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Halla Walla: First Arab-inspired emojis app
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

I 

nspired by a strong passion for 
art, culture and technology and 
guided by creativity and cultur-
al differences, two young tech 
entrepreneurs have embarked 

on a mission to enrich Arabic digital 
content using emojis that depict life 
in a “misperceived” Arab world.

Based in the United Arab Emir-
ates, Bahraini Yasmine Rasool, 31, 
and Eriko Varkey, 30, from Japan, 
decided the digital world needs 
emojis similar to those used in vari-
ous chatting applications but with 
an Arab twist.

“Since living between New York, 
London and Dubai, we always had 
to explain Arab background and 
culture and what it is like to live 
and grow up in the Middle East. We 
wanted to change the mispercep-
tion of Arabs in the West, especially 
now with all that is happening in the 
world,” Rasool said in an e-mail ex-
change.

“We wanted to illustrate the beau-
ty of our expressions, our emotions 
and our communication. Hence, 
Halla Walla was born.”

Stressing the gap in social messag-
ing platforms representing the mod-
ern Middle Eastern voice, Rasool 
said: “From our loud families, end-
less cousins, gatherings and shared 
meals, to signature phrases, fashion 
statements, football, shisha and late 
night shawarma runs — our lives 
are brimming with inside jokes and 
over-the-top emotions that needed 
a platform to be expressed.”

“Whether you have Arab or Gulf 
roots or have found yourself living 
in the Middle East immersed in the 
culture, this application can make 
life much easier,” she added.

The application, which they 
named Halla Walla, is derived from 
daily life in the Arab world, past, 
present and future. It celebrates 
Arabian Gulf nationals and the nu-
ances of the Khaleeji society with 
a range of emojis, including a robe-
clad man with hearts for eyes and a 
winking woman in a loose “hijab”.

“Halla Walla pursues the many 
glimpses of Khaleeji culture and 
translates them into relatable char-
acters and nostalgic sentiments 
used as stickers and gifs but it is rel-
evant to those living in the Gulf and 
the Middle East in general, who are 
both familiar with the culture’s tra-
ditions and unique way of commu-
nication,” Rasool explained.

She said the app is for anyone who 
is hooked on chatting.

“Our audience is whoever uses 
any form of chat platforms,” she 

said. “What better way to get your 
message across than by image? Pic-
tures have endless amounts of levels 
so when in doubt, draw and if you 
can’t, find an emoji to capture your 
emotion.”

Halla Walla has crossed the 
10,000-download threshold in just 
three months. The app’s emojis cov-
er a host of feelings and emotions by 
Arab characters from the feeling of 
being angry, sad and happy to being 
in love and all are depicted by Arab-
looking characters. There is also a 
special section for objects and tra-
ditions such as belly dancers, flying 
carpets, henna and hookah.

“We started Halla Walla with the 
intention of making people smile 
and laugh,” Varkey said.

“We were so overwhelmed with 
the positive reviews and realised 
that creating something so relevant 
to the Arab culture was necessary. 
It’s not a small thing to try to capture 
the whole Arab culture and we had a 
lot of criticism, which we honestly 
love since it allows us to improve.”

Feedback included appreciation 
of the entertaining nature of the 
emojis and how well represented 
the characters are, as well as com-
plaints and demands for more food 
emojis.

“We couldn’t be happier about the 
appreciation that our project is get-
ting from people around the world. 
However, pleasing everyone was not 
even on the books,” Varkey said.

The 2016 Emoji Report stated that 
emoji use extends well beyond ba-
sic communication and relationship 
development. They have become a 
lingua franca for humour and enter-
tainment, as seen in games, movies 
and TV and politics.

The rise in popularity of emojis 
has been phenomenal, with oper-
ating-system creators and social-

media platforms constantly adding 
new emojis to their technical offer-
ings.

Apple’s iOS 10 emojis include 
women playing sports and in a va-
riety of professions. Last year, Fa-
cebook added 1,500 new emojis to 
Messenger to better reflect gender 
roles and skin tones.

Walla Halla’s two entrepreneurs 
are set to launch an augmented re-
ality game, Wain Waleed, in Dubai 
that features the characters from 
their keyboard.

Travelling globally to share their 
ideas, they said opportunities do 
materialise for those who work hard.

“We don’t know what the future 
holds but we are very much commit-
ted to our project at the moment and 
we urge everyone who has an idea to 
work on it,” Rasool said.

Halla Walla is available to down-
load at www.hallawalla.com and 
costs 7 UAE dirhams (about $2).

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist based 
in Jordan.

We wanted to 
change the 
misperception of 
Arabs in the 
West.”

Halla Walla co-founder 
Yasmine Rasool

Young Iraqi innovator building home-made drones
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

H 

aidar Husseini is deter-
mined to turn his hobby 
of making remote-con-
trolled drones that can 
be used for agricultural, 

military and information purposes 
into a fully fledged official business. 
In a small workshop in his home in 
Karbala in central Iraq, he has pro-
duced at least 400 drones.

“It is a hobby that I have been 
practising since childhood. At first 
I used to make miniature planes in-
spired by the cartoons I watched on 
TV and from the few scientific mag-
azines I could find in bookshops and 
libraries,” said Husseini, 27.

“At a later stage, I started buy-
ing second-hand electronic games, 
which I disassembled to extract cer-
tain parts, such as engines and bat-
teries, which I used in the creation 
of a miniature drone specimen that 
I was able to fly.”

Husseini’s quest for more knowl-
edge to develop his hobby prompt-
ed him to learn English.

“Learning English helped me a lot 
as I was constantly reading research 
papers posted on the internet and 
following lessons on how to manu-
facture drones on YouTube,” he 
said.

Husseini created a Facebook page 

on which he wrote: “This page aims 
at linking all the hobbyists in Kar-
bala together as well as providing 
training and sharing knowledge.”

Through his Facebook page, Hus-
seini set up an 11-person team called 
RC Karbala. The team includes 
a 16-year-old who won the gold 
medal in the competition for young 
innovators organised by the Arab 
League in 2015 for designing a drone 
that could be used in the pollination 
of date palms.

Husseini and his team aspire to 
set up a licensed workshop to pro-
duce drones, a matter fraught with 
difficulties due to security reasons. 
“Drones are considered to be a kind 
of weapon by security forces that 
have occasionally confiscated some 
of our planes,” he said.

Some of team’s drones have been 
equipped with high-definition and 
infrared cameras used for aerial 
filming at night.

“We find difficulties in procuring 
raw material and essential parts, 
namely engines, remote-control de-
vices, cameras and batteries, which 
we try to get from neighbouring 
countries such as Iran and Kuwait 
or order online on Amazon through 
friends established in Europe and 
the United States,” Husseini said.

The group’s reputation has grown 
and it has been hired to film reli-
gious feasts and cultural festivals 
in Karbala and other areas. The op-
eration features a production part 
offering filming services to produce 
documentaries.

“Many satellite televisions seek 
our services for aerial footage but 
the work is challenging and fraught 
with risks because of the volatile 
security situation in the country,” 
Husseini said.

He said he was arrested and inter-
rogated three years ago after a tech-
nical error caused one of his drones 
to crash near a school. “Security 
agencies always try to obstruct our 
work, although our drones can help 
maintain security if they are used in 
a conventional way,” he said.

Hazem Khalidi, the head of Youth 
and Sports Committee in Karbala 
Provincial Council, acknowledged 
that security challenges in addition 
to financial restrictions have been 
hindering innovative young peo-
ple from practising and developing 
their talents.

“The lack of budget allocations 
for the Ministry of Youth and Sports 
deprived innovative youth of the 
support they need to develop their 
skills and inventions,” Khalidi said. 
“We are very well aware of security 
issues in the country and we could 
reach an agreement with the author-
ities allowing the youth to practise 
the hobby of manufacturing and fly-
ing remote-controlled drones within 
certain limits to prevent being ex-
ploited by unruly parties.”

He said the provincial council 
would soon launch a new initiative 
called the Innovator Gate, which is 

aimed at developing young people’s 
talents. Under the initiative, inno-
vators will be invited to show their 
creations to council members and 
local investors, who would spon-
sor or support inventions and ideas 
they deem feasible.

Husseini said he welcomed the 
council’s initiative as an encourag-
ing step for fulfilling the ambitions 
of Iraqi innovators.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly.

Childhood hobby. Haidar Husseini preparing to fly a remote-controlled drone that he built in Karbala 
in central Iraq.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    (Oumayma Omar)

Husseini and his 
team, RC Karbala, 
seek to set up a fully 
fledged workshop for 
drone production.

Glimpses of culture. Emojis included in Halla Walla app that is created by Bahraini Yasmine Rasool and Japanese Eriko Varkey.  
                                 (Courtesy of Halla Walla)

The application is 
derived from daily 
life in the Arab 
world.


