
 
August 3, 2022 
 
To Whom it May Concern,  
 
RE: The Case of Zack Shahin 
 
I am a deputy director in the Middle East and North Africa division of 
Human Rights Watch (“HRW”) supervising the organization’s work on 
the United Arab Emirates.  My job at HRW includes overseeing and 
supporting fact-finding investigations into human rights violations in 
the UAE, including allegations of torture in detention, arbitrary arrest 
and detention, enforced disappearances, due process violations, and 
unfair trials.  
 
I write concerning the case of detained American businessman Zack 
Shahin, 59, whom UAE authorities have detained for the past 14 years 
in a UAE prison and subjected him to what amounts to arbitrary 
detention, due process violations that undermined his right to a fair 
trial, alleged ill-treatment, and inadequate medical care in detention 
that family members say have resulted in health problems.  
 
Based on the information available to Human Rights Watch, UAE 
authorities arrested Mr. Shahin in March 2008 and have held him in 
custody ever since, save for a six-week period during which he was 
released on bail in 2012. Following his release on bail, Mr. Shahin 
attempted to flee the UAE, but was rearrested in Yemen and returned 
into UAE custody. Following his initial arrest, UAE authorities held Mr. 
Shahin for 13 months without formal charges, before charging him with 
corruption-related offenses including fraud, forgery, bribery, and 
embezzlement.  
 
Mr. Shahin told Human Rights Watch back in 2010 that during his initial 
detention jailers denied him food for three days, held him in solitary 
confinement, subjected him to harsh interrogation methods, and 
threatened him with torture. Family members told Human Rights Watch 
interrogators denied him access to legal assistance and forced him to 
sign blank documents and documents in Arabic, a language he does 
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not understand. In 2016 and 2017, more than eight years after his arrest, a UAE court 
sentenced him to 10 and 15 years’ imprisonment respectively for two separate 
offenses, to be served consecutively, making a 25-year prison term in total.  
 
Campaigners for Mr. Shahin who are directly in contact with him told Human Rights 
Watch that the court did not deduct the more than eight years Mr. Shahin spent in pre-
trial detention from his final sentence, as is required by UAE law.   
 
According to two judgement execution orders from the public prosecution in 2016 and 
2017, Mr. Shahin cannot be released from prison even after he completes his 
sentences unless he, and other defendants in the case, pay fines and/or refund his 
previous employer, Dubai-based property developer Deyaar Development PJSC, 
upwards of 112 million Emirati dirhams (equivalent to more than 30 million US dollars) 
in both fines and refunds to Deyaar.   
 
Mr. Shahin’s family members and campaigners for his case told Human Rights Watch 
that throughout the more than eight year period in which Mr. Shahin was engaged in 
court proceedings, Mr. Shahin faced a host of due process violations, including 
periods of incommunicado detention, denial of access for him and his lawyers to his 
case file and the evidence presented against him, and his routine intimidation and 
harassment of his lawyers, pressuring at least some of them to recuse themselves. 
While his previous employer, Deyaar, is not considered a government entity, the court 
tried Mr. Shahin as a government employee, opening him up to, and eventually 
sentencing him to, much harsher penalties, as per UAE law.  
 
According to family members, Mr. Shahin suffers from a host of medical conditions 
that have been exacerbated as a result of medical negligence in prison. In hundreds of 
complaints that Mr. Shahin, his family members and campaigners on his case sent to 
the US embassy in the UAE over the span of more than a decade in detention, they 
outlined many instances of missed doctors’ appointments at Dubai government 
hospitals, missed procedures ordered by doctors, and the sporadic availability of 
necessary medication, including for heart problems. UAE has pledged to abide by the 
UN Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners, which require medical 
care for prisoners, including transfer to specialist facilities when required.  
 
The accounts provided to us of Mr. Shahin’s experience are consistent with HRW’s 
documentation of violations of fair trial guarantees in the UAE, including allegations of 
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torture and ill-treatment in detention; arbitrary arrest and detention; denial of and 
interference with access to legal counsel; and the use of coerced confessions in legal 
proceedings. The accounts are also consistent with our documentation of abusive 
prison conditions and the lack of prisoners’ access to adequate medical care across 
UAE prisons contrary to the UN Standard Minimum Rules.  
 
A scathing 2015 report by then UN special rapporteur on the independence of judges 
and lawyers Gabriela Knaul criticized the lack of judicial independence in the UAE and 
contended that the executive branch exerts de facto control over the judiciary. The 
report also confirmed the abovementioned patterns of abuse. Since then, the 
government has rebuffed most requests by UN human rights experts to visit the 
country and do independent research.  
 
The United States government should call on the UAE authorities to allow independent 
monitors to enter the UAE and conduct a comprehensive review of the allegations of 
due process and other violations in Mr. Shahin’s case, including whether the duration 
of his criminal sentence and conditions of release are consistent with UAE law. If the 
review finds that the allegations of due process violations are substantiated, and given 
that Mr. Shahin has already spent more than 14 years in custody, UAE authorities 
should pardon him, order his immediate release and allow him to leave the country.  
 
Should you require any additional information relating to this matter, please contact 
me at pagem@hrw.org and by phone at 1-6466305062.  
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Michael Page 
Deputy Director 
Middle East and North Africa Division 
Human Rights Watch 
 
  


