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COVID-19

We have re-checked every business in this book before publication to ensure that it is still open after the COVID-19 outbreak. However, the economic and social impacts of COVID-19 will continue to be felt long after the outbreak has been contained, and many businesses, services and events referenced in this guide may experience ongoing restrictions. Some businesses may be temporarily closed, have changed their opening hours and services, or require bookings; some unfortunately could have closed permanently. We suggest you check with venues before visiting for the latest information.








Welcome to Dubai & Abu Dhabi


Ever since I first set foot in Dubai back in 2007, this tiny powerhouse emirate and its big brother Abu Dhabi have fascinated me with their energy, optimism and openness. I’m a die-hard foodie, so the staggering variety of authentic global fare is exhilarating, and even shopping – which I normally consider a chore – is a joy here. Dubai and Abu Dhabi are constantly in flux and it’s been exciting to see them grow and mature as cities and as a society. I can’t wait to see what the future holds.
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By Andrea Schulte-Peevers, Writer
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Dubai & Abu Dhabi’s Top Experiences


1 Architectural Icons

‘Architecture is the will of an epoch translated into space’, said Bauhaus master Mies van der Rohe in 1924. Almost a century later, the quote applies perfectly to Dubai. Driven by vision, cash and ambition, a shapeshifting skyline of bold structures has risen from silent desert sands in a scant few decades. Created by a global league of top architects, many buildings have become icons of contemporary design that rarely fail to impress.
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High, Higher, Highest

Get dizzy scanning Dubai from Burj Khalifa which, at 828m, is not only the world’s tallest building but also lays claim to several more superlatives, including the highest outdoor observation deck, the most floors, the highest occupied floor and a lift (elevator) with the longest travel distance.
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Sailshaped Landmark

Marvel at the ultraluxe Burj Al Arab hotel, whose audacious design mimics the billowing sail of a ship. An iconic symbol of Dubai’s boom years, its interior is all about impact, drama and unapologetic bling, complete with dancing fountains, gold fittings and shiny marble galore.
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Marvellous Mosque

With 80 marble domes held aloft by 1000 pillars, Abu Dhabi’s snow-white Sheikh Zayed Grand Mosque, has truly impressive dimensions. Wander around the main prayer hall that is a visual extravanza drenched in gold leaf and boasting massive crystal chandeliers and semiprecious stones throughout.
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Dubai & Abu Dhabi’s Top Experiences


2 THRILLS GALORE

Adrenaline junkies will find that Dubai and Abu Dhabi supply an arsenal of fast and furious challenges to feed their cravings. Speed and height rule when it comes to skydiving, ziplining, ‘walking’ in the air, ballooning in the desert or riding heart-in-throat rollercoasters. But thanks to a slew of family-friendly theme parks with mild to wild rides, less audacious thrill-seekers can also get their kicks.
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Aquatic Rush

Nervous nellies need not apply to take the ‘Leap of Faith’, which shoots you down a steep slide at lightning speed before entering an acrylic tube in a shark-infested pool. It’s a perennial favourite among the 105 attractions of Aquaventure Waterpark.
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Temple of Torque

Speed junkies should heed the siren call of Formula Rossa, the world’s fastest roller coaster at Ferrari World Abu Dhabi, an indoor theme park on Yas Island. Being catapulted from zero to 240 km/h in less than five seconds most definitely requires a strong stomach.
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KRITSANA LAROQUE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©




Air Walk

For a walk on the edge, let a glass elevator whisk you to Sky Views Dubai atop the Address Sky View hotel, then strap into a harness and wander around the outer ledge, with Downtown Dubai humming 220m below.
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Dubai & Abu Dhabi’s Top Experiences


3 SHOPPING HOTSPOT

There are few better places than Dubai to give your credit cards or pay apps a workout. Most people naturally gravitate to its (often architecturally distinguished) malls, which are not only perfect shopping pitstops but also teem with entertainment and restaurant options. For local flair, drop by the cacophonic souqs, forage for yesterday’s treasure at a flea market or check out homegrown designs at an urban outdoor mall.


Village-Sized Mall

A black belt in shopping might come in handy when tackling the 1300 stores of the Dubai Mall, a labyrinthine shopping emporium that also harbours an aquarium, an ice rink and even a resident dinosaur.
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Next-Gen Souq

The modern indoor Souq Madinat Jumeirah entices shoppers with its sumptuous looks, wide variety of boutiques, gentle abra rides and plenty of appealing refuelling stops along the waterfront.
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Bustling Bazaar

For Arabian Nights flair, plunge headlong into the charmingly chaotic Deira Souqs. There are sections for spices and perfume along with the dazzling Gold Souq.
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Dubai & Abu Dhabi’s Top Experiences


4 DESERT ESCAPES

Vast open spaces lidded by cornflower skies, waves of sandy dunes shimmering in shades from silver to cinnamon, lonesome camels by the roadside, lush date palm groves – the magic of the desert beckons just beyond Dubai and Abu Dhabi’s skyscrapers and resorts. Even a day spent listening to the secrets of the sands will add a more sensory dimension to your UAE adventure and give you a sense of the timelessness of these lands.


Safari Adventure

An easy and convenient way to experience the beauty and romance of the desert is on a guided excursion. To best channel your inner Laurence of Arabia, book an overnight trip.
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Dreamy Getaways

Camp out in style at a sumptuous desert resort to ride a camel, spot indigenous wildlife, swim under the stars and indulge in an Arabic feast before retiring to your comfortable suite.




Heritage Sport

A day at the camel races plunges you headlong into one of the most beloved and time-honored regional traditions, albeit updated for the 21st century with Jumbotrons and robot jockeys.







Dubai & Abu Dhabi’s Top Experiences


5 ARTISTIC KALEIDOSCOPE

A fun way to connect more closely with a destination is through its cultural offerings, and both Dubai and Abu Dhabi field some world-class contenders that shine the spotlight on regional art and creativity. Add another dimension to your visit by trading the beach or the mall for a gallery or museum. Encounters with street art or master canvasses, ancient pictograms or freshly carved sculpture are sure to surprise and inspire you.


Art-Scene Pioneer

For a primer on classic and contemporary Gulf art, take the short hop north of Dubai to the Sharjah Art Museum, a main venue of the renowned Sharjah Biennial.
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Treasure Chest

Feast your eyes on priceless art works in the dazzling Louvre Abu Dhabi. From ancient Egyptian sculpture to Impressionist paintings, its galleries illustrate our shared humanity.
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Gallery Hopping

Keep tabs on Dubai’s burgeoning arts scene on a stroll around Alserkal Avenue, a cluster of warehouses rebooted as a dynamic urban campus teeming with creative spaces.
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Dubai & Abu Dhabi’s Top Experiences


6 HIGH ON HISTORY

Half a century old, the UAE may be a mere whippersnapper in terms of nationhood, but the area it sits on has actually been inhabited since the time of the pyramids. Peer into the past of this young country by swinging by its historic sites and museums to grasp its stratospheric rise from the land of the Bedouins to one of the wealthiest and most modern countries in the world.


Enchanting Maze

For a sense of regional architecture and culture, meander around the charming Al Fahidi Historic District, its traditional courtyard buildings harbour craft shops, museums and galleries, guesthouses and cafes.

[image: shutterstockRF_795254767jpg]
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Birthplace of a Nation

Explore the modern

Etihad Museum on the site where the UAE was founded in 1971. It uses documentaries, photographs and timelines to introduce key players and the events that led to this milestone in Gulf history.




Pioneer Palace

Wander in the footsteps of UAE’s founding father, Sheikh Zayed, who lived in the beautifully restored Al Ain Palace Museum with his family from the late 1930s until the ‘60s.
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What’s New


Dubai and Abu Dhabi have weathered the recent storm of global challenges remarkably well and continue to sail into the future with confidence and optimism. Both emirates have kept upping their competitive ante, be it through new blockbuster attractions, the liberalisation of laws or adopting a Western work week.




Museum of the Future

Not content with merely being one of the world’s most future-oriented cities, Dubai has now built a museum where you can time-travel to the year 2071. It’s housed in a magnificent silvery elliptical structure adorned with calligraphy in a nod to its Arabic heritage.




Ain Dubai

When it opened in October 2021, the Dubai Eye snagged the title of world’s highest observation wheel away from the Singapore Flyer. Topping out at a whopping 250m, the spinning circle on Bluewaters Island contrasts nicely with Dubai’s forest of skyscrapers and is especially photogenic when illuminated after dark.




Food Halls

Food halls offering an eclectic and global feast of flavours, mostly from homegrown kitchen favourites, have been sprouting all over Dubai and Abu Dhabi. Places to treat your tastebuds include Time Out Market Dubai, Depachika in Nakheel Mall and the Botanic Atrium at the World Trade Center Mall.




The View at The Palm

Move over Burj Khalifa, there’s a new viewing platform in town, and with a 360-degree alfresco terrace to boot. From a lofty 240m, you not only get to pose against the Dubai skyline but can also finally enjoy a gobsmacking birds’ eye view of the fronds of Palm Jumeirah with the glittering Gulf as a backdrop.




LOCAL KNOWLEDGE

WHAT’S HAPPENING IN DUBAI & ABU DHABI

Andrea Schulte-Peevers, Lonely Planet writer

Despite the pandemic and geopolitical uncertainties, Dubai and Abu Dhabi have continued to chug along, with new attractions, developments and policies coming online all the time. Despite its one-year delay, Expo Dubai 2020 brought the entire world to the emirate including, for the first time, Israeli visitors. With the signing of the Abraham Accords in 2020, the United Arab Emirates became the first Gulf nation to normalise relations with Israel.

There were more signs of Dubai and Abu Dhabi being keen to increase their appeal to international visitors and investors and becoming more of a bridge between east and west. The change of the work week, which now begins on Monday rather than Sunday, was accompanied by a slew of legal reforms, including decriminalising alcohol consumption and premarital sex and allowing unmarried (heterosexual) couples to live together. The country also introduced tougher penalties for sexual harassment and rape and no longer doles out automatic jail sentences to first-time cannabis offenders.




Work Week

In order to bring its work week in line with global markets, the UAE shifted its weekend from Friday and Saturday to Saturday and Sunday on 1 January 2022. Government offices close at noon on Friday.




Palm West Beach

Another reason to venture out on Palm Jumeirah, this strip of pristine sand was added to Dubai’s beach portfolio in 2020. Lined by 300 palms plus restaurants, beach clubs and hotels, it hugs a sunset-facing mile on the island archipelago’s trunk.




Sky Views Dubai

One of the newest ways to ‘get high’ in Dubai, this lofty attraction has you ascending 220m above Downtown for a walk on a glass bridge, sliding between floors in a glass tube or, for true adrenaline junkies (or Insta-addicts), teetering along a thin outer ledge.




XLine

The world’s longest urban zip wire, the XLine in Dubai Marina takes thrill-seekers on a 1km ride above Dubai Marina Mall. The wire is around 170m above ground so the views are spectacular, if you can bear to open your eyes...




Burj Al Arab Tours

Dubai’s sail-shaped landmark hotel has opened its gilded doors to non-guests on 90-minute butler-guided tours (from Dhs249) that take in the atrium and the Royal Suite. There’s also a stop in the interactive Experience Suite where you can snap pictures with a hotel background of your choice. Optional add-ons include cocktails or a gold-dusted cappuccino in the lounge.




Shindagha District & Museum

A completed piece of the puzzle in the redevelopment of the historic Shindagha waterfront in Bur Dubai, this museum uses modern technology to shine the spotlight on Dubai’s past. The entire district is lovely for a sunset stroll.




LISTEN, WATCH & FOLLOW

For inspiration and up-to-date news, visit www.lonelyplanet.com/united-arab-emirates.

FooDiva (www.foodiva.net) Dubai-based Samantha Wood has served up a steady and mouth-watering diet of restaurant reviews via her award-winning blog and associated app for over 10 years.

Anghami The ‘Spotify of the Arab World’, this Abu Dhabi-based streaming service gives you free and legal access to nearly 60 million Arabic and international songs and podcasts.

Dubai Eye (www.dubaieye1038.com) Popular radio station for the latest on local news, sports, entertainment, business and talk.

twitter.com/visitdubai Official twitter account of Dubai’s tourism office.

 

FAST FACTS

Food Trend Nutritious and plant-based fare

Expat Population roughly 85 per cent

Number of camels in the UAE 4.5 million

Population Dubai: 2.96 million, Abu Dhabi: 1.54 million

[image: city-infographic-1-dba10]




Green Wall

The largest living green wall in the world is wonderful to behold, botanical buff or not. It makes a fabulous backdrop to a wander along the Creek.











Need to Know

For more information, see Survival Guide





Currency

Dirham (Dhs)




Languages

Arabic, English, Urdu




Visas

Citizens of 49 countries, including all EU countries, the US, the UK, Canada and Australia, are eligible for free 30-day single-entry visas on arrival in Dubai and Abu Dhabi.




Money

ATMs are widely available. Credit cards are accepted in most hotels, restaurants and shops.




Mobile Phones

Mobile phones operate on GSM900/1800, the same as Europe, Asia and Australia. Local SIM cards are easy to find in electronics shops and many grocery stores.




Time

Dubai and Abu Dhabi are four hours ahead of GMT/UTC. The time does not change in summer.




Tourist Information

Dubai Department of Tourism & Commerce Marketing ([image: icon-phonegif]% 600 555 559; www.visitdubai.com) Has a comprehensive website and a call centre,

Abu Dhabi Tourism & Culture Authority ([image: icon-phonegif]%02 599 5135; www.visitabudhabi.ae) Information desks at the airport, Ferrari World and World Trade Center Souk.





Daily Costs


Budget: Less than Dhs600

ABudget hotel room: Dhs300–400

AMeal in a food court: Dhs20–50

APublic transport: Dhs1–8.50

AHappy-hour beer: Dhs20




Midrange: Dhs600–1200

ADouble room in a hotel: Dhs400–700

ATwo-course meal in a restaurant: from Dhs80 without alcohol

AEntry to top attractions and sights: Dhs100–200




Top end: More than Dhs1200

AFour-star hotel room: from Dhs800

AThree-course fine-dining meal with wine: from Dhs400

ADrinks in a high-end bar: from Dhs100






Advance Planning

Three months or more before Double-check visa regulations. Book tickets for high-profile sporting and entertainment events.

One month before Reserve a table at top restaurants and tickets for Burj Khalifa. Check concert venue websites for what’s on during your stay.

One week before Check average daytime temperatures and pack accordingly.




Useful Websites

Lonely Planet (www.lonelyplanet.com) Destination information, hotel bookings and more.

Dubai Tourism (www.visitdubai.com) Dubai’s official tourism site.

Visit Abu Dhabi (www.visitabudhabi.ae) Excellent official visitor website for travel planning and tourism.

Time Out Dubai (www.timeoutdubai.com) Online version of weekly entertainment and lifestyle magazine.

FooDiva (www.foodiva.net) Great restaurant reviews by a local foodie.

RTA (www.rta.ae) Public transport information and trip planning for Dubai.





WHEN TO GO

The best period is November to March, when temperatures are in the low 30°Cs From June to September temperatures average 43°C with 95% humidity,
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Arriving in Dubai & Abu Dhabi

Dubai International Airport The Dubai Metro’s Red Line stops at terminals 1 and 3 and runs every few minutes between 6am and midnight. Buses take over in the interim. You need a Nol card before boarding. Taxis have an initial charge of Dhs25. Expect to pay about Dhs50 to Deira and Dhs80 to Downtown Dubai from the airport. Some hotels offer airport transfers.

Al Maktoum International Airport Bus F55 goes to Ibn Battuta metro station for onward service on the Dubai Metro Red Line. Taxis cost about Dhs70 to Dubai Marina and Dhs110 to Downtown Dubai.

Abu Dhabi International Airport An airport shuttle bus (Dhs4) links the airport with Al Zahiyah, stopping at the main bus terminal en route. Reasonably priced metered taxis are available for Yas Island and to all points of the city. Some four- and five-star hotels operate free shuttle buses from the airport. Car-hire desks are in the arrivals hall.




For much more, see arrival




Getting Around


Dubai

Before hopping aboard local transport, purchase a rechargeable pass (Nol card) from ticket offices or vending machines.

AMetro Red and Green Lines link all major sights and neighbourhoods.

ABus Slower but useful for going places not served by the metro.

ATram Travels along King Salman Bin Abdul Aziz Al Saud St between Dubai Media City and Dubai Marina.

ABoat Abras (traditional wooden boats) cross the Creek.

ATaxi Convenient, metered, fairly inexpensive and fast except during rush hour.




Abu Dhabi

Getting around Abu Dhabi’s main points of interest is easy. Most visitors use taxis as they are frequent, metered, usually clean and relatively inexpensive. Navigation is mostly by landmark or GPS, not by street name, so come prepared. There is also a very good bus system.






For much more, see getting around




Sleeping

Butler service, Rolls Royce limousines, champagne baths – your imagination is the only limit when it comes to luxe lodging in Dubai and Abu Dhabi. Yet both emirates offer the entire gamut of places to unpack your suitcase, including boutique hotels, heritage B&Bs, quality midrange hotels and, of course, just about every international hospitality brand under the sun.


Useful Websites

ALonely Planet (www.lonelyplanet.com/united-arab-emirates/dubai/hotels) Recommendations and bookings.

AVisit Dubai (www.visitdubai.com) The official tourist authority site also has an accommodation booking function.

AAbu Dhabi Bookings & City Guide (www.abudhabi.com) Covers a wide selection of capital hotels.

AVisit Abu Dhabi (www.visitabudhabi.ae) The city’s official tourism website gives useful information including places to stay.




For much more, see sleeping











Top Itineraries




Day One


Bur Dubai

[image: icon-icon-morning]M Start with a Cultural Breakfast at the Sheikh Mohammed Centre for Cultural Understanding for a rare chance to meet locals and eat home-cooked Emirati food. Delve further into local culture and history with a spin around the Al Fahidi Historic District, dipping in and out of the various small museums and shops before finishing up at the nearby Dubai Museum.

[image: itinerary-eating]5Lunch Process impressions over a late lunch at the Arabian Tea House.





Deira

[image: icon-icon-afternoon]R Enjoy the short stroll to the breezy Bur Dubai Souq via the atmospheric Hindi Lane and then catch an abra (traditional wooden boat) across the Dubai Creek to forage for bargains in the bustling Deira souqs. Before plunging into the beehive of activity, take a walk along the waterfront to snap photographs of the colourful dhows (cargo boats). Grab a juice from Jafer Binam Ali Cafeteria before sniffing exotic potions in the Spice Souq and squinting at dazzling jewellery in the Gold Souq.

[image: itinerary-eating]5Dinner Relax during a dinner cruise aboard Al Mansour Dhow.






Deira

[image: icon-icon-evening]N After dinner, take a taxi to QDs and wind down with a drink or a shisha while counting the twinkling lights of the Dubai skyline across the Creek.





Top Itineraries


Day Two


Jumeirah

[image: icon-icon-morning]M Kick off day two with a guided tour of the stunning Jumeirah Mosque and then cab it down the coast towards the iconic Burj Al Arab and explore the charming Madinat Jumeirah village, perhaps stocking up on camel toys and pashminas at its faux souq or taking an abra ride around its network of canals past Arabian-style hotels and lush gardens.

[image: itinerary-eating]5Lunch Enjoy Burj Al Arab views and lunch at Souk Madinat Jumeirah.






Downtown Dubai

[image: icon-icon-afternoon]R It’s the hottest part of the day so make a beeline for the Dubai Mall and visit the watery wonderland of the Aquarium before giving your credit cards a workout. Watch the sun set from the lofty observation terrace of the Burj Khalifa (book way ahead) and then see where you’ve just been during al fresco happy-hour drinks at Treehouse.

[image: itinerary-eating]5Dinner Marvel at the Dubai Fountain during a meal at Time Out Market.





Downtown Dubai

[image: icon-icon-evening]N Wrap up the day with a nightcap at Bridgewater Tavern with views of the Dubai Canal, or party like it’s 1969 at the vinyl-only clandestine lair called Poppy.






Top Itineraries


Day Three


Downtown Dubai

[image: icon-icon-morning]M Start your day with a morning swim at Kite Beach, then rinse off and head to the Museum of the Future to examine what life might look like in 2070. Get jolted back to the present with a strong coffee at Nightjar Coffee, a hip roastery-cafe on the Alserkal Avenue creative campus. Peruse the latest in Middle Eastern art by hopping around its galleries, then head to Palm West Beach for lunch.

[image: itinerary-eating]5Lunch Tuck into tapas at the beach club of Five Palm Jumeirah.





Dubai Marina & Palm Jumeirah

[image: icon-icon-afternoon]R Rent a sun lounger and enjoy at post-lunch snooze before heading out to Nakheel Mall and killer views of Palm Jumeirah and the waterfront from The View at the Palm. Continue up the Palm’s trunk by monorail to ogle at the massive Atlantis resort and then swing by Gordon Ramsey’s Bread Street Kitchen for a refreshing ale before the return trip back. Hop into a taxi to Dubai Marina Mall for dinner at Pier 7.

[image: itinerary-eating]5Dinner Take in glittering marina views over fusion bites at Asia Asia.






Dubai Marina & Palm Jumeirah

[image: icon-icon-evening]N Follow up with a digestive stroll along the Dubai Marina waterfront past bobbing yachts and glittering futuristic high-rises, perhaps stopping for a nightcap and more breathtaking views at the Observatory or Atelier M.



[image: GettyRF_498844772jpg]
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Top Itineraries


Day Four


Abu Dhabi

[image: icon-icon-morning]M Begin this citywide tour of Abu Dhabi at magnificent Sheikh Zayed Grand Mosque (closed Friday mornings). Board the Big Bus here and enjoy the drive beside the Eastern Corniche mangroves. Alight at Abu Dhabi Mall and explore the regional craft shops at the Khalifa Centre opposite. Continue on the Big Bus to Manarat Al Saadiyat, a cinematic exhibition centre dedicated to local art and culture, and the stunning Louvre Abu Dhabi.

[image: itinerary-eating]5Lunch Have lunch at Al Dhafra, serving lavish Emirati buffets.





[image: shutterstockRF_526440538jpg]
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Abu Dhabi

[image: icon-icon-afternoon]R Visit the neighbouring Al Mina Fish Market and then hire a bike from Careem Bike at Al Aryam Tower and cycle part of the 8km to the public beach, enjoying the city’s impressive skyscrapers en route. Ascend to the Observation Deck at 300 for the highest high tea in Abu Dhabi.

[image: itinerary-eating]5Dinner Eat a camel burger at Le Café in the opulent Emirates Palace.






Abu Dhabi

[image: icon-icon-evening]N Head back to Jumeirah at Etihad Towers for post-dinner drinks with the glittering city below from Ray’s Bar, before rejoining the real world with coffee and shisha at one of the late-night Breakwater cafes.











Month By Month




TOP EVENTS

Food Festivals in Dubai & Abu Dhabi, February

Art Dubai, March

Al Marmoum Heritage Festival, April

Abu Dhabi Grand Prix, November

Dubai International Film Festival, December




January

A blissful month here when much of the world is suffering post-holiday doldrums and icy conditions. Expect daytime temperatures averaging a pleasant 25°C.


2 Dubai Marathon

With mild weather and one of the flattest and fastest courses in the world, this full marathon attracts pounding participation from all over the world.




7 Dubai Shopping Festival

Held throughout January, this shopping festival lures bargain hunters from around the world. There are huge discounts in the souqs and malls, and the city is abuzz with activities, ranging from live concerts to fashion shows and fireworks.






February

Another warm and winning month, with sun-kissed weather and plenty going on, including many outdoor events. Pack a light jacket or pashmina for al fresco evenings.


2 Dubai Tennis Championships

Attracting the big serves of the world’s top pros, the men’s and women’s tournaments are a firm fixture on the international tennis circuit.




5 Dubai Food Festival & Abu Dhabi Food Festival

For several weeks, both Dubai (www.dubaifoodfestival.com) and Abu Dhabi (www.abudhabievents.ae) celebrate their gastronomic diversity with food-related events, entertainment, celebrity chef appearances, dining tours, food trucks and pop-up restaurants.




3 Dubai Jazz Festival

This popular festival sees top headliners, which in the past have included Tom Jones, Ricky Martin and John Legend, but also gets the crowds toe-tapping with free jazz and blues concerts at various venues around town.






March

The weather might be heating up a fraction, but it is still near perfect in this action-packed month, with warm seas for swimming and plenty of space on the sand.


z Art Dubai

Keep tabs on the rapidly evolving art scene in the Middle East and South Asia at this prestigious showcase of nearly 100 galleries from the UAE and around the world exhibiting at Madinat Jumeirah.




2 Burj Al Arab Swim

With proceeds benefiting a different charity each year, this event sees around 800 swimmers competing in an 800m or 1600m race around the iconic Burj Al Arab hotel.





2 Dubai World Cup

Dubai’s racing season culminates in one of the world’s richest horse races and a big social event. With no betting allowed, attention also turns to the styles and hats of the attendees.




z Festival of Literature

Sponsored by Emirates Airlines, this huge lit-fest shines the spotlight on authors and poets from the Middle East as well as international best-selling writers.




z Sikka Art Fair

Dozens of Emirati and Dubai-based artists create site-specific works spanning all media during this lively 10-day fair in Bur Dubai’s Al Fahidi Historic District.




5 Taste of Dubai

A feast for foodies, this three-day Taste of Dubai festival offers not just delicious bites but also cooking classes, beverage tastings, concerts and all sorts of other entertainment for young and old.






April

It’s still warm rather than blistering, but the school holidays mean you’ll see more tourists during Easter break. This is a rollicking good month for beach fans and fashionistas.


z Al Marmoum Heritage Festival

Held at the Al Marmoom Heritage Village some 40km south of Dubai, this four-week festival celebrates traditional Emirati culture with music, crafts, food, carnival rides and camel races that see thousands of animals competing for prizes and prestige.




z Fashion Forward

Models clad in the latest threads by the Middle East’s top designers strut the catwalk at this twice-annual fashion fair (also held in October) that also includes talks, seminars and panel discussions by industry insiders.
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May

Temperatures can nudge 35°C or more, so air-conditioned malls provide welcome relief.


2 Al Gaffal Dhow Race

This traditional dhow race follows the route once taken by pearl divers. It starts at the small uninhabited island of Sir Bu Nair and heads east for 23 nautical miles before finishing at the Burj Al Arab. All crew members must be Emirati.






July

It’s hot! Most of life moves indoors and hotel rates drop significantly.


7 Dubai Summer Surprises

Despite the sizzling mid-summer time of year, a combination of free kids’ entertainment and major sales in shopping malls draws plenty of tourists for the more family-focused little sibling of the Dubai Shopping Festival. Runs July to mid-August.






October

Temperatures have started to cool, although you can still expect humidity and warm days early in the month. Nights are perfect for dining al fresco in short sleeves or for overnight desert trips.


z Diwali

Lights, candles and firecrackers characterise this magical festival of light, which brings together the ever-growing community of Indian expats. Look for traditional sweets in supermarkets and lavishly lit windows, particularly in Deira and Bur Dubai.




3 Abu Dhabi Classics

This series of classical concerts and recitals brings international top talent to various venues around Abu Dhabi between September and April.






November

With the summer heat having subsided, visitors from colder climes are returning to enjoy the balmy temps, and life starts moving outdoors.


2 DP World Tour Championship

This golfing championship is the crowning tournament of the Race to Dubai that pits the PGA European Tour’s top players against each other in 49 tournaments in 26 destinations over the course of a year.




2 Dubai Rugby Sevens

The first round of the 10-leg World Rugby Sevens Series is a three-day event featuring 16 international squads, amateur teams and live entertainment. It’s held at the Sevens Stadium, about 30 minutes south of Dubai.




2 Abu Dhabi Grand Prix

One of Abu Dhabi’s major annual events. The glitz and petrol of Formula One’s racing elite comes to town to test their mettle on Yas Island’s famed circuit.
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z Abu Dhabi Art

Top regional and international modern and contemporary galleries are joined by collectors, art aficionados and artists for three days of exhibitions and art talks at this art fair held at Manarat Al Saadiyat.






December

The end of the year marks the beginning of the peak tourist season for a reason: the sea is still warm, the air is crisp and clear, and evenings are warm enough for al fresco dining.


z UAE National Day

The birth of a nation in 1971 is celebrated across the country on 2 December with a range of events, from boat parades to fireworks, concerts to horse shows and traditional dances to military parades.




3 Dubai International Film Festival

This star-studded festival is great for catching international indie flicks as well as new releases from around the Arab world, India and South Asia.











With Kids




Travelling to Dubai and Abu Dhabi with kids can be child’s play, especially if you keep a light schedule and involve them in day-to-day planning. There’s plenty to do, from water parks and playgrounds to theme parks and activity centres. Most beach resorts operate kids’ clubs.
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Animal Attraction


Aquariums

Kids fascinated by the underwater world will be enchanted by the Dubai Aquarium & Underwater Zoo at Dubai Mall or the labyrinth of underwater tanks and fish-filled tunnels at the Lost Chambers at Atlantis the Palm.




Green Planet

This indoor rainforest brings the tropics to the desert complete with birds, frogs, lizards, butterflies, turtles and other critters.




Meydan Horse Stable Tour

See championship thoroughbreds train and even swim in their own pool on behind-the-scenes tours of the famous stables.




Dubai Butterfly Garden

Pose with gorgeous winged creatures in this enchanting indoor garden ([image: icon-phonegif]%04 422 8902; www.dubaibutterflygarden.com; Sheikh Mohammed Bin Zayed Rd (Hwy E311), Al Barsha South; Dhs55; [image: icon-hoursgif]h9am-6pm; [image: icon-parkgif]p[image: icon-familygif]c; [image: icon-busgif]g105) with attached museum.




Falcon Hospital

Book ahead for a tour of this unique facility north of Abu Dhabi where you can learn about falcons and meet them up close.






Keeping Cool


Public Beaches

Al Mamzar in Deira, Kite Beach in Jumeirah and JBR Beach in Dubai Marina have the best family-friendly infrastructure.




Beach Clubs

Most beachfront hotels have kids’ care centres. Among the best are Sinbad’s at the Jumeirah Beach Hotel, Club Mina (at the Le Meridien Mina Seyahi, and the Fairmont Falcons Kids’ Club at the Fairmont Dubai on Palm Jumeirah.




Water Parks

These are a hit with everyone from tots to teens. For spine-chilling slides, Aquaventure on Palm Jumeirah is a suitable launch pad, while the original family favourite, Wild Wadi Waterpark, has both options for nervous nellies and adrenaline junkies. Legoland Water Park in Jebel Ali is geared more towards younger kids. In Abu Dhabi the go-to place for keeping tempers cool is Yas Waterworld.




Dubai Mall Ice Rink

If liquid water isn’t keeping your little ones cool enough, have them do pirouettes and disco dancing at the Olympic-sized ice rink at Dubai Mall.




Ski Dubai

Tackling the snow slopes and meeting penguins at Ski Dubai in the Mall of the Emirates. Now how cool is that?






Outdoor Adventures


Desert Explorations

For the ultimate holiday pic, consider sandboarding, camel riding, going on an overnight desert safari or a trekking trip to the Hajar Mountains. A recommended company is Platinum Heritage Tours.




Al Boom Diving

Young divers over 12 years of age are eligible for open-water dives with this well-respected outfit.




Skimming the Waves

Daredevils can also try their hand at kitesurfing with Kitesurf School Dubai or Dukite.






Playgrounds & Parks


KidZania

This interactive miniature city for kids in Dubai Mall offers the ultimate in role-play options.




Mattel Play! Town

At this relatively new contender tots get to interact with Barney & Co in ‘edu-taining’ play.




Zabeel Park

This sprawling central park counts a lake with boating, an adventure playground and lots of shade among its assets.




Al Khalidiyah Public Park

There are good climbing frames and plenty of shade in this urban playground near downtown Abu Dhabi.






Theme Parks

There is lots of new stuff here as Dubai is working towards positioning itself as the theme park-capital of the Middle East.


IMG Worlds of Adventure

Pose for selfies with ‘real-life’ dinos and go on adventures with Marvel and Cartoon Network characters in the world’s largest indoor amusement park.




Dubai Parks and Resorts

It’s thrills galore at this trifecta of theme parks in Jebel Ali: movie-themed Motiongate and Bollywood Parks plus timeless kiddie-fave Legoland.




Ferrari World Abu Dhabi

Teens will cherish earning bragging rights to having ‘done’ the world’s fastest roller coaster at this temple of torque on Abu Dhabi’s Yas Island.






NEED TO KNOW

AFormula & disposable nappies (diapers) Sold at pharmacies and supermarkets.

AKids’ clubs Many hotels have kids’ clubs and activities.

ABuggies (strollers) & car seats Bring your own.

ATransport Children under five years of age travel free on public transport.

ABlogs See www.sassymamadubai.com, www.mommyindubai.com and http://dubaimoms.com.









For Free




Dubai and Abu Dhabi have the reputation of being among the most luxurious and expensive destinations in the world. Fortunately, some of the best things in life are free (or almost free). Here’s a handy primer on how you can stretch your budget.
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Freebie Attractions

A top free sight in Dubai is the choreographed dancing Dubai Fountain at Dubai Mall, with the lit-up drama of the Burj Khalifa as a soaring backdrop. Dubai Mall itself is filled with attractions, most famously the Dubai Aquarium (free peeks from the mall) and a giant dinosaur skeleton. The iconic Burj Al Arab cannot be entered without a reservation, but it looks better from the outside anyway – for instance, from Sunset Beach or Madinat Jumeirah, whose Arabian architecture and mock-souq are attractions in their own right. By contrast, access is free to all at Abu Dhabi’s Emirates Palace, another of the world’s most expensive hotels. For close-ups of futuristic sustainable architecture, take a wander around Masdar City.




Gallery Hopping

Shift into exploring mode and head to Alserkal Avenue in industrial Al Quoz or Gate Village at the Dubai International Finance Centre to keep tabs on what’s happening in artists’ studios around the Middle East. Abu Dhabi taps into the contemporary art scene at Warehouse 421 and the Etihad Modern Art Gallery and into old paintings and antiques at the adjacent Etihad Antiques Gallery.




Great Outdoors

Some of Dubai’s beaches may have been gobbled up by luxe resorts and beach clubs, but there’s still miles of coastline where you can take a dip for free, including Al Mamzar, Kite Beach, Sunset Beach and JBR Beach. The latter even offers free yoga several mornings a week. Of Dubai’s parks, the most central is Zabeel Park, which has lush flora, a lake and the new Dubai Frame observation tower. Bird lovers can spot flamingos and other winged critters at the Ras Al Khor Wildlife Sanctuary. In Abu Dhabi, the Eastern Corniche offers miles of safe walking and running tracks with views across the mangrove forests.




Beautiful Mosques

Mosques in the UAE are generally closed to non-Muslims, which is why it’s such a privilege for non-believers to gain access to two of the country’s most beautiful houses of worship. In Abu Dhabi, the vast Sheikh Zayed Grand Mosque is truly stunning. It can be seen entirely for free on your own or on guided tours. In Dubai, it’s possible to admire the beauty of the Jumeirah Mosque on guided tours costing a mere Dhs20.




Museum Cheapies

Dubai has several free or low-cost museums where you can learn about the city’s early days. The best of the bunch is the Dubai Museum, which charts the city’s turbo-evolution from Bedouin outpost to megalopolis. East of here, the Al Fahidi Historic District harbours a handful of free museums that focus on coffee, coins and art. For a trip into Abu Dhabi’s past, swing by the exhibit at Qasr Al Hosn, the city’s oldest surviving structure; pay homage to the country’s founding father, Sheikh Zayed, at the Zayed Centre; or catch glimpses of daily life in the pre-oil era at the Abu Dhabi Heritage Village.




Off to the Races

Admission is free and there is no betting, so the only dirhams you may have to spend are for the cab ride out to the Meydan Racecourse to watch some of the world’s finest thoroughbreds and most famous jockeys sweat it out on the turf. The state-of-the -art stadium is very impressive. For a quintessential Arabian experience, check out a camel race. Seeing these ungainly beasts galumphing by the hundreds at top speeds makes for fantastic memories. Head to the Al Marmoum camel-racing track south of Dubai or the Al Wathba track about 45km southeast of Abu Dhabi.




Souq Time

Wandering around the labyrinthine souqs in Bur Dubai and Deira or around the port Al Mina in Abu Dhabi is a fun and eye-opening plunge into local culture and, unless you succumb to the persuasive vendors, it will cost you no more than shoe leather. Browse the textile, perfume, spice and gold souqs, and don’t forget to bring your camera. If you’re interested in making a purchase, start off the bargaining process by offering half the quoted price.




Urban Art

Dubai has more of an urban, arty edge these days, thanks to the Dubai Street Museum project. Look for large-scale murals celebrating the UAE’s history and heritage adorning entire house walls along 2nd December St in Satwa or the funky creations of the Dubai Walls initiative at City Walk in Jumeirah. Artful graffiti also hides among the historic nooks of the Al Fahidi Historic District in Bur Dubai.




Waterfront Rambling

A stroll along Dubai Creek in Bur Dubai from the Al Ghubaiba metro station to the Al Fahidi Historic District offers a scenic and photogenic insight into the area’s heritage. Study the architecture of the restored traditional courtyard houses once inhabited by the local ruling family. Watch the wooden abras carry passengers

across the Creek and brightly painted dhows (traditional wooden boats) bound for Iran and Sudan. In Abu Dhabi, the Corniche transports the rambler from the past to the present.




NEED TO KNOW

AHappy Hour & Ladies’ Nights Offered by many bars throughout the week.

AWi-fi Most cafes, restaurants, spas, bars and malls offer free wi-fi for their customers. Free public wi-fi requires a local number for registration.

ATransport The Dubai metro is fast, clean and inexpensive.

ATap Water Local water is desalinated sea water and perfectly safe to drink.









Under the Radar




It may be tough to resist the siren call of Dubai and Abu Dhabi’s blockbuster attractions, but beyond the crowd favourites awaits an entire galaxy of experiences. Venture beyond the glamour and connect with local life in low-key neighbourhoods and pristine nature spots.
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Offbeat Urban Gems


Karama

Skyscraper-free Karama is one of Dubai’s oldest neighbourhoods. Join locals at the colourful Karama Market, then feast on Indian fare at Eric’s or Jaffer Bhai’s.




Dubai Design District

Trendchasers should make a beeline to this still evolving style hub on Dubai Canal to keep tabs on edgy fashions, homewares and art.




Waterfront Market

The heart and soul of this vast Deira indoor market, is the 24/7 fish and seafood section.






Alternative Art & Culture


Cinema Akil

The first art house cinema in the Gulf region, Cinema Akil shines the spotlight on smart indie flicks at its base among the warehouses on Alserkal Avenue




Gate Village

Keep tabs on Middle Eastern art in this upscale gallery quarter where such prestigious galleries as The Empty Quarter and Ayyam have set up shop.






Nature Escapes


Love Lake Dubai

Not only love birds are drawn to these two heart-shaped lakes in the middle of the Al Quadra oasis. Best at sunset. Details at www.visitdubai.com/en/places-to-visit




Dubai Miracle Garden

You’ll be amazed at this ‘only in Dubai’ experience, where a barren patch of desert has been transformed in a sea of flowers ([image: icon-phonegif]%04 422 8902; www.dubaimiraclegarden.com;).




Mangrove Forest

Explore the wild side of Abu Dhabi by paddling in silence through the Mangrove National Park (www.ead.ae) [image: icon-free]F, a natural paradise just off the coast and home to dozens of bird specie.











5Dining Out




Filling your tummy in Dubai and Abu Dhabi is an extraordinarily multicultural experience with a virtual United Nations of cuisines to choose from. Arabic and Indian fare are most prevalent, but basically you can feast on anything from Afghan kebabs to fish and chips in the cities’ myriad eateries. These run the gamut from simple street kitchens and fast-food franchises to family restaurants and luxe dining temples.
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What’s Trending Now?




ORGANIC, SEASONAL & FARM TO FORK

Taking global fare local is not a trend unique to Dubai and Abu Dhabi, but it’s arrived here with a vengeance. As awareness has grown, the demand for certified organic produce has increased right along with it. Locals farms have expanded their operations, and new farmers markets to stock up on the good stuff have been popping up everywhere. Even the big supermarkets have gotten in on the locavore trend – many now post the origin of their produce next to the price tag.




FARMERS MARKETS

From heirloom tomatoes to beetroot, it’s amazing what will grow in the desert given the right techniques and microclimates. The organic trend extends to milk, cheese and other dairy products as well as to free-range eggs, local honey, dates and other goodies. A Dubai pioneer is Ripe Organic (www.ripeme.com), which launched in 2011 and operates a shop, a farming network and the community-oriented Ripe farmers markets, now with three locations. The city’s weekly Farmers Market on the Terrace is another place for sourcing pesticide-free produce.




CAMEL MILK

Bedouins have known it for centuries, but the health benefits of camel milk have started to make international headlines. Slightly pungent and salty in taste, it’s lower in fat and has triple the amount of iron and vitamin C when compared to cow’s milk. The number of cafes offering ‘camelccinos’ (camel-milk cappuccino) or milkshakes or smoothies made with camel milk is growing at a steady clip. Camel cheese, chocolate and ice cream are also now a staple on supermarket shelves. Restaurants have started to put camel dishes on their menus, although camel meat is not actually a staple in Emirati cuisine.




EMIRATI CUISINE

Restaurants serving Emirati food used to be rare, but thankfully this is changing. Modern Emiratis are accustomed to an international diet, but there are also a number of traditional plates rooted in the Bedouin tradition that have, over time, become infused with spices and ingredients from trading partners from India to Persia and Morocco. Typical dishes are one-pot stews featuring a combination of rice or some form of wheat, vegetables and/or meat or fish. Many are flavoured with cinnamon, saffron and turmeric and topped with nuts or dried fruit. During Ramadan, traditional dishes feature strongly in the iftar, the big feast served after sundown that breaks the fast.

Classic dishes include harees, a porridge-like stew made from cracked wheat and slow-cooked chicken or lamb. Fareed is a lamb stew layered with flat bread, while machboos is a casserole of meat or fish, rice and onions cooked in a spicy sauce. Fish features prominently on local menus and is usually served grilled, fried or baked. Look for samak (fish in gravy). The salt-cured variety is used in a local dish called madrooba.




PLANT-BASED FARE

The COVID-19 pandemic and climate change have helped encourage people worldwide to adopt healthier eating habits that are better for them and the environment. Dubai and Abu Dhabi are no exception. Already blessed with an abundance of meat-free dining options thanks to the many, mostly casual, restaurants serving Asian and subcontinental cuisine to expats, both have seen a growing appetite for plant-based food. The booming trend extends across the culinary spectrum, from supermarkets stocking meat alternatives and fast-food joints slinging vegan burgers to fine-dining restaurants serving multi-course gourmet dinners sans meat.




NEED TO KNOW


Opening Hours

As a guideline, figure on hotel restaurants being open from noon to 3pm and 6.30pm to 11pm daily. Many low-key indie eateries remain open throughout the day, except on Friday, when some don’t open until the afternoon.




Price Ranges

The following price ranges refer to the average cost of a main course.

$ less than Dhs50

$$ Dhs50–100

$$$ more than Dhs100




Reservations

AReservations are essential at top restaurants and recommended for midrange eateries, especially for dinner. Be prepared to give your mobile number.

AFor top tables, make weekend bookings – Friday and Saturday nights, and Saturday brunch – at least a week ahead.

AReserve through the restaurant (phone or online), www.opentable.com, www.reserveout.com or www.zomato.com.




Tipping

Many restaurants, particularly in hotels, automatically tack on a 10% service charge to the bill, which rarely gets passed down to the employees. Leave an additional 10% to 15% in cash, particularly at low-end restaurants. If service is perfunctory, a mere 5% is fine. If it’s bad, leave nothing.






FOOD HALLS

Food halls are taking casual dining to a new level and injecting tasty pizzazz into the local cuisine scene. Not to be confused with food courts where feed-stops are usually limited to international fast-food chains, Dubai and Abu Dhabi’s food halls are primarily deli-style showcases of the best and most beloved homegrown outlets and artisanal products. The one-stop concept is catnip for foodies, families, the undecided and grazers wishing to sample different tastes under a single roof.

Kicking off the trend was the Time Out Market, which has taken over an entire floor of Souk Al Bahar at the foot of Burj Khalifa and whose culinary line-up is curated by the editors of the Dubai edition of the popular magazine. Other notable contenders include the Japanese-inspired Depachika in Nakheel Mall and South Market at DIFC (Dubai International Financial Centre). In Abu Dhabi, meanwhile, foodies are flocking to the Botanic Atrium, which made a splash at the World Trade Center Mall in 2021.
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Fast-Food Faves

Dubai and Abu Dhabi are fast-food havens, and we’re not talking golden arches (although they’re here as well). If there ever was a local snack food with cult status, it would have to be the shawarma: strips of marinated meat (usually chicken or lamb) and fat roasted on a rotating grill, slivered and stuffed into pita bread.

The selection of Middle Eastern mezze is simply stunning, ranging from humble hummus (chickpea dip) and creamy moutabel (aubergine/eggplant dip) to kibbeh (meatballs) and tabbouleh (parsley, tomato and bulgar-wheat salad). India contributes not only its famous curries and biryanis (rice dishes) but also various chaat (street-food snacks) like bhaji (fritters), samosa (savoury pastries), puri (deep-fried bread) and dosa (paper-thin lentil-flour pancakes). Kebabs are also a fast-food staple.




Self-Catering

Dubai and Abu Dhabi have big international supermarket chains with a bewildering selection of high-quality, international food items.

Carrefour is probably the best-stocked, but the quality tends to be better (and prices higher) at Spinneys and Waitrose. Both stock many products from the UK, North America and Australia and are predictably popular with Western expats. Some branches have separate ‘pork rooms’ that are off limits to Muslims. Choithrams is cheaper and caters more to the South Asian communities. In 2017 it became the first supermarket chain in the UAE to replace plastic bags with paper bags. Many markets are open until midnight; some never close.




A Question of Pork

Pork is available for non-Muslims in a special room at some larger supermarkets such as Spinneys. In many hotel restaurants, pork is a menu item and is clearly labelled as such. For those used to eating pork, the ‘beef bacon’ and ‘turkey ham’ alternatives that are commonly available are often nothing more than a reminder of how tasty the real thing is.




Food Bloggers

Dubai is a fast-changing city, so it’s only natural that the gastronomic scene also develops at lightning speed. Fortunately, there are plenty of passionate food bloggers keeping an eye on great eats and new openings. Here are our top five, but there’s plenty more you can find on www.fooderatiarabia.com.

Dubai Confidential (www.dubaiconfidential.ae) Lifestyle blog that also includes some savvy restaurant reviews and recipes.

FooDiva (www.foodiva.net) Greek-Cypriot-British expat Samantha Wood writes insightful and impartial reviews and even has her own free app.

Mark My World (www.markmyworld.me) Marketing exec Mark Anthony Monzon blogs on everything from tech to lifestyle but also provides regular updates on new restaurants and the best of their menus.

Out and About UAE (www.outandaboutuae.net) This blog has been developed by 30-plus expats who have been living in the UAE since 2013. Every restaurant mentioned has been reliably tried and tested.

Dalia’s Kitchen (www.daliaskitchen.com) A German Syrian by birth, Dalia Soubra is a prominent culinary personality in Dubai and has a great blog (with videos) for foodies who want to introduce a little Middle Eastern influence into their dishes.




Lonely Planet’s Top Choices

Zuma This chic Japanese lair is one of the most buzzed about restaurants in town.

Pai Thai Thai morsels for the soul served in an ultra-romantic setting amid the canals of Madinat Jumeirah.

Aroos Damascus Seriously delicious Syrian staples served with a smile in a vast cafe to adoring crowds.

Bait El Khetyar Top spot in Abu Dhabi for Jordanian-style shawarma, hummus and labneh with garlic.




Best By Budget




$

Ravi Empty tables are as rare as hen’s teeth at this unfussy curry temple with sidewalk seating.

Al Ustad Special Kabab Sheiks to shoe shiners clutter this cool, been-here-forever Iranian kebab joint.

Zahrat Lebnan Top player among the dozens of shawarma, grill and pastry shops near Abu Dhabi’s Qasr Al Hosn.




$$

Leila Beirut import delights with updated Lebanese home-cooking.

Baker & Spice Healthy and delicious salads and other cafe fare with a view of the Dubai Fountain.

Cafe Arabia Community hotspot that enlivens Abu Dhabi with artsy Arabian decor, tasty breakfast and other treats.




$$$

Tomo Eponymous gourmet kitchen of a tradition-minded Japanese star chef with stellar views.

Maya Modern Mexican Kitchen Richard Sandoval reinterprets Mexican dishes in Michelin-decorated fashion.

Mezlai Feast like a prince amid decor inspired by a Bedouin tent at Abu Dhabi’s Emirates Palace.




Best By Cuisine




Emirati

Logma Casual cafe that serves modern Emirati cuisine from breakfast to dessert.

Aseelah Successfully bridges traditional and contemporary Emirati food and decor.

Al Fanar This traditional spot is an ode to Emirati culinary heritage.




Indian

Indego by Vineet Michelin man Vineet Bhatia seduces diners with contemporary spins on Indian classics.

Eric’s Unassuming neighbourhood charmer that delivers a culinary journey to Goa.

Tamba Next-gen Indian fare in a glamour spot atop Abu Dhabi’s World Trade Center Mall.




Italian

BiCE Fabulous wine complements meals with all the flavours of Italy locked inside.

Eataly Gourmet food hall and marketplace based at Dubai Mall.

Roberto’s Rich pastas and risottos at Abu Dhabi’s Galleria Mall.




Middle Eastern

Qwaider Al Nabulsi Makes fluffy falafel and some of the best kunafa (vermicelli-like pastry soaked in syrup) in town.

Zaroob Lebanese street food staples in an urban indoor setting.

Ka’ak Al Manara Mall-based outpost that makes delicious flat sesame breads with sweet and savoury fillings.




Best For Romance

Pai Thai If your date doesn’t make you swoon, these top Thai treats should still ensure an unforgettable evening.

Stay It’s fine dining without being stuffy thanks to Yannick Alleno’s perky cuisine and its elegant setting.




Best Vegan & Vegetarian

Saravana Bhavan Don’t let the unassuming decor put you off – the all-veg Indian is tops.

Govinda’s Serves Sattvic food that not only eschews meat but also oil, onion and garlic.

XVA Café This charmer is tucked into a serene courtyard house in the Al Fahidi Historic District.

Comptoir 102 Health-conscious foodies flock to this Jumeirah cafe for inventive plant-based meals.









6Bar Open


Dubai may be famous for its glitzy clubs, but there’s also a more low-key underground scene growing. The busiest nights are Friday and Saturday – weekend nights – when party animals let off steam in the bars and on the dance floor. Alcohol is served in hotels and some licensed venues only. Many locals prefer going out for shisha, mocktails or coffee. The party scene is considerably more subdued in Abu Dhabi.




Bars & Pubs

Snug pubs, beachside lounges, DJ bars, dive bars, cocktail temples, hotel lounges – there’s such variety, finding a libation station to match your mood or budget is not exactly a tall order in Dubai. Generally, the emphasis is on style and atmosphere and proprietors have often gone to extraordinary lengths to come up with unique design concepts.

Venues in Downtown Dubai, Jumeirah, Dubai Marina and Palm Jumeirah tend to be on the fancy side and appeal mostly to well-heeled visitors and expats. Beachfront lounges and rooftop bars continue to be popular.

Away from the five-star hotels, bars and pubs in Bur Dubai and Deira are more of a low-key, gritty affair. Note that prostitution, though officially illegal, is tolerated in many establishments in all parts of town.




Shisha & Mocktails

Most Emiratis and other Muslims don’t drink alcohol, preferring to socialise over coffee, juice and mocktails. If you’re not up for drinking, follow the locals to a mellow shisha cafe and play a game of backgammon. Even if you don’t smoke, it’s tempting to recline languorously and sample a puff of the sweet flavours.

Shisha cafes are open until after midnight, and later during the winter months. The going rate is Dhs35 to Dhs125 per pipe for a session. Remember though: popular and atmospheric as the pastime is, smoking shisha isn’t any better for your health than smoking cigarettes.




Clubbing

DJs spin every night of the week with the top names hitting the decks on Fridays and Saturdays. Partying is not restricted to nighttime, with plenty of beach clubs like Blue Marlin Ibiza UAE kicking into gear midday on weekends in the cooler months. The sound repertoire is global – funk, soul, trip-hop, hip-hop, R&B, African, Arabic and Latino – although the emphasis is still clearly on house, techno and other EDM (electronic dance music).

Globetrotting big-name DJs like Ellen Allien, Carl Craig, Steve Aoki, Russ Yallop, Roger Sanchez and Ben Klock occasionally jet in for the weekend to whip the crowd into a frenzy in the top venues and at megaparties like Groove on the Grass or Party in the Park. But there’s plenty of resident spin talent as well.

The roster is constantly in flux, of course, but names to keep on the radar include Jixo & Danz, KayteK, Siamak Amidi, Hoolz, Scott Forshaw, Ron E Jazz and Josephine De Retour.

Some top parties are put on by local record labels, promoters or event agencies such as Audio Tonic (progressive house), Plus Minus (deep house and techno), Analog Room (underground techno and electro), Globalfunk (drum & bass), Superheroes (house, drum & bass), Bassworx (drum & bass) and Bad House Party (indie-punk-eclectic).




NEED TO KNOW


Opening Hours

AHotel bars are often open from morning to midnight or 1am.

AClubs open at 10pm, get going around 11pm and close at 3am.

ASince 2016 Dubai bars are also open – and serve alcohol – during the day during Ramadan. Most clubs close during this period.




Costs

AA pint of draught beer will set you back Dhs25 to Dhs70, a glass of wine Dhs30 to Dhs75 and a cocktail Dhs40 to Dhs100.

AClubs charge from Dhs50 to Dhs300 for big-name DJs. Women get free admission at many venues. Sometimes there is no cover but a minimum spend.




Music Bans

Dancing and loud music in public places is strictly forbidden. This includes beaches, parks and residential areas; dancing is restricted to licensed venues only.





Dress Code & Door Policies

Doors are tough at many clubs, and anyone bouncers feel does not fit in with the crowd may be turned away. This goes especially for single men or men-only groups, since most venues only allow women, couples and mixed groups past the velvet rope. Some clubs require table reservations and minimum spends.

The more upmarket ones also have a dress code (check Facebook or the website for details in advance if you are unsure) that is strictly enforced, so make sure you’ve ironed that shirt and leave your jeans, sneakers and flats at home.

Beachside venues are more relaxed, while indie and underground clubs tend not to have a door policy. Bring your ID, as they are sometimes checked.

Some clubs have been accused of racist policies, particularly against South Asians.

If a top DJ is at the decks, you can usually buy advance tickets online.

For some club nights, you need to get on the guest list.




Happy Hour & Ladies’ Nights

One way to stretch your drinking budget is by hitting the happy hours offered by a wide roster of bars, from dives to five-star lounges, either on specific days of the week or even daily.

Discounts range from 50% off drinks to two-for-one deals or double measures on selected beverages. Most start early in the evening, usually around 5pm or 6pm, and run for two or three hours. They’re hugely popular with the after-work crowd and also a good way to ring in a night on the town. Some venues also have a second happy hour later at night.

Women have yet more options for liquoring up on the cheap during ladies’ nights. Many bars and pubs go to extraordinary lengths to lure women with free cocktails, bubbly and nibbles. Of course, they don’t do this out of the goodness of their hearts; after all, where there are tipsy women, men (who pay full price) follow. Some ladies’ nights run all night; others only during certain hours.

The most popular nights are Tuesdays and Wednesdays, with fewer deals on other nights and hardly any on the weekend. Check www.ladiesnightdubai.com for the latest news and a round-up of participating venues.




Buying Alcohol

One of the most common questions among first-time visitors is: ‘Can I drink alcohol in Dubai?’ The answer is yes – in some places.

Tourists over 21 are allowed to drink alcohol in designated areas such as licensed bars and clubs attached to Western-style hotels. By law, drinking anywhere else requires an alcohol licence, which is only issued to non-Muslim residents.

The licence grants the right to purchase a fixed monthly limit of alcohol sold in special liquor stores such as African & Eastern and in some branches of Spinneys supermarket. Note that visitors are not officially permitted to purchase alcohol in these places, and staff are supposed to ask to see the licence.

When arriving by air, non-Muslim visitors over 18 may buy 4L of spirits, wine or beer in the airport duty-free shop. However, it is illegal to transport alcohol without a licence, whether in a taxi, hire car or the Dubai Metro. In practice, this is widely ignored.




DESERT DRUM CIRCLE

Dubai Drums (www.dubaidrums.com) hosts regular full-moon drum circles (adult/child Dhs270/115) in desert camps. These sessions usually last several hours and occasionally until the early hours of the morning. Watch for the near-legendary all-nighter events. Drums and a barbecue dinner are provided.
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Zero Tolerance

Dubai has zero tolerance when it comes to drinking and driving. And we mean zero: under no circumstances should you ever get behind the wheel of a car if you’ve had even one sip of alcohol. Getting caught could get you a one-month stint in jail, a fine and deportation. Even just being drunk in public is illegal and may also result in jail time and a fine of several thousand dirham.

Also note that even if you are the victim of a crime (eg sexual assault or robbery), police protection may be limited if you are found to be under the influence of alcohol.




Lonely Planet’s Top Choices

Lock, Stock & Barrel Industrial-styled booze joint with unpretentious vibe and American comfort food.

Bridgewater Tavern Next-gen sports bar with trendy black-coloured food, shisha and canalside setting.

Irish Village A congenial Irish pub with blarney decor, a leafy setting and regular live music.

360º Watch the sun drop behind the Burj Al Arab at this sizzling offshore party den.

Iris High-tech meets rustic at this Yas Marina favourite with head-spinning cocktails.




Best Beachfront Bars

Jetty Lounge Sip artful potions while tucked into an overstuffed sofa at this classy and sensuously styled bar.

Bliss Lounge Chilled Dubai Marina dispensary of some of the finest cocktails in town.

Barasti Any time is a good time to stumble into the original beach-party village.

Zero Gravity Bustling beach club with restaurant and bar.




Best Clubs

Blue Marlin Ibiza UAE Beachfront hotspot spins electronic sounds for party-hearty hard bodies.

Cirque Le Soir Flamboyant circus-themed club for uninhibited partying.

White Dubai Mega-club with dizzying light show on top of the Meydan Racecourse.

Base State-of-the-art partying in this giant club in Dubai Design District.




Best For Happy-Hour Ladies’ Nights

Pure Sky Lounge Sunsets over the Gulf go well with half-price drinks daily between 5pm and 7pm.

Observatory The home of the skinny ladies’ night (Monday) with 150-calorie drinks and a happening happy hour from 5pm to 8pm daily except Friday.

Lucky Voice Buy one, get one free every day from 4pm to 8pm.

Barasti Beachfront institution offers 30% drink discounts daily between 4pm and 7pm, plus bottomless sparkly for Dhs50 for the ladies on Tuesdays.

Hemingway’s Expat hangout well-loved for pre-dinner lubrication daily except Thursday.




Best For Shisha & Mocktails

Reem Al Bawadi Spin tales of romance and adventure while kicking back in this Dubai Marina spot.

QDs Puff away languidly while looking out on the shimmering Creek and skyline.

Smoky Beach Hipsters mix it up with families at this chic but chill beachfront hangout.

Café Layali Zaman A regional crowd-pleaser, this Abu Dhabi haunt is lively until the wee hours.

Yacht Gourmet Restaurant With uninterrupted views of the capital skyline, this is a shisha classic.




Best Glam Factor

Club Boudoir Swish venue for beautiful people gyrating to a sound mix from hip-hop to desi (Bollywood).

Cavalli Club Bling brigadiers should strap on those heels and make a beeline to this sparkling dancing den.

Cirque Le Soir Acrobats, jugglers and clowns make this cabaret-style nightclub a super-hot ticket.

Mad on Yas Island Biggest nightclub in Abu Dhabi for the see-and-be-seen crowd.




Best Pubs

Irish Village The classic is still going strong after nearly 20 years in business.

Tap House Gastropub with huge menu of beers on tap.

George & Dragon Channel your inner Bukowski at this hardcore barfly hangout.

Dubliner’s Soak in the nostalgic blarney atmosphere while you soak up the Guinness.




Best Rooftop Bars

Siddharta Lounge Cocktails with a view of the glittering Dubai Marina at this ab-fab lounge by the pool.

40 Kong Power players and desk jockeys loosen their ties and inhibitions at this swanky outdoor bar.

Beach House Rooftop Sweeping Gulf views and sensuous lounge music on Saadiyat Island.

Atelier M This stylish spot has a stellar perch atop the Pier 7 building in the Marina.

Treehouse Cocktails with views of Burj Khalifa in posh living-room-style cosiness.
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