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“ When Etisalat was found to be asking customers to upload spyware patches onto their BlackBerry devices, the company just responded with silence.

is his relationship with editors and media
proprietors, it is believed his most valuable
work happens when he makes scandalous
stories go away. Do John and Asda’a make
stories disappear, too?

He smiles again and shakes his head.
“Nobody has the power to make a real story go
away. They can probably do it for a little while,
but then it will blowup, if it is a real story. .. We
cannot put a lid on a story. We don't work in
thatspace. If one of our clients wants us to do
that sort of thing, then we can walk away.”

Perhaps there is no need to make bad
stories disappear in the Gulf. After all, John
will concede that even without the presence
of PR machines, “the media in the UAE
operates within a censorship environment.”
That said, in the same breath, he claims media
transparency is increasing. He tells the story
of a female journalist challenging Dubai
Ruler HH Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid
Al Maktoum about censorship at the official
opening of the emirate’s Media City:

“He laughed and said ‘maybe we can
attempt to do that and not let the story come
out, but there is the whole worldwide media
and it will come out anyway, so it doesn’t work
forus and that is why we have Media City, and
thatis the purpose of freedom of expression.’
And to some extent I certainly think that

‘percolates down.”

- You can't have it both ways, surely? The

'm:qdia is either censored or it isn't. Which

is it? John talks about self censorship — the
fraught practice whereby media outlets tie
themselves in knots trying to second guess
the authorities, perhaps unnecessarily—and
allocates some blame there.

He says: "I think the fact is that in the UAE
the media can operate in pretty much a free
environment... I mean you can criticise
probably any company listed on the stock
market. You can pretty much write about non-
delivery on certain things. Nobody is stopping
you doing that.

The fact that that happens in an

environment of self-censorship, that you don't
cross the line on certain things, is a mark of
the openness and wisdom of the rulers of this
country.” So that is that sorted out then.

Public relations in the Gulf is a distant
relation to public relations in other parts of the
world, particularly in Europe and America.
When corporate crisis occurs in the West,
public relations executives rush to put out
theirversion of events. In the Gulf, the opposite
seems the case. When Etisalat was found to be
asking customers to upload spyware patches
onto their BlackBerry devices — software
that would potentially allow a third party to
have access to their emails — the company
responded to the ensuing media furore with
a deafening silence. With no way to push the
story on, journalists eventually gave up, and
it went away.

Remembering the incident, Johnleans back
in his chair and looks pained. Suddenly the
issue of censorship doesn't seem so far away.

He says: "At the time when that happened,
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