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JUST THE FACTS
DUBAI: For more information, see dubaitourism.ae
INDIA is no longer just for hippies and backpackers. Its new high-end hotels (including many converted royal palaces), cheap internal flights and easy (and often even efficient) train services are pulling middle-class tourists away from Europe. incredibleindia.org.

CHINA is in a paroxysm of construction of new attractions and resorts coincided to open with the Olympics in 2008. tourismchina-ca.com.
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Cleo Paskal 
Special to the Star


I can tell you exactly when I realized how much the world of travel was changing. 

It was the fall and I was visiting my in-laws on the sheep-speckled Faroe Islands in the North Atlantic. At that time of the year, this land of fishermen, farmers and Viking-era myths was cold, damp and dark. 

And all my 20-something nephew could talk about was buying property in Dubai. 

He pulled out DVD after DVD that showed how that small Persian Gulf nation had dredged off-shore and shaped the resulting shiploads of sand into constellations of islands that looked, from above, like palm trees and a map of the world. 

He waxed eloquent about Dubai's new marina and its six-star resorts. He was particularly excited about the country's newest development, the world's tallest building.

Still under construction, it is taller than the CN Tower, and it's rumoured that it will have a final height of close to a kilometre. 

As he looked out his living room window at the sheets of Nordic rain, all he saw was mirages of skyscrapers rising out of the desert.

My nephew is the sort of guy who, a couple of decades ago, might have thought about a timeshare in Florida.

But now the world's tourism centre of gravity is shifting east. India has exploded on to the scene as a major draw and China, which will host the Olympics this year, is seeing a massive increase in traffic. Even smaller Asian nations, like Vietnam and Cambodia, are starting to jump. 

Dubai, realizing this, has aggressively developed itself as a hub. Close to two billion people live within a three- to four-hour flight from Dubai, making it an ideal place for Africans, Chinese, Indians, Russians, those from the Middle East and, from just a bit beyond – Europeans– to meet. As a result, the national bird is said to be the (construction) crane, and the nation's growth is one of the highest in the world.

Dubai is now firmly on the world map, along with London and New York (and increasingly Mumbai and Shanghai), as a place to do business. 

And where you have fat expense accounts, you can be sure there will someone ready to help you spend it. The hotels include some of the best (and priciest) in world, the spas are large and luxurious and the nation seems to be an endless network of malls, one with an indoor ski hill.

It is sometimes called ``Disneyland for adults" and, not surprisingly, Dubai's unofficial motto is Do-Buy. And, from the Faroe Islands to New Delhi, they come by the millions to do just that. 

But all is not perfect in paradise. Driving through the city is a bit like travelling through a massive architectural model. Each highrise is, on its own, daring and impressive, but there is little street life linking the towers together. And many of the offices and fancy estates sit empty, bought as investments to flip when the time is right, or maybe to visit for a week a year. 

The thing is, much of the wonder that is Dubai is literally built on a foundation of sand. Many buildings need foundations as deep as they are high to remain stable. 

The situation isn't much better at sea. The first set of Palm Islands, a wonder of the world when they were built, have suffered erosion.

The World islands were almost scuppered due to water stagnation. New engineering techniques have sorted out the problems and the building goes on. 

But another problem is a critical labour shortage. Many of the construction workers come from India and, with the Dubai currency pegged to the U.S. dollar, they have seen what are already low wages disappear to the intolerable. That, combining with boom times at home, has made working in Dubai markedly less attractive. 

The ambition of Dubai is to be a glowing beacon for the rise of the whole region. Its foundations are a bit shaky but that is forcing it to innovate even more. Hopefully, it will find ways to grow that are stable and healthy. 

Within a few years my nephew will know if his dream property in Dubai is the equivalent of buying in Miami Beach when the market was low, or more like being lumbered with the proverbial beachfront trailer in the Everglades. 

But, until then, there is nothing quite like the Epcot-come-to-life that is Dubai. 

