 Virgin Megastore 

 Magrudy’s 

 BookPlus 

Profiles of selected companies 

Jashanmal 
 
Jashanmal (www.jashanmalgroup.com) was founded in 1919 in Basra, Iraq, as a 
general store. Its path of expansion ‘followed the path of oil’ (according to the 
corporate history web page), and Jashanmal arrived in Bahrain as early as 1935, 

                                            
 
 
 
 
 
17 http://www.kinokuniya.com/ae/index.php/fho004  

http://www.jashanmalgroup.com/
http://www.kinokuniya.com/ae/index.php/fho004
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Duai in 1956 and in Abu Dhabi in 1964. Today, the still family owned Jashanmal 
Group operates 100 stores and supplies 1,000 retailers from Duty Free to mass 
market to mid-market in all of the GCC and India.  
 
Its goods range from books to garments to tobacco, and it carries international 
brands, such as Calvin Klein, Porsche Design and Swatch. 
 
The first book store was opened in Bahrain in 1995, before its expansion to a total of 
15 outlets of different sizes, between 50 and 750 square metres, with stores in malls, 
stand alone shops and shop-in-shop solutions in Bahrain and the UAE. Furthermore, 
a webshop, http://jashanmalbooks.com, was launched in 2010. One main store, in 
Abu Dhabi, has been closed since 2011, but is preparing for a re-opening, and 
Jashanmal’s shop in Sharjah Centre is undergoing refurbishment for a re-opening in 
September 2012. 
 
Jashanmal also has a strong presence at UAE book fairs and is working in 
cooperation with the American Combined Book Exhibit (www.combinedbook.com) to 
display and distribute English language titles from US publishers.  
 
The company felt the direct impact of the 2008 economic crisis, but the turnover has 
recovered since then. In an interview for this survey, Jashanmal claimed a share of 
25 per cent of Arab customers, with current bestsellers including Rajaa Alsanea’s 
The Girls of Riyadh (Banat al-Riyadh), the biography of Apple founder Steve Jobs by 
Jacob Isaacson (with the English and Arab editions split at about 60 to 40 per cent), 
and a recent biography of Saddam Hussein.  
 
By genre, fiction in paperback has recently experienced a decrease in sales, while 
graphic novels, art and architecture have seen a growth in turnover, and children’s 
books have remained one of the strongest segments. 
 
Jashanmal Books does not directly import Arabic books, but is nevertheless in the 
process of increasing its Arab language catalogue through distributors with strong 
services in direct imports, such as CIEL (see details below). Jashanmal does, 
however, directly import English language titles from India. 

Magrudy’s 
 
The family owned company Magrudy’s (www.magrudy.com) specializes in English 
language educational materials. Its first shop for children’s books was opened in 
1975 in Jumeirah, Dubai. Subsequently, a distribution and wholesale arm was added. 
By 2001, Arabic books accounted for just 5 per cent of the company’s turnover, 
growing however to 10 per cent by 2005. The share of educational books in Arabic is 
notably limited by direct purchases of the government on the basis of tenders and 
resulting agreements with the publishers. Furthermore, Magrudy’s directly supplies 
schools and universities throughout the Middle East. 

http://jashanmalbooks.com/
http://www.magrudy.com/
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Magrudy’s was also hit hard by the economic crisis of 2008, resulting in the closing of 
four shops, with seven remaining today, and with the largest outlet at Dubai Mall to 
re-open. Meanwhile, the overall market is back to pre-crisis levels and growing. 

University Book Shop, Abu Dhabi 
 
The Abu Dhabi based University Book Shop (no website available) was founded in 
1974, and includes distribution services for Arabic titles, notably, to libraries, and is 
warehousing between 200,000 and 300,000 titles in Arabic. English language titles 
are supplied only upon order. 
 
According to its owner, Nabil Saleh Said, the company’s biggest challenge is to 
maintain an up to date list of titles, as retrieving information on new releases from 
across the Arab world requires the company to literally call on publishers one by one, 
by phone and fax, on a monthly basis. This effort translates directly to communication 
costs of an estimated 2,000 USD per month.  
 
On average, the book shop receives some 500 new titles every month from 
publishers across Arab countries, with the exception of the Maghreb, and excluding 
children’s books. 
 
Margins for retail, from cover prices, range between 30 and 40 per cent, while the 
actual retail price is subject to discounts about three months after a title’s release.  
 
Online sales are not a commercially viable option for the University Book Shop, due 
to high shipment costs to customers, and few customers holding a credit card.  

CIEL 
 
The wholesale and distribution company CIEL headquartered in Beirut, Lebanon, 
claims to be the ‘leading book company in the Middle East 
(www.ciel.me/aboutus.asp). Since 2008, it has had a branch distribution centre in 
Dubai.  
 
Drawing from 1,500 suppliers in 30 countries, CIEL boasts a large catalogue of titles 
in various languages, such as Arabic, English and French, and serves as an 
exclusive supplier to Virgin Megastore in the UAE, and, on a non-exclusive basis, all 
other large retailers, including Kinokuniya, Magrudy’s or Borders in the UAE and in all 
other GCC countries. It is also the exclusive distributor of several Arab publishers, 
including the American University of Cairo Press (www.aucpress.com) and 
Lebanon’s Wonderful Editions (www.wonderfuleditions.com).  
 
CIEL has roughly 20,000 titles in stock, of which 5,000 to 6,000 are in Arabic, but the 
demand for Arabic books is growing. 

http://www.ciel.me/aboutus.asp
http://www.aucpress.com/
http://www.wonderfuleditions.com/
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Imports of books 
 
Imports of books, notably from the UK and the US and, hence, in the English 
language, play a key role in the book trade of many Arab countries, including the 
UAE, and over the last decade, these imports have shown significant growth rates.  
 

 
 
Figure 2: Book imports into the UAE and other select Arab countries from the US and 
the UK. The red bars represent the value of imports and the blue dots, the growth (in 
percentage) between 2005 and 2011.  
Sources: UK: BIS analysis of data from HM Revenue & Customs. US: Data export of 
NAICS 3231 Printing, Publishing and similar products, 2005 to 2011. 
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Unfortunately, a direct comparison of these statistics, which are based on foreign 
commerce data from the UK and the US, with those import figures provided for this 
report by the National Media Council of the UAE, is not viable, as the UK and US 
data represent value, while the Emirati figures focus on imported titles and not on 
copies sold. However, a rough estimate on the volume and growth dynamics results 
in an overall picture that is consistent and plausible with regard to the overall 
observed patterns and trends. 
 
The most striking aspect of these statistics is certainly the extent to which imports to 
and recent growth rates in the UAE and Saudi Arabia set these countries apart from, 
say, Egypt or Jordan. Both the UAE and Saudi Arabia show hugely dynamic patterns 
of emerging economies with their demand for acquiring educational and knowledge 
materials, via books, while the other Arab countries, such as Lebanon, show a 
pattern of an environment that is developing much slower. 
 
In the case of the UAE, the skyrocketing values of imports, contrasting with the 
modest size of the country, further hint at a profile of the Emirates as a hub, or 
gateway—a role that it performs so well in many other domains.  
 
Within the scope of this study, we could not collect any detailed empirical information 
on exports of books from the UAE to any other countries in the region, be they Arab 
or otherwise. However, it seems obvious that in this respect, considerable potential 
for new roles and expansion for local businesses in the sector can be expected. 

Digital horizons for content distribution and book reading 
 
With 64 per cent of adults owning a smart phone, the UAE is ranked third when it 
comes to the penetration of such devices, behind Hong Kong and Singapore18, with 
expectations of doubling that level of penetration within the next five years.19  
 
Tablet computers also have a significant presence in the UAE and in the Gulf region 
at large, as the concept of mobile access to information and media is embraced not 
only by businesses, but actively promoted by local governments. In fact, Forrester 

                                            
 
 
 
 
 
18 See a survey carried out by the telecom equipment vendor Ericsson, polling 47,500 Internet users 
aged 16 to 60 years in 58 countries and regions for the survey in the first quarter of 2012, reported by 
various services, and the Wireless Federation on 20 June 2012 
(http://wirelessfederation.com/news/tag/uae/). 
19 Cellular News, 29 November 2011, http://www.cellular-news.com/story/52017.php?s=h  

http://wirelessfederation.com/news/tag/uae/
http://www.cellular-news.com/story/52017.php?s=h
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Research, with references to vendors such as Lenovo and Motorola, has called 2012 
the ‘the year of growth for tablets’.20  
 
With the distribution of printed books singled out by many stakeholders as being 
probably the most relevant inhibiting factor in the dissemination of books among Arab 
readers, and with the tremendous presence of English language materials among the 
best educated and most dedicated readers, the significant and growing impact of 
digital media on books, reading and publishing seems to be an obvious expectation.  
 
Similar to how cellular phones have jump started communication in many developing 
parts of this world with poor infrastructure, the mobile distribution of digitized content 
comes with big promises for books and reading. 
 
However, several factors hindering an all too smooth transition into digital reading 
must be taken into account for a realistic assessment of future scenarios. 
 
First of all, significant barriers of entry put the dissemination of books in Arabic into a 
fragile starting position. 
 
At this point, by far one of the most popular distribution channels for all sorts of digital 
content, Apple’s iBookstore, is not present in the Arab world. With digital media 
distribution aiming ideally at a one-stop shop consumer experience for accessing and 
purchasing digital content, this hurdle interrupts this seamless access when it comes 
to books. 
 
Moreover, representing Arabic typography properly on reading devices comes with 
substantial technical difficulties—a problem of both practical and symbolic impact in a 
cultural context that esteems calligraphy as being a particularly important aspect in 
books. 

Profiles of selected companies 

Neel WaFurat 
 
Neel WaFurat (www.neelwafurat.com), launched in Lebanon in 1999, is the largest 
online store for books as well as for music, magazines, movies and software, in the 
Arab world.  
 

                                            
 
 
 
 
 
20 Blog post by Summer Hamad, 2 March 2012, http://blogs.forrester.com/summer_hamad/12-03-02-
mobility_in_the_middle_east_enterprise_adoption_is_poised_for_takeoff  

http://www.neelwafurat.com/
http://blogs.forrester.com/summer_hamad/12-03-02-mobility_in_the_middle_east_enterprise_adoption_is_poised_for_takeoff
http://blogs.forrester.com/summer_hamad/12-03-02-mobility_in_the_middle_east_enterprise_adoption_is_poised_for_takeoff
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Neel WaFurat recently opened dedicated sites for digital books, iKitab, distributing 
some 3,000 Arabic language titles as ebooks in ePub format (www.ikitab.net 21), and 
digital magazines, iMaghaleh, hosting about 100 magazines from all over the Arab 
world (www.imaghaleh.net22). These platforms are available for Apple’s iPad as well 
as for Android platforms, and an iKitab Cloud service was launched in a beta version 
in the first half of 2012.  

Other online book stores selling (Arabic) books 
 
Mizado (www.mizado.com/) is one of the leading web stores in the Middle East, 
covering a wide range of products, including electronics, furniture, home appliances 
as well as books, for delivery to the customer’s home. The catalogue of Arabic books 
is limited to some 250 titles.  
 
Aido (www.aido.com) is an online store, founded in 2008, specializing in various 
media and gifts, with a limited offering in books, most of which are in English. 
 
DoBazar (www.dobazar.com) is a recently launched online store with a Bangladeshi 
background, specializing in gifts, but aiming to add books, including titles in Hindi, to 
their product list. 

Rufoof 
 
Rufoof (www.rufoof.com), founded in 2010, is a Dubai based ebook portal offering a 
complete line of services from digital conversion to distribution to publishers. It 
currently serves as a distributor for 20 publishers and has service agreements with 
another 30 publishers, with 5,000 titles, mostly in Arabic, currently in its inventory.  
 
In a strategic move, Rufoof is preparing to build an overarching directory for the Arab 
book industry, aiming at including title based information as well as information on 
publishers and the availability of any listed title at as many book stores and on as 
many sales platforms as possible. 
 
Rufoof focuses primarily on mobile devices, and its application is available on Apple’s 
App Store (for which Rufoof could gain the status of an ‘approved supplier’), with 
additional apps for Android and Windows forthcoming. 
 

                                            
 
 
 
 
 
21 Direct link also http://www.neelwafurat.com/locatebyformat.aspx?mode=1  
22 Direct link also http://www.neelwafurat.com/locatebyformat.aspx?mode=5  

http://www.ikitab.net/
http://www.imaghaleh.net/
file:///C:/Users/Rüdiger/Documents/My%20Dropbox/Arab/Sharjah_2011/Publishing%20survey/Draft%20Reports/www.mizado.com/
http://www.aido.com/
http://www.dobazar.com/
http://www.rufoof.com/
http://www.neelwafurat.com/locatebyformat.aspx?mode=1
http://www.neelwafurat.com/locatebyformat.aspx?mode=5
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Rufoof is a start-up company, spending its initial capital investment and aiming at 
developing a significant market share in the emerging Arab ebook sector.  
 
According to its business model, Rufoof does not charge for digital conversion 
services, but splits revenues with publishers 50/50, after suggesting a retail price for 
ebooks at a discount of 30 to 50 per cent off a print title’s cover price.  
 
In upcoming developments, Rufoof aims to branch out into educational publishing as 
well, taking advantage of recent public announcements with regard to the UAE 
government’s promotion and support of e-learning.23 

Qordoba 
 
Qordoba (www.qordoba.com), a Canadian and Lebanese company with its legal 
headquarters in Dubai, was launched in 2011 as an initiative specializing in digitally 
publishing Arab writers.  
 
By spring 2012, Qordoba had acquired the rights to 400 Arabic titles, of which 250 
were ready to be released as ebooks. In addition, Qordoba aims at translating 
relevant titles as ebooks into Arabic, mostly from English. The first English title 
released in Arabic was Machiavelli’s The Prince.  
 
Ultimately, Qordoba wants to cover all subjects, from literature to sciences, politics 
and religion, and distribute them on its own platform.  
 
Titles will be made available in ePub, across all major platforms, including Apple, 
Android, Windows, websites and Samsung’s SmartTV.  
 
Forty per cent of sales revenues go to the publishers, with retail prices being 
suggested at a discount of 30 per cent off the print price. 
 
Ebooks carry a DRM protection and can be read only through the Qordoba App.  
 
For payments, a system of pre-paid vouchers is available. 
  

                                            
 
 
 
 
 
23 See, for instance, Sheik Mohammed’s e-learning initiative of April 2012. See details at 
www.sheikmohammed.ae; direct link: http://tinyurl.com/cusqyoo  
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Piracy 
 
While in the overall context of Arab publishing, piracy is generally considered a 
disrupting force, the UAE are not seen as a major harbour for the production and 
dissemination of pirated copyrighted works. 
 
The Copyright Office at the Ministry of Economics24, together with specialized police 
forces at the Ministry of Interior, oversees reported infringements in the UAE. In 
addition, an Emirates Intellectual Property Association (www.eipa.ae) was created in 
2011, in conjunction with the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO). 
 
According to the Ministry of Economy, in 2011, 71 cases were reported by the 
Department of Police, mostly regarding DVDs, CDs and audio cassettes, of which 33 
cases were actually prosecuted.  
 
In addition to such direct government intervention, the authorities underscore the 
responsibilities of the rights holders’ own professional organizations to counter 
infringements. Taking the lead in such privately organized actions is the Arabian Anti-
Piracy Alliance (AAA), which evolved from the comprehensive anti-piracy programme 
that was established by the Motion Picture Association in 1996 (www.aaa.co.ae).  
 
However, in the wider context, thus far, books do not seem to be a primary concern 
as compared to music, movies, games or software, and as for books, a specific 
memorandum of understanding has been signed by EPA and EIPA on blocking 
access to websites hosting pirated books. 

Fostering the book in all its expressions:  
Book fairs, festivals, translation grants, libraries 
 
In the past decade, and more strongly in recent years, the UAE have seen the 
emergence, or in some cases, the significant broadening of a wide and ambitious 
variety of initiatives and platforms, all aiming at fostering reading, book culture and 
publishing. With two book fairs—one in Sharjah since 1982 and one in Abu Dhabi 
since 1991—which both successfully attracted international participation and 
recognition as regional harbours for a growing professional Arab publishing sector, 
with subsequent festivals for books and notably children’s reading promotion, several 

                                            
 
 
 
 
 
24 http://www.wipo.int/directory/en/contact.jsp?country_id=2&type=ADMIN_CR  

http://www.eipa.ae/
http://www.aaa.co.ae/
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grants to encourage translations both to and from Arabic, awards aiming at promoting 
authors and books both locally and internationally, and a National Library in Abu 
Dhabi, the Emirates have shown a great enthusiasm for creating an environment that 
places books and reading centre stage in the broader vision of a twenty-first century 
society aiming, when it comes to devising their future, at knowledge and learning. 
 
The question as well as the challenge for today will be if the many well-intended 
initiatives will manage to make a permanent impact on Emirati society, and to what 
extent the incoming impulses—from other Arab countries as well as from overseas—
will be met with a domestic audience embracing the offer, and with a domestic book 
sector that is strong and ambitious enough to be up to the vision to deliver content 
created by and brought to the public within the Emirates themselves. 
 
Several of these initiatives will be discussed as follows.  

The Sharjah International Book Fair 
 
Since 1982, the Department for Culture & Information of the Emirate of Sharjah has 
organized a 10-day event in November of each year, branded as the Sharjah 
International Book Fair (SIBF; www.sharjahbookfair.com). This event combines a 
public fair drawing over 400,000 visitors to explore displays from over 800 publishers, 
to acquire books and educational reading materials, and to attend an expanding 
cultural programme of author events. A visit to the fair is an essential experience for 
schools and students as well as for adults. 
 
In recent years, the fair extended to international participation, welcoming at its 30th 
anniversary in 2011 exhibitors from 42 nations. This new angle includes the 
participation of a growing number of European and American publishing companies 
through either national collective stands or individual presentations. In 2011, the 
SIBF welcomed one country as its guest of honour, namely, India.  
 
 
Year Exhibitors 

from the 
UAE 

Exhibitors 
from Arab 
countries 

Exhibitors from 
non-Arab 
countries 

No. of 
Titles 

2009 120 341 73 140,000 

2010 117 315 78 160,000 

2011 120 417 74 200,000 

Table 2: Exhibitors and titles on display at the Sharjah International Book Fair (2009 
to 2011). Source: SIBF.  
 
As each title exhibited at the SIBF must be registered in advance, the fair is in a 
position to publish a directory of all these titles annually as a catalogue in English and 
in Arabic on its website.  
 

http://www.sharjahbookfair.com/
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In addition to the exhibits, the event hosts a professional educational programme, 
focusing on topics such as translation, creative writing, author readings and signings, 
Arab culture, as well as eight different awards aiming at highlighting professional 
excellence.  

SIBF Translation grant  
 
SIBF has also introduced a specific grant program to promote translation, open to all 
fair participants, and offering grants of up to 1,500 USD for children’s books, and up 
to 4,000 USD for general trade titles (fiction or nonfiction). In 2011, 209 applications 
were submitted, of which 97 fulfilled the requirements and 80 received approval. 
 
The SIBF is a member of the Afro-Asian Book Council, the Arab Publishers’ 
Association and the GCC Book Committee. It is also recognized by the International 
Publishers Association. 

Children’s Reading Festival  
 
In 2009, the Sharjah Children’s Reading Festival (SCRF) was launched (details at the 
SIBF website, www.sharjahbookfair.com) as a spring event in April, thereby 
enhancing the scope and the timetable of the fair’s annual schedule.  
 
In 2011, more than 200 Arab and foreign publishing houses participated, showcasing 
over 20,000 printed, audiovisual and digital titles. Fifty guests, including authors, 
intellectuals, artists and specialized researchers were invited to take part in seminars, 
workshops and exhibitions. During the 8-day event, 33,000 books were selected from 
the exhibition and acquired by Sharjah’s Knowledge Without Borders initiative, to 
figure in the home libraries offered to Sharjah families free of charge. 
 

Thaqafa bila hudoud  – Knowledge Without Borders  
 
Knowledge Without Borders (www.thaqafa.ae) is an initiative by the Sharjah 
government and the brainchild of HH Dr Sheikh Sultan Bin Mohammed Al Qassimi, 
Member of the Supreme Council and Ruler of Sharjah, to promote reading among 
parents and their children, by providing books to 42,000 families in 2012. 

  

http://www.sharjahbookfair.com/
http://www.thaqafa.ae/
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Abu Dhabi International Book Fair  
 
The Abu Dhabi International Book Fair (ADIBF; www.adbookfair.com) was held for 
the twenty-second time in April 2012. The 6-day event welcomed 904 exhibitors from 
54 countries, which equals an increase of 10 per cent compared to 2011, displaying 
over half a million titles.25 The United Kingdom was received as the Guest of Honour. 
ADIBF was organized by KITAB (www.kitab.ae), a joint venture of Abu Dhabi Culture 
and Heritage (ADACH; www.adach.ae) and the Frankfurt Book Fair (www.book-
fair.com). 
 
In addition to the exhibition, ADIBF includes a multifaceted programme including 
presentations and autograph sessions of Arab and international authors, an 
illustrator’s corner, and a professional programme with match-making sessions, 
publishers’ training and roundtables, as well as a creativity corner.  
 
A ‘Spotlight on Rights’ included an Arab rights showcase featuring a selection of 
specifically selected Arabic titles, as well as grants of up to 1,000 USD for rights 
deals negotiated at the fair. 
 
An eZone highlighted new ventures, notably from Arab companies, with regard to 
online distribution and ebooks. 
 
All these elements fuse in the ambition to help professionalize the publishing 
industry.26 
 

Kalima translation program me 
 
Under the umbrella of Abu Dhabi’s cultural agency, ADACH, a broad programme 
‘funding the translation, publication and distribution of high quality works of classic 
and contemporary writing from other languages into Arabic’27 has been introduced, 
named Kalima (www.kalima.ae ). Aside from offering the financial means for the 
translation for 100 works per year, Kalima supports the marketing of the resulting 
Arabic books. 

                                            
 
 
 
 
 
25 See press release, ADIBF, March 21st, 2012, http://www.adbookfair.com/10-increase-in-
participation-at-22nd-abu-dhabi-international-book-fair/  
26 http://www.adbookfair.com/professionalizing-the-arab-publishing-industry/  
27 http://www.adach.ae/en/portal/kalima.aspx  

http://www.adbookfair.com/
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http://www.adbookfair.com/10-increase-in-participation-at-22nd-abu-dhabi-international-book-fair/
http://www.adbookfair.com/10-increase-in-participation-at-22nd-abu-dhabi-international-book-fair/
http://www.adbookfair.com/professionalizing-the-arab-publishing-industry/
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Awards 
 
In conjunction with the Abu Dhabi Book Fair, several prestigious prizes are awarded. 
 

The Sheikh Zayed Book Award  
 
The Sheik Zayed Book Award (www.zayedaward.ae) ‘recognizes significant cultural 
achievements to Arabic culture’.28 Categories and winners include literary writers as 
well as translators and literary critics. 

International Prize for  Arabic Fiction ( ‘Arab Booker Prize’)  
 
The International Prize for Arabic Fiction (IPAF; www.arabicfiction.org) is proclaimed 
as ‘the most prestigious and important literary prizes in the Arab world’, and is 
organized in conjunction with the Booker Prize Foundation 
(www.themanbookerprize.com). In 2012, the award was won by Rabee Jabe for The 
Druze of Belgrade.  

The Abu Dhabi National Library 
 
The Abu Dhabi National Library (http://library.adach.ae/en) was established in 1981 
and is now governed by ADACH. The library contains more than 300,000 titles in 
Arabic and 100,000 titles in foreign languages.  
 
Among other activities, it aims at purchasing and providing access to new books 
published in the UAE and by Emirati authors, even as it is not designated to become 
a formal ‘legal depot’ for publications.  
 
Furthermore, the Abu Dhabi National Library publishes various different types of 
books directly, including translations. 
 

The Emirates Literature Festival 
 
The Emirates Airline Festival of Literature, launched in 2009, claims to be ‘the Middle 
East’s largest celebration of the written and spoken word’ 
(www.emirateslitfest.com/about_the_festival). 
 

                                            
 
 
 
 
 
28 http://www.zayedaward.ae/portal/en/Default.aspx  

http://www.zayedaward.ae/
http://www.arabicfiction.org/
http://www.themanbookerprize.com/
http://library.adach.ae/en
http://www.emirateslitfest.com/about_the_festival
http://www.zayedaward.ae/portal/en/Default.aspx
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Held in March at Dubai Festival City, the festival brings over 70 authors and panel 
speakers, both Arab and international, to events and various gatherings.  

Outlook: Opportunities and challenges 
 
 
Publishing and the wider context of the book trade seem to have reached a 
substantial threshold in the UAE, opening paths for new and exciting opportunities, 
yet also confronting imminent threats. 
 
The past several years have seen a significant increase in activities and efforts, 
opening up visions for professionalizing the sector, strongly improving the quality of 
domestic publications and encouraging local actors to extend their reach by 
participating at book fairs and trade events in the UAE and in the GCC. 
 
We therefore wish to identify in more systematic detail the opportunities as well as 
the challenges for the publishing sector in the UAE, and add recommendations that 
may allow the further improvement of the industry and the successful exploitation of 
its full potential. 
 
The UAE have a well-educated and affluent population, and commercial and cultural 
contexts which excel in creating dynamic hubs for the most diverse thematic domains 
and industries. Furthermore, publishing, which is at the core of the knowledge 
economy that is shaping the twenty-first century, must be a part of these strategies 
and visions. 
 
In addition, the implemented legal framework with regard to copyright legislation can 
leverage trust, if managed well. 
 
The local book trade, notably in distribution and retail, connects with businesses of 
South Asian backgrounds as well as with companies from other Arab markets, while 
the first major European publishing companies are opening local branch offices in the 
region, or consider doing so. The same is true for global players in the segment of 
the online distribution of digital content.  
 
All of this is offering valuable links and far reaching opportunities. As an emerging 
economy by some key features, the UAE can introduce themselves as a trusted hub 
in the perfect location. 
 
However, several factors oppose the UAE’s strengths by introducing hurdles with 
potentially significant effects. 
 
As a recent yet still unpublished survey on reading habits at the Sharjah International 
Book Fair in 2011 and related research on reading in the UAE and in the wider Arab 
world, have highlighted, reading, education and the acquisition of knowledge are 
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embraced by the local younger generation much less enthusiastically than, for 
example, their peers in India, China or Korea. 
 
Second, the local publishers, with few exceptions, position their work and their 
businesses primarily just for the local and a few neighbouring markets; they are 
mostly small businesses, with few if any links to other media channels and operations 
and skills that, at this point, do not allow them to compete with international players, 
who are probably about to enter—and define—the UAE market.  
 
This pattern of a small locally defined publishing sector occasionally struggles to 
cope with administrative formalities as defined by the public sector. Here, a 
streamlining of procedures might prove helpful in making the sector more effective. 
 
Furthermore, all the information collected by the regulatory bodies could be used, by 
making it publicly available, to create a database of available titles, plus detailed 
references on all aspects of the sector, resulting in a highly valuable source of 
business information. The availability of reliable information on the industry in all its 
aspects, at its local basis, and in its international connections, is recognized as one 
key driver in the development of the industry overall, in the UAE and as the future 
hub that can emerge in the UAE. 
 
Another key opportunity will be to use the achieved international recognition—and, by 
now, trusted presence—of international key players in publishing and distribution 
(including retail) at the two Emirati book fairs, and encourage these international 
players to consider a permanent presence through the creation of regional quarters 
for their globalizing business ambitions. 
 
Such a permanent presence of strong global leaders in the UAE, for instance, 
encouraged by the establishment of a free zone for publishing and the book trade, 
with a state of the art infrastructure, will quickly impact the local actors, by offering job 
opportunities and raising the bar of best practices and of professional skills among 
those locals who will aim at bringing those opportunities to their professional 
advantage. 
 
Such benchmarks can also have a strong positive influence on locally established 
businesses in the sector and help in boosting it beyond its current status. 
 
Here, the EPA must play a key role as the obvious professional link between the local 
industry, the public sector in the UAE and interested international stakeholders who 
need a trusted contact point to launch their operations. 
 
As an ambitious promoter of the book and of reading, the EPA will ultimately have a 
significant role in explaining the intrinsic value of education and knowledge, which 
needs to be embraced as the most decisive resource for promising the younger 
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generation a bright future, and a strong competitive edge in a wider region with, most 
notably in Asia, highly ambitious and reading savvy countries. 

Conclusions 
 
In the past five to ten years, from the perspective of allowing the UAE to become a 
regional, and even an international, hub for books and publishing in the increasingly 
globalized world, the publishing industry has gained a great deal of positive 
momentum. 
 
The political and economic situations are relatively stable, despite the 2008 economic 
crisis which hit the entire region and the stiff administrative hurdles, notably for 
getting licenses and approvals for publications. The overall context is certainly more 
favourable in the UAE than in any other part of the Arab world.  
 
A number of concrete pragmatic developments have occurred recently. In Sharjah 
and in Abu Dhabi, two book fairs have emerged and developed international 
ambitions and recognition. Both are hosting a growing number of several of the 
world’s leading publishing ventures, notably from Europe and the US, and Dubai 
hosts the Japanese book retail chain Kinokuniya, with its significant presence and 
experience in other Asian markets.  
 
The opportunity is real, as new global players in publishing, book selling and, more 
broadly, the distribution of digital content are exploring ways to enhance their 
presence and reach in the Middle East. Thus, the UAE can offer the best conditions 
for these key players and become the preferred hub.  
 
These existing potentials must be leveraged forcefully, however, to also develop 
publishing and the book trade locally, in the UAE proper, as a prerequisite for 
broader and bolder ambitions. Only a sound domestic publishing industry, with a fully 
developed sector covering the full cycle and value chain of the book, together with a 
domestic population that embraces reading and learning, will allow this exciting 
outlook today to turn into a reality for tomorrow. 
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