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T
here is a regular astonishing sight at
Dubai’s international airport: dozens of 
luxury hi-tech sports cars – Mercedes,
BMWs and Porsches – and family SUVs
have been abandoned. The keys are in the 
ignition, maxed-out credit cards have been
thrown across the back seat and scribbled
notes of apology are taped to the wind-
screen. The discarded vehicles have been
left by British expatriates who are hastily
leaving the Gulf state because they face
crippling debts as a result of Dubai’s finan-

cial meltdown and their own profligate lifestyle. Known as
‘skips’, many of them have defaulted on loans and, rather than
risk arrest and jail, they drive at top speed to the airport and
jump on the first flight back to London.

Under Sharia law, bouncing a cheque or missing a credit-
card payment is illegal and punishable by a three-year jail 
sentence. The bank immediately notifies the police, who
issue an arrest warrant and place the offender on a ‘stop list’.
Unless they escape across the border, they face imprison-
ment, although many cases are arbitrated and resolved 
amicably. Few offenders serve out the three years because 
relatives or friends often pay off the debt, and the conditions
are relatively benign. But the authorities show no sign of
reforming the law; in 2007 a special new wing for financial
crime was built at the Central Jail. 

The police have reportedly found more than 3,000 cars out-
side Dubai’s airport in recent months, and just before Christmas,
26 were dumped during one day, despite security
checks. The banks pay the parking
fines and then take the vehicles to the
floors of showrooms or an auction lot.
Golden Belt, a Dubai showroom, holds
auctions every week with the hi-tech
cars priced at more than AED150,000
(£29,000). So many used luxury cars are
for sale that they are sometimes sold for
40 per cent less than the asking price of
two months previously. In 2007, 1,450 cars
were seized by the banks, and last year that
number had increased by 123 per cent.

As property prices plummet and the price
of everything else remains high, British and
American expats are leaving Dubai in droves.
In January, Dubai was cancelling 1,500 work
visas every day. ‘Hark, the end is nigh,’ wrote
one departing expat to Arabian Business last
month. ‘Stay tuned, as it [the price of property]
will fall to 50 per cent of current values. Cashed-
up it may be, but if no one is buying and market
confidence is shot, what next?… Too much, too
fast and it is all coming home to roost.’ Many 
cannot rent or sell their houses and are returning
to London. Others are moving their companies to

GOODBYE
With snowdomes in the desert, swimming pools for racing camels and a ruler for whom no scheme   
them. But property prices have crashed, construction has stalled, and British debtors risk jail if they    

Sheikh Mohammed bin
Rashid Al Maktoum of Dubai


