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‘One might think that the money value of an invention constitutes its reward to the man who loves  
his work. But, I continue to find my greatest pleasure, and so my reward, in the work that precedes what  
the world calls success’ — Thomas Edison, who is credited with 1,093 patents, including the light bulb quip tip

on your side Keren Bobker how I did it Aiisha Ramadan

I recently underwent an operation and was asked 
by my employer to provide a sick note. My general 
practitioner charged me Dh60 for this letter, on top 
of the standard medical fees. Is this allowed or not? 
GM Dubai

This is correct. All sick notes 
have to be approved by the 
Department of Health and 
there is a standard fee of 
Dh60 per sick leave certifi-
cate. If you require another 
certificate after the first one 
has expired, you will be 
charged again.

I have an issue about Radio 
2 using premium-rate text 
messaging services. I was 
quiet annoyed to discover 
that the cost per text is 
actually Dh3 per message, 
which is simply outrageous. I 
have listened to the channel 
religiously for six months 
since I moved here, because 
I liked the format of the 
programming, and more 
importantly they have quite 
a good traffic report. I spend 
up to four hours per day in 
my car, so that was impor-
tant to me.  On an average 
day I would send them three 
to four messages to their text 
number, sometimes to report 
traffic issues so as to help 
other drivers, sometimes to 
enter competitions. 

Recently I started to notice 
that my phone credit was 
not lasting as long as before, 
especially as I had cut down 
the volume of calls to a mini-
mal amount, so then I de-
cided to see what a text cost. 
I checked my balance before 
and after sending a message 
to Radio 2, only to find that 
the cost was Dh3 per mes-
sage. I then worked out what 
it was costing per month, 
and it was about Dh100. 
Since that time I have tried to 
contact them by telephone, 
but there is never an answer, 
leading me to presume that 
they are encouraging people 
to text in so as to increase 
their revenue. Surely people 
should be informed of these 
costs?  
TJ Dubai

This query was forwarded 
to GN Broadcasting, and 
Judith Malik, the station’s 
promotions and marketing 
manager, has replied thusly: 
“Thank you for bringing this 
listener’s letter to our atten-
tion. We are pleased to hear 
that one of our many Radio 
2 listeners is so interactively 
involved with the station, 
but concerned about their 
response. SMS charges vary 
from station to station in the 
UAE depending on the type 
of SMS system they utilise. 
Charges can be as small as 
Dhs1 and can go up to Dhs5 
per system, and in the case of 
some multimedia messages 
can go as high as Dhs8. All 
are a partial form of revenue 
for the stations.” The system 
that GNB uses charges Dh 3 
per text. We advertise the cost 
per message for our Radio 
2 EPL programme and con-
tests publicly in print adver-
tisements that are published 
twice a week during the EPL 
season in Gulf News. We have 
done this over the last 3 sea-
sons so that our EPL listeners 
would be aware of the cost, 
which is 5 Dh per message. 
Also, when listeners send 
an SMS text message, they 
automatically consent to any 
charges by actively sending 
the text. However, having 
said all of the above, I agree 
with the listener and will 
now institute that the cost be 
regularly announced by our 

stations as it directly affects 
our listeners. This will be 
started immediately on both 
GNB Radio 1 and Radio 2.”
An honest response, and 
hopefully the station will be 
even clearer about the cost of 
SMS text messages. Ms Malik 
would also like to make con-
tact with Mr J and ask him to 
participate in their Listener’s 
Advisory Panel, which they 
are currently setting up.

I will be going to the UK 
shortly, and rather than 
transfer money using my 
bank, which seems to have 
high charges, I want to take 
cash with me, but I have 
been told different informa-
tion about there being limits. 
What is correct? I would also 
like to know if I would be 
taxed on this cash. 
SB Abu Dhabi

HMRC (Her Majesty’s Rev-
enue and Customs, formerly 
the Inland Revenue) pub-
lished limits regarding cash 
carried into and out of the 
UK with effect from June 
2007. To quote: “If you are 
arriving directly from, or are 
travelling directly to, a coun-
try outside the European 
Union (EU) , and are carry-
ing 10,000 euros or more or 
the equivalent amount in 
another currency, you must 
complete a cash declaration 
form. These will be available 
at the port or airport of your 
entry to, or departure from, 
the UK. Please read the form 
carefully before filling it in. 
You will be liable to financial 
penalties if you fail to comply 
with the obligation to declare 
or provide incomplete or in-
correct information.” Cash 
refers not only to notes and 
coins, but also to cheques of 
any kind, banker’s drafts and 
traveller’s cheques.
There will continue to be no 
requirement to declare your 
cash if you are travelling to, 
or are arriving from, another 
EU country. Whether or not 
you are required to make a 
declaration, you must answer 
any questions that an HMRC 
officer may put to you about 
the cash that you are carry-
ing. Customs and Excise, 
on behalf of HMRC, has the 
right to seize and detain 
monies in excess of just GBP 
1,000 if they have doubts 
about its legitimacy or it has 
not been properly declared.
Provided you have been UK 
non-resident for tax pur-
poses and these monies are 
earned overseas, there is no 
UK income tax liability. For 
large sums of money I would 
always recommend transfer-
ring directly from one bank 
account to another, as that 
is more secure than carrying 
large amounts of cash. If your 
bank has high transfer charg-
es there are other methods of 
transferring the cash, such as 
through monetary exchanges 
such as Western Union. For 
sums of GBP 10,000 or more 
you can access wholesale 
exchange rates through a 
money broker.

←→ Have a problem? If so, e-mail 
Keren Bobker at onyourside@
thenational.ae

Keren Bobker is an independ-
ent financial adviser with  
Holborn Assets in Dubai. She 
can be reached at keren@hol-
bornassets.com

Dealing with 
sick note fees 
and pricey 
SMS charges

Aiisha Ramadan poses in front of some of her designs in a Chocolate & Pickles retail outlet in Dubai’s Wafi Mall. Nicole Hill / The National

Learning the art of stitching at an 
early age in her homeland, Leba-
non, soon became a passion for 
Aiisha Ramadan. Channelling her 
creative energy into fashion design 
came naturally and, after years of 
perseverance,  this talented young 
26-year-old has carved a name for 
herself with her very own wom-
en’s fashion line, Aiisha at Corset 
Fashions. Finding success in the 
fashion industry requires a unique 
set of skills and keen business acu-
men, and with a supportive family, 
a quality educational background 
in design and sound investment, 
Ms Ramadan’s dream has become 
a reality.

Ms Ramadan was two when her 
family relocated to the UAE, hav-
ing escaped the war in Lebanon 
in 1985. “Setting up my business 
in the UAE was therefore a natural 
progression,” Ms Ramadan says. 
“I see the UAE as a fantastic set-up 
platform for businesses and there 
is a lot of potential for growth.”

While growing up in the UAE, Ms 
Ramadan and her family spent 
their summers back in Lebanon, 
where she practised drawing and 
stitching as a hobby. “I acquired 
basic stitching techniques from 
my aunt, who also gave me fab-
ric leftovers to make clothes for 
my Barbie dolls. My passion grew 
through the combination of han-
dling fabric and drawing, and I 
eventually chose to major in fash-
ion design and marketing at the 
American University in Dubai, 
where I graduated in 2002.” 

“In the beginning I had to out-
source my designs to other tailors 
and embroiderers until I was able 
to consider doing it on my own.” 
Ms Ramadan says. “Progress took 
time as it was only me and my 
creative ideas. To this day, I am 
inspired by the idea that there is 
always something new to learn, 
something to further yourself for.”

Ms Ramadan says her inspira-
tion varies from one collection to 
the other, but she primarily uses 
herself as the muse behind her de-
signs. “Every human being is com-
plex and I enjoy channelling my 
mood swings and varying taste into 
my designs,” she says. “Although 
experimenting on myself is the 
core of my inspiration, each collec-
tion is inspired by its own source. 
In the last collection, I was wear-
ing so much flashy nail polish and, 
without knowing it, I was looking 
for fabrics with such tones.” 

Ms Ramadan describes her de-
signs as affordable and her clien-
tele is primarily women who travel 
and are in touch with the interna-
tional fashion scene. 

She acquired a design workshop 
in Sharjah in 2007. The high rents 
in Dubai meant that she would be 
better off  financially being based 
in the marginally more affordable 
emirate. “The start-up fees cost me 
around Dh550,000 [US$150,000] 
and I managed to get the funds 
together without relying on loans, 

credit or business partners,” Ms Ra-
madan says. “These fees included 
the cost of the appropriate licenc-
es, rent for my workshop, interior  
decor, sponsorship fees, the cost 
of employee visas, and all of the 
equipment and machines I need 
for my design work.” 

Investing in the quality of the 
product is something Ms Ramadan 
firmly believes will yield rewards in 
the future. She says: “I invest a lot 
of time and money into my materi-
als. My agent in Dubai sources my 
fabrics primarily from Europe, in-
cluding French, Italian, and Swiss 
textiles and styles. We also explore 
other fabrics from India, Japan 
and Korea to add further depth to 
our designs.” 

Ms Ramadan’s fabrics cost be-
tween Dh45 and Dh3,000 a yard 
depending on the country of ori-
gin. Her accessories are mainly 
crafted using Swarovski crystals, 
which can be priced anywhere 
from Dh200 all the way into the 
thousands.

Remaining competitive in such a 
fast-moving market can be a chal-
lenge for many retailers. Ms Ram-
adan believes that her prices have 
always remained affordable and 
she aims to maintain high qual-
ity by producing a manageable 
number of designs. “I want every 
modern woman who appreciates 
fashion to be able to purchase 

my pieces without having to save 
her entire salary for it,” she says. 
“In the end, I don’t ask for what I 
wouldn’t pay myself.” 

Her prices start at around Dh1,500 
and can go as high Dh4,200 for the 
high-end ready to wear designs. 
The price for a haute couture piece 
depends on the particular design, 
but usually starts at Dh15,000. For 
a normal design it can take be-
tween one and two weeks to com-
plete, but the individual designs in 
the haute couture collections can 
take as long as 12 weeks to design 
and manufacture.

Setting up a business in Dubai 
has its usual challenges, including 
the administrative red tape that 
surrounds visa regulations and li-
censing laws, not to mention the 
challenges of finding affordable 
commercial space to rent. For Ms. 
Ramadan, finding talented cut-
ters, tailors and embroiderers to 
hire was a challenge in itself. 

“The hiring process can be com-
plex and, due to the stringent regu-
lations on the UAE workforce, it 
can be an ordeal to employ foreign 
workers,” she says. “You can’t test 
them out before you hire them, 
so the process can be very tedious 
if you get it wrong.” Most of her 
design staff comes from Asia and 
the Middle East, while some of the 
freelancers are employed from  
Europe.

Corset Fashions employs five full 
time employees, and two addition-
al staff members will soon to join 
the cast of designers. “It usually 
costs around Dh10,000 to take on 
an employee, including visa, med-
icals and the cost of tickets from 
their country of origin,” Ms Ram-
adan says.

Brand exposure is a large part of 
the success of her fashion line, and 
Ms Ramadan has a PR representa-
tive to take care of her marketing 
needs. “In the early stages of my 
business I would advertise in some 
of the top fashion magazines, but 
eventually the press became inter-
ested in me as a person and want-
ed to know more about my story 
and my collections,” she says. “My 
website [www.aiisha.com], my blog 
and my participation at the Dubai 
Fashion Week in 2008 also helped 
spread the word.” 

Fortunately for Ms Ramadan, the 
prevailing financial crash has not 
had a huge affect on her sales. “I be-
lieve it may be down to the fact that 
my prices were never that high com-
pared to some other regional and 
international designers,” she says. 

“The credit crisis also coincided 
with my showcasing my designs at 
a variety of boutiques around Du-
bai, including Studio 8, Chocolate 
& Pickles, Le Balcon des Createurs, 
and soon in Soirée, which helped 
with brand awareness,” Ms Ram-
adan says. Corset Fashions does 
not pay a fee to be sold in these 
boutiques.

With the challenges of operating 
a business in the UAE and the ris-
ing cost of living, Ms Ramadan is 
considering moving the logistics 
of the business to Lebanon, where 
labour costs and rent are up to 20 
per cent lower. “I have, however, 
heard about an initiative by the 
UAE government to lower opera-
tional and administrative costs 
for small businesses; I hope we see 
that happening soon,” she says.

Within the next couple of years 
Ms Ramadan anticipates that Cor-
set Fashions will be firmly estab-
lished in the European and Asian 
markets, as well as the Middle 
East. “Because I have always loved 
collaborating with big companies, 
I intended to keep this ongoing in 
the future,” Ms Ramadan says. 

“More interestingly, rather than 
having to constantly push for col-
laborations, companies are now 
approaching me directly, and we 
have even been invited to show-
case our designs in Miami, Qatar 
and London.”

Ms Ramadan credits her success 
to a few core qualities. “Passion 
for what you do is a quintessential 
quality, as it will help you move 
forward and develop your busi-
ness idea. Make sure that you’re 
offering something different from 
your competitors and always in-
vest time and effort into studying 
the market thoroughly before you 
sign up for anything that will have 
your name on it.”

From stitch to store
Funding your fashion dreams takes work. It took several years of managing labour and 
operational costs for Corset Fashions to see their designs land in shops. Inga Stevens reports

Several of Aiisha Ramadan’s fashion designs are displayed at the Chocolate & 
Pickles clothing store. Nicole Hill / The National


