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B
anks and corporates are flocking
to Dubai. Since the Dubai
International Financial Centre
opened in 2004, over 560

companies have set up in the free zone.
Meanwhile Emirati companies want to
expand overseas. Dubai Ports’ ill-fated
American adventure in 2006 – when
political pressure forced it to sell an interest
in US ports – has not dented Emirati
enthusiasm to acquire operations abroad.

But corporate legal departments in Dubai
are typically small. Until recently, many
companies have not felt they needed lawyers
in-house and have hired law firms for any
legal opinion. This is changing. In February
2006, the DIFC established Hawkamah,
The Institute for Corporate Governance.
Together with the higher standards of
corporate governance demanded by
international corporates arriving in Dubai,
this institution is helping to make corporate
governance a priority. 

By extension, the demand for specialists in
corporate governance – in-house lawyers – is
increasing. Legal departments are slowly
growing. But many corporate counsel are
coming to Dubai from companies outside
the GCC. They do not have an intimate
knowledge of UAE law and regulation, and
do not have the colleagues or contacts to
improve this.

Until the end of last year, in-house lawyers
in Dubai had no formal means of contacting
and associating with other corporate
counsel. In October, Justin Connor, director
of legal and regulatory at Emirates
International Telecommunications, changed
this, setting up the Dubai Corporate
Counsel Group (DCCG).

The institution will focus on educating
members through regular lectures and
networking events. Although the
organisation is not affiliated with any
international associations of corporate
counsel, over 65 legal departments have
agreed to participate in the group and 11
local and international law firms have signed
up as partner firms. By involving corporate
counsel from so many companies with
lawyers in private practice, the DCCG aims
to boost the knowledge of in-house lawyers

in the region and accelerate the
sophistication of the legal industry in Dubai.

Here, Connor explains how his
organisation plans to tackle the difficulties
that in-house counsel face in Dubai.

IFLR: Why did you decide to set up a
professional association for corporate
counsel?

Justin Connor: In-house counsel want
professional networking opportunities, a
forum to share experience and tips, and to
continue their legal education. The legal
profession in Dubai is becoming more
sophisticated and there are far more
international firms and international
companies that are appointing in-house
counsel, often from western countries.

Our main aim at the DCCG is to educate,
as this is critical to our members. When we
surveyed them, it was clear that education
was very important and would bring people
to events. Our educational events are also a
forum for professional networking and serve
as a venue where peers can exchange ideas.

Does Dubai have a special need for such an
association?

Dubai is a unique legal market and
therefore in-house counsel have some
unique needs. Most people practising law in
Dubai are not UAE nationals, but rather
expatriates, thus there is a particularly strong
need for continued legal education – about
UAE law, the Middle East generally and the
GCC states. In-house counsel in Dubai do
not necessarily have much information
about these areas so the need for further

education through an association is stronger.
In general, legal departments are smaller

in Dubai, even when compared to similar-
sized companies in the west. Most law
departments have one to four lawyers, so in-
house counsel in Dubai have a greater need
for professional networking opportunities.
The concept of having a large and robust law
department is quite new to the Middle East.
Many companies have historically
outsourced their legal function and only
employ external law firms. Human resources
also remains underdeveloped in the Middle
East. As a result of these factors, many
companies still do not have a strong legal
function and have only recently perceived a
need to have a legal department.
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Furthermore, the government has
historically been dominant in business as the
largest employer and a major investor, so the
development of law departments in private
sector companies is still new.

How has the government responded to
your association?

We have let the government know that
our group would like to serve as a sounding
board for new laws, regulations and free
zones that may be under consideration. Our
group hopes to be a point of contact for
ideas, how proposed laws would work and
their likely practical implications. Our
members, drawn from law departments of
all sizes and across all industry sectors, are
well placed to play this role.

The government, to date, has been very
receptive. Essam Al Tamimi, founding
partner of Al Tamimi & Company, who
spoke at the group’s inaugural launch event,
works closely with the government and has
helped us contact the relevant officials. We
have had contact with several supportive
officials at the Executive Office, the Dubai
Courts and the Dubai Chamber of
Commerce.

What particular problems facing corporate
counsel do you hope to address?

Corporate governance is a major issue for
in-house counsel in Dubai and the Middle
East. Many companies are adopting new
models that require heavy monitoring and
legal awareness, which largely falls to in-
house counsel. As companies become more
sophisticated and interact with their western
peers who expect robust corporate
governance, counsel need to make sure that
it’s not just window dressing.

The DIFC has established a robust and
complex regulatory regime particularly for
DFSA-regulated entities. Ensuring
compliance with this heavier regulatory
burden also often falls to in-house counsel.

The pace of business and growth in Dubai
is unbelievably fast – construction, real
estate, hospitality, financial services – all

want to set up immediately and managing
the expectations of corporate clients who
want to have everything done yesterday is a
challenge.

Recruitment of top in-house counsel is
also a problem for companies in Dubai these
days. The cost of living has increased
dramatically in the past two or three years.
Companies are finding it harder and harder
to recruit legal talent from Europe and the
US to come to Dubai.

So how do you set up an organisation for
corporate counsel?

About six or seven months ago a number
of corporate counsel met in Dubai and
decided we wanted to bring the in-house
community together. All of those we
contacted were very interested. A number of
people said how much they enjoyed and
valued networking opportunities,
particularly for people practising in small
departments. Many in fact commented that
they themselves had thought about setting
up such a group but hadn’t got round to it.
The more people we talked to, the more we
got a positive response, which inspired us to
create the group and launch it publicly in
October 2007.

What motivated you personally to establish
the DCCG?

When I moved in-house a little over a year
ago, the first event I went to as an in-house
lawyer was organised by ACC Europe
[Association of Corporate Counsel]. ACC
offers an educational programme called
ACC University for new in-house counsel. It
was an extremely valuable networking
opportunity and I found great value in
meeting a large group of other in-house
counsel, to share ideas, experiences and
common concerns.

Our association has decided to hold this
type of networking and educational event
monthly. So far we’ve had an overview of
UAE law and the legal system presented by
Hadef Al Dhahiri & Associates and a session
on commercial arbitration presented by
Fulbright & Jaworski.

How is the group organised?
Our association is run entirely by and for

in-house counsel. We created a steering
committee in June 2007 which made all
decisions on setting up and membership.
There are 12 members on the steering
committee who meet monthly to make all
decisions.

We then invited other corporate counsel
to join. We have accepted members since
November 2007, and so far have
approximately 35. We expect to boost that
number to 80 over the next six months. 

When we started this group, we were
surprised ourselves by how many in-house
counsel seemed to come out of the
woodwork. We have a list of more than 230
in-house counsel, mostly in Dubai but also
some from Abu Dhabi, Saudi Arabia and
other GCC countries. By way of example,
Dubai property developer Nakheel, which is
part of the DCCG, has one of the largest
departments in the region with 21 in-house
lawyers.

While we have many members at various
banks and financial institutions, we really
have a mix of local, international and
governmental members across every
industry sector in Dubai. Members have
joined from local conglomerates including
Dubai Holding, Dubai World and Majid Al
Futtaim Group, as well as international
companies such as Unilever, Motorola,
Computer Associates, Shell, Baker Hughes,
MasterCard and KBR.

How does your group relate to lawyers in
private practice?

Over the past two years, there has been an
influx of international law firms opening
offices in Dubai. Our group works closely
with them and runs a number of sponsored
programmes. Firms can join for one year
and be designated as a DCCG partner, with
the right to sponsor events and hold
educational seminars. We have designated
11 DCCG partner firms this year.

And how do you see the future of the
DCCG?

We seek to develop and improve the in-
house practice of law, establish benchmarks
on best practice, and promote an overall
framework encouraging professionalism and
ethical standards. We would also like to have
a charitable aspect and potentially be
involved with pro-bono legal services. We
have considered the possibility of affiliating
with an outside organisation or bar
association, but for the time being the group
has decided to remain independent. I
imagine that we may re-visit this issue in the
future.
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