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“U.A.E. public diplomacy in the
U.S. has been my top priority and
what I am most proud of in the
ways of accomplishments.”
— United arab emirates
Ambassador Yousef Al-Otaiba

ABOVE: The diplomatic couple
appear to float above the Lewis
Aquatech infinity pool and the
Potomac River.
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ncountering the cool tones, open and playful
spaces and wonderful setting overlooking the
river and the woods of the Potomac palisades,
guests are instantaneously embraced by the allaround warmth of United Arab Emirates Ambassador
Yousef Al-Otaiba, his wife Abeer and their son, Omar.
Their home-away-from home, which was first occupied
by the previous UAE Ambassador, Saqr Gobash, was
redesigned over the course of a comprehensive renovation
in 2009 – resulting in an expansive, contemporary artfilled residence. “Ambassador and Mrs. Al-Otaiba had
a clear vision of wanting a simple and light-colored
elegant home that served both their family life and social
obligations,” interior designer Joan Behnke says.
The couple, who were married there in 2010, say
that the house reflects their personality – it is open,
airy and very functional for everyday living and relaxed
entertaining. “Our personal style is all about balancing
family and hospitality,” says Amb. Al Otaiba, who will
“happily give up a couple of nights a week of diplomatic

dinners to have a quiet dinner at home together with
Abeer and Omar.” If there simply must be a diplomatic
gathering, he says he’d much prefer to host it at the
house so he can get home early, get in a quick workout, spend time with his family and set a relaxed tone
when people arrive. “Often that means having a Cabinet
secretary stepping carefully over Omar’s lego set, or an
admiral scratching the ears of our dogs Coco and Marley,
or shooting a game of pool with a member of Congress,”
he says.
Abeer Al-Otaiba, an accomplished engineer in
her own right, brought dazzling Arab glamor to the
Washington National Opera’s Opera Ball, which was
held at the U.A.E. embassy this year. Born and raised
in Alexandria, Egypt, she earned undergraduate and
graduate degrees in engineering – certainly not the most
common area of study for an Arab woman. After her
studies, Mrs. Al-Otaiba had a very fulfilling professional
career in Dubai. “Like few other countries in the region,
the U.A.E. has empowered Arab women by recognizing

WA S H I N G T O N L I F E

| O c to b e r

2012

| washingtonlife.com

our potential, by opening up career paths in every field,
and by recognizing our successes,” she says. While she
misses engineering, her attention is focused, at least for
the moment, on her family and a new baby on the way.
Her husband underscores that the his country’s “values
and openness are best reflected in the progress of Emirati
women.”Today, he notes, over 80 percent of all university
graduates there are women, two-thirds of government
jobs are occupied by women, and a quarter of the elected
Federal National Council are women.

The Al-Otaibas’ generous philanthropy sets a generous
example. “Charity is an important element of Islam, is
instilled further by our families and reinforced deeply by
the leadership of the U.A.E.,” Amb. Otaiba says.“On a
personal level, Abeer and I like to support programs where
even modest funds can have a big impact on a community.
After we heard about the tornado that wiped out Joplin,
Mo., we asked what we could do to help. We were able
to arrange a donation of personal laptop computers to
every Joplin high school student, which allowed them to

TOP LEFT: The modernized
kitchen boasts clean lines,
walnut cabinets and limestone
mosaic back splash; TOP
RIGHT: Seen from the pool, the
outdoor areas during the 2009
renovation were expanded and
the layout changed. ABOVE:
Enlarging the windows, letting
the indoor and outdoor areas
flow together and keeping the
layout simple and clear, allows
the view to complete the house.

RIGHT: The elegant,
contemporary and warm
dining room was designed
to host formal dinners. Walls
are upholstered with Alpaca
wool from Peru; Japanese
washi paper is inserted
into the face of cabinetry
and lighted from behind;
FAR RIGHT: Fun elements
include an aquarium, pool
table, outdoor grill and water
fountains.
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TOP LEFT: The Al-Otaibas spend
most of their time in the family
room, which has cozy couches, a
big screen TV, a working desk and
an open balcony that overlooks the
Potomac River.; TOP RIGHT: The
master bath designed by Tony Chi
provides a design element that relates
to the Al-Otaibas’ Arab culture;
CENTER: Quality linens adorn a
peaceful guest bedroom. Interior
Designer Joan Behnke established
a color palette that was based on
neutrals with splashes of color.
Lighting was significant, and she
created a symphony of chandeliers
and sconces that helped establish a
sense of sculpture. “On colors and
spaces, furniture and art, balancing
the functional and aesthetics, interior
designer Joan Behnke knew instantly
what we wanted in the house and has
exceeded all our expectations,”
Amb. Al Otaiba says.
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learn remotely and have access to textbooks and learning
materials. It was very moving when I went down to Joplin
just prior to high school graduation in May and could
see how the kids and community were healing, and the
impact that our modest gift had made.”
For Amb. Al-Otaiba – whose diplomatic efforts have
included delegation visits and speeches – what has best
connected with Americans are original programs like the
tour of the U.A.E. women’s soccer team to the U.S., the
opening of New York University’s Abu Dhabi campus,
the launch of new air routes and philanthropic projects
like those in Joplin, Mo.,
and at Children’s Hospital in
Washington, D.C.
As his wife has settled
into Washington, she has
committed more of her time
to children’s causes, specifically
Children’s Hospital and the
Hope for Henry Foundation,
which promotes comfort, care
and recovery for seriously ill
children and their families
with in-hospital gifts, special
events and activities. They have helped build four
new soccer fields around the U.S. with partners at the
Manchester City Football Club from England, which is
owned by His Highness Sheikh Mansour bin Zayed Al
-Nahyan, a member of the Abu Dhabi royal family. In
New York, where there isn’t much open space, the field
is on the roof of a school in Harlem. And they’re starting
a project here in Washington for the spring. “It’s just not
the fields,” Mrs. Al-Otaiba says, noting that “our program
supports ongoing coaching for the kids.”

Amb. Al Otaiba says he believes the U.A.E. is among
America’s closest allies in the region because the relationship
stands on three strong pillars: mutual security interests
for peace and stability in the Gulf; deep and expanding
commercial and trade ties; and enduring and familiar cultural
links. “While we often think about this in terms of defense
and military cooperation, which is certainly important, the
basis of the UAE-U.S. relationship rests on more than this
one pillar,” he says. “It was clear, going back to the Dubai
Ports controversy in 2006, that Americans did not know
and understand the U.A.E.. This led to an unfortunate
misunderstanding and a
strain in the relationship.”
As a result, the U.A.E.
leadership sent Amb. AlOtaiba to the U.S. in 2008
with a very clear mission
to improve Americans’
awareness and understanding
of his country and its shared
interests with the United
States.
“One of the great
challenges for any
ambassador in the U.S, particularly those from small
countries, is the sheer size and scope of the U.S.
government and all the different groups and players
that influence policy here,” he says. “Every day, I want
to make sure that I’m adding value to the U.A.E. and
to the bilateral relationship with the U.S., whether this
means helping to close a deal between a U.A.E. and
a U.S. company, facilitating a new security initiative,
troubleshooting a consular problem or launching a new
public diplomacy project.”
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