A DIFFERENT DUBAI
Three days in the dazzling desert

Last month, BBT Online joined 72 meeting planners and 17 other MICE journalists from
all over Europe for a three day study trip to Dubai. Organised by Dubai Business Events
– the Emirate’s official convention bureau – the goal of the experience was to
further promote the city as a premier and must-see destination for international
business events. On the programme were impressive site visits, memorable incentive
activities and copious dinners. In short: we were in for a treat.
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A group picture of all participating journalists made during the
camel polo.

All journalists stayed at the Meydan Hotel:
a beautiful venue just out of town but next to one of
the world’s largest horseracing tracks. The track’s
stadium is used for concerts as well and holds the
biggest cinema screen in Asia and the Middle East..

B

efore I start my report, I must confess something.
I already visited Dubai before I received the
invitation for this trip from Mr. Maris Kuklis (DBE’s
Senior Manager UK & Europe). At that time I was not
fully convinced of the Emirate’s incentive possibilities.
I stayed in a hotel in a mall, far from the seaside and
there was not much more to do than shopping.
This programme promised to be very different:
luxurious dinners, camel polo, a desert safari, boat
tours, swimming with dolphins and even a seaplane
flight over the famous Palm Islands. One thing was

absolutely clear from the start. This time, boredom was
not even an option.

population lives within a 4 hour flight range, two thirds
within 8 hours.

Getting there

With a $ 32 billion expansion of Al Maktoum
International Airport underway, Dubai will soon have
two major international airports. This one will be able
to handle 120 million passengers annually, making
it the biggest airport in the world. Prime incentive
season? From mid-January till the end of April and from
mid-October to November.

Not everyone has been to Dubai, but lots and lots of
travellers have at least visited its international airport,
simply because it’s the world’s busiest – it recently
claimed first place over London Heathrow. There are
lots of reasons for this. First of all, most of the best
airlines – many of them of course from the region
– offer direct flights to Dubai, which acts as a major
hub to the rest of the world. One third of the global

A visit from the desert

Our first day started with a bit of bad luck. Because
of a sandstorm, our desert safari had to be cancelled.
In Dubai you don’t need to worry though. If you can’t
come to the desert, the desert will come to you.
They completely transformed the hotel for us: our
dining room was refurbished and fitted with long
tables, henna-tattoo artists were invited, fitting music
was played and we had lovely Lebanese food. The
whole atmosphere was changed to recreate the desert
feeling. They even had a falconer! Very well done.

Burj Khalifa is the Emirate’s crown jewel and still the world’s
tallest building.

Fun and Culture

Luckily, the rest of the programme could go on as
planned. We played an exciting iPad game, which was a
lot of fun. Playing polo from the back of a camel was an
unforgettable experience, as was meeting the dolphins
up close. With the desert/beachfront combination,
plenty of things can be done: from speed boat racing
to desert BBQs or ballooning trips and from wake- or
sandboarding to camel excursions and dune buggy
drives. All of this relatively close to each other.
What we really liked was the visit to the Sheikh
Mohammed Centre for Cultural Understanding, housed
in a beautifully restored wind tower in the historic Al
Fahidi District. This centre was specifically built to help
visitors understand the heritage and culture of the
region. You can sit on the cushioned floor and sample
a typical Emirati lunch, join a tour of the winding lanes

Picture on the top left: the Sheikh Mohammed Centre for
Cultural Understanding.

and courtyards and ask as many questions as you like.
Everybody leaves this place with more respect for
the local culture and habits, something that is really
needed in times like these.

A prosperous Future

If Dubai makes plans, they are big. With the new airport
being expanded, it plans to double the number of
visitors by 2020. Instead of the current 10 million, they
want to have 20 – making it the most visited city on
the planet. Emirates already has free Wi-Fi on all its
planes, but by 2016, Dubai wants to offer it throughout
the entire city. Dubai won the bid for the 2020 World
Expo, which will drive tourism even more.
Business travel is also growing. By the same year, they
plan to welcome 3.5 million business visitors annually.
The facilities are obviously all there, and so is the
Boven: Ürs verenigt bergwandelingen op ongeëvenaarde wijze
met kettingroken.
Onder: Het meertje naast Lenzerheide zorgt op zonnige dagen
voor heel wat familiepret.

This seaplane took us on an aerial tour of the Palm Islands.

Antonella Van Doren
Managing Director – Latitude Corporate Events

capacity to organise major events. In 2017, Dubai will
host the IAPCO (Association of Professional Congress
Organisers) Annual Meeting & General Assembly. It will
bring 100 of the world’s most influential conference
organisers to the Emirate. Together they manage
7,000 meetings annually. Economic impact: $ 5 billion.
Obviously, this will grow business travel to even higher
levels.

Sure, it has the big, shiny skyscrapers, the fancy manmade islands and the massive monster shopping malls
– it’s the signature view. But under the surface lies a
friendly, multinational and welcoming society, with a
culture that runs much deeper than you would expect.
Most of all, at least I know now there is absolutely no
reason to be bored – au contraire!

On a more personal level, this three day trip was very
useful and insightful for me. I discovered Dubai in a
new way and really learned to appreciate it as such.
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‘The Dubai Convention Bureau put together a great
program. Thinking of Dubai, some keywords come to
mind: refreshing, corroborating, motivating, believing,
doing. This positive mind-set inspires business
visitors to set their own targets a little further.
Thanks to this experience, we are now working to put
together a business package for Dubai combining the
attractiveness of the incentive programme with more
formalised business content and meetings. Ultimate
thanks go to the whole team of the Dubai Convention
Bureau for their hospitality!’
Gudrun Tibau
Event & Incentive Manager – New World
‘The visit to Dubai exceeded my expectations on so
many levels. I was surprised by the country’s ambition
to stand out, by the complete comfort and luxury they
offer, but most of all by the kindness and open minded
mentality. There are so many possibilities, so many
impressive locations and exclusive activities that it
feels like the perfect incentive destination! It was a
wonderful experience and I can’t wait to go back with
groups to let them be as amazed by this destination
as I was.’

