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– 

In less than 40 years, Dubai has transformed itself from a local trading community into one of the most 
inspirational, exciting and successful cities in the world. Its progress continues to make global headlines and it is 
now an immensely attractive destination for tourists and businesses alike. 

With a diverse, multicultural population, Dubai offers its residents and businesses a unique environment, enriched 
with hundreds of cultures and a quality of life and work unrivalled in the Middle East. It is a bustling metropolis 
with a combination of Emirati heritage, Arabic vitality, Western spontaneity and Asian ambition. 

With an indigenous population of just 170,000, the number of Dubai expatriate residents now stands at 2 million, 
thanks to its lifestyle appeal and investment incentives. The tax-free policies and penalty-free repatriation of 
earnings have enormous benefits on both a personal and business level, with outstanding opportunities for 
private savings and professional profits. 

As thousands of new businesses are discovering each year, Dubai is the perfect gateway between East and 
West and the preferred hub for the region’s imports and exports market one of the most lucrative in the world. 
Dubai’s strategic location gives easy access to 2.2 billion consumers, from a unique centralised time zone that 
combines East and West business hours. 

DUBAI ECONOMIC OVERVIEW 
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Economy and market trendsSnapshot of Dubai and the UAE 

Dubai Population in millions (2011) 

Dubai GDP (USD billions in real terms, 2011) 

Dubai GDP per capita (USD, 2011) 

Doing Business Ranking for UAE (2012) 

Global Competitiveness Ranking for UAE (2011-2012) 

Dubai total imports USD billions (2011) 

Dubai total exports and re-exports USD billions (2011) 

Index of Economic Freedom  Ranking for UAE(2012) 

Stage of Development for Dubai (2011) 

Human Development Index Ranking for UAE (2011) 

Sources: Dubai Statistics Centre, FDI Intelligence, World Bank, UNCTAD 
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Economy and market trends 

Economic history of Dubai 

Dubai is one of seven emirates that make up the federation of the United Arab Emirates (UAE). In 1833, eight 
hundred members of the Bani Yas tribe led by the Maktoum family settled at the mouth of Dubai creek. This 
beautiful natural harbour enabled Dubai to rapidly become a successful centre for fishing, pearling and trading. 

Seventy years later, at the dawn of the 20th century, Dubai was a thriving sea port. The souk (Arabic for market) 
on the eastern bank of the creek was the largest of its kind on the coast, with 350 shops and a steady flow of 
visitors and businessmen. By the 1930s, Dubai’s population had grown to nearly 20,000 a quarter of which were 
expatriates. 

In the 1950s the creek began to silt due to the number of ships that found it vital for their trade. In an ambitious 
but highly perceptive vision, the late Ruler of Dubai, His Highness Sheikh Rashid bin Saeed Al Maktoum, decided 
to have the waterway dredged. The result was a dramatic increase in the volume of cargo entering and leaving 
Dubai. Ultimately it established Dubai’s future as the Middle East’s major trading and re-export hub. 

When oil was discovered in 1966, Sheikh Rashid used the revenue to rapidly develop infrastructure including 
schools, hospitals, roads, modern telecommunications networks and transport systems. A runway extension that 
could accommodate any type of aircraft saw Dubai International Airport begin its journey to becoming one of 
the busiest in history and the largest man-made harbour  in the world was constructed at Jebel Ali including a 
business free zone for foreign investors. 

Dubai’s formula for development was becoming evident to everyone visionary leadership, high-quality 
infrastructure, an expatriate-friendly environment, zero tax on personal and corporate income and low import 
duties. As a result, Dubai quickly became a business and tourism hub for a region that stretches from Egypt to 
the Indian sub-continent and from South Africa to the CIS countries. 

In the 1980s and early 1990s, Dubai took a strategic decision to become a leading international tourism 
destination. It is now known throughout the world for its luxury hotels, remarkable architecture, world-class 
entertainment and sporting events. 

Such a meteoric rise has led to the city being ranked as the top foreign direct investment destination by the FDI 
magazine of the Financial Times. According to FDI Intelligence, in 2011 while many economies were coming 
to terms with the aftermath of the global financial crisis, Dubai attracted overseas investment for a total of 273 
projects worth USD 6.3 billion, creating more than 15,260  new jobs in the process. 

Dubai is home to more than 20,000 international companies, including offices from 124 of the Fortune 500. 
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Economy and market trends 

Trends and developements 
In terms of its economic performance Dubai (and the UAE in general) has been the most successful economy 
within the GCC region for diversifying away from oil. Trade, logistics, transportation and tourism accounted 
for almost 60 percent of Dubai’s GDP in 2011, which grew in total by 3.4 percent and is expected to grow by 

4.6 percent by the end of 2012. 

5.0% 

3.0% 

1.0% 

1.0% 

3.0% 

2009 2010 2012 

Dubai GDP growth rate The figures below show that most non-oil 
sectors have recorded exceptional 
revenue growth in 2011: 

o	Increase in trade revenue of 5.8 percent 
o Increase in exports revenue of 

44.3 percent 
o Increase in manufacturing revenue of 

11.7 percent 
o Increase in transport and communications 

sector revenue of 2.7 percent 
o Increase in hotels and restaurants revenue 

of 13.9 percent 

Dubai’s 575 hotels generated revenues of AED16 billion in 2011, an increase of around 20 per cent. The real 
estate sector also received an added boost from the UAE federal government’s strategy to extend visas for real 
estate investors from six months to three years. Long term residency visas will improve the attractiveness of home 
purchases in Dubai and will raise demand, including from those looking for a safe haven from recent regional 
unrest. 

Inflation 
Official reports show that the average annual inflation stood at a minimal 0.5 percent in 2011 compared to 2010 
thanks mainly to a 3.3 percent drop in the prices of housing, water, electricity, gas and other fuels. 
And in the first quarter of 2012, the price of goods and services decreased by 1.4 percent, compared to the first 
three months of 2011. This was largely due to even more savings on housing, water, electricity, gas, and other 
fuels by around 6.2 percent. 

Government in action 
During 2012, Dubai Government increased its efforts to promote Foreign Direct Investment through its newly 
established Dubai FDI office. This drive to attract new companies from overseas has already proved to be a 
substantial success. Dubai FDI gives hands-on, practical help with all aspects of setting up a business in the 
emirate, from guidance on business registration and licencing, to providing links with potential trading partners 
and even taking part in exhibitions and events. For existing foreign investors, Dubai FDI provides constant support 
and ongoing aftercare, ensuring their businesses can maximise opportunities and minimise administration. 
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The Federation of GCC Chambers of Commerce and Industry (FGCCI) predicted that the UAE’s GDP 
would climb to its highest level of around USD 385 billion in current prices in 2012 to maintain its position 
as the largest Arab economy after Saudi Arabia. 

The Central Bank estimates the UAE’s GDP growth in real terms is expected to reach 3.2 percent for the 
year 2012. 

At that level, the UAE will account for nearly a fifth of the combined GDP of the GCC, forecast at around 
USD 1.5 trillion, its highest ever. 

Between 2012-2015, GDP growth in the UAE is expected to rise even further to an average of 5.2 percent, 
with especially strong growth in 2014 and 2015, with the completion of even more infrastructure projects. 
Oil production is also forecast to increase substantially in 2014-2015, reaching 2.8 million barrels per day. 

With its central location, distinguished lifestyle, and supportive economy, Dubai has become the 
preferred business and residential destination in the region. 

What makes Dubai such an attractive place to live and work? 

Economic trends in the United Arab Emirates 
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Best place 
to live 

Dubai as 
a preferred  

business 
location 

A visionary 
leadership 

Lifestyle 

Best retail 

Pro-business 
government 

Global 
Headquarters 

Connected 

Logistics 
infrastructure 

ICT 
Leader 

Confidence and 
‘can’ do attitude’ 

With over 202 nationalities represented in Dubai, the city offers a 
highly attractive social and multicultural environment with a safe, 
family-friendly lifestyle. 

Dubai is a shopper’s paradise, with many international retail brands 
having a large presence in the city. Dubai was ranked number one in 
the CB Richard Ellis’ 2011 report ‘Top 20 Cities for Retail’. 

Dubai has a highly proactive pro-business government, with the 
most transparent business regulations in the region. 

Dubai plays an essential role as the main base of multinational 
companies operating out of the Middle East. 

Dubai offers a world-class transport infrastructure providing easy 
access to key international markets. 

With its best-in-class logistics infrastructure, Dubai is the 
world’s third largest re-export hub and has the world’s fourth 

busiest international airport. 

Dubai is the regional leader in ICT and telecoms. Mobile phone 
penetration rate in Dubai is the highest in the world. 

The extraordinary perception and vision of Dubai’s leaders have 
created one of the world’s most successful and vibrant cities. 
A belief in the potential and possibilities of the future has lifted this 
previously obscure trading town into a major player on a global 
stage. This vision continues, and with it, Dubai’s ambition expands. 

We don’t wait for things to happen, we make them happen” 
Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid al-Maktoum, Ruler of Dubai 



 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
  

 

 
 

 

 
 

A quality and culture of excellence 
Ranked as the top Middle Eastern city in Mercer’s Quality of Life Index, Dubai has become one of the world’s 
most preferred expatriate locations. Although it is recognised as the fastest growing city in the world, Dubai is also 
one of the safest. The emirate is home to the tallest building on the planet, the largest man-made marina, the 
most luxurious hotels, and with over 200 nationalities contributing to the city’s unique culture and community, it is 
one of the most vibrant global destinations. 

A tourism and shopping destination 
Dubai’s many attractions and experiences combine a fascinating heritage with world-class shopping and 
entertainment facilities. Year-round sunshine also means plenty of opportunity to enjoy outdoor life. 
The tourism infrastructure includes the widest variety of shopping experiences, including exclusive boutiques, 
value chain stores and the traditional gold and spice souks. Many of the world’s leading retailers choose Dubai 
as their first ventures in the Middle East. From Bloomingdales, Gucci and Prada to Marks and Spencer, Victoria’s 
Secret and Monsoon, international retailers have invested heavily in Dubai’s highly fashion-conscious residents. 
The shopping malls are equally varied, from the high-end Dubai Mall, the world’s biggest shopping complex, to the 
exotic Dragon Mart, the largest Chinese market outside of China. 

Continuous innovation 
Dubai continuously innovates to improve the quality of life of its residents. In 2009, Dubai Metro was opened. It 
is the longest unmanned light rail network and has the world’s largest underground metro station. With a total 
of 87 trains, the metro is also the first of its kind in the Middle East. Other public transport also includes high-end 
buses with air-conditioned bus shelters and an extensive hi-tech taxi fleet giving visitors and residents a constant 
and varied means of travel across the emirate at any time. 

A residential destination 
Dubai is a highly attractive residential city, with housing and accommodation options that suit every taste, 
budget and lifestyle. 

The emirate is now home to millions of expatriates from all over the world, who choose to live in a city with 
enormous business growth opportunities, an unrivalled lifestyle, a diverse and tolerant culture, economic and 
political stability, innovation, openness and flexibility. For many expatriates, the quality of life in Dubai is unrivalled. 

Best place to live 
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Legal framework 
Investment laws, regulations and incentives are continuously improving to encourage further foreign investment. 
This includes the introduction of foreign ownership of land and stocks Dubai became the first emirate within the 

UAE to open its property market to foreign ownership, followed by Abu Dhabi. 

Company law 
On December 4, 2011, the UAE Federal Cabinet has approved a new Company Law that paves the way for more 
relaxed foreign ownership above the existing ceiling of 49 percent in the future. In addition, the new law allows for 
a simplified process of starting a business in the UAE and strengthens protection of shareholders. A new FDI law is 
also in the works and, when announced, will make the investment environment even more attractive. 

Some of the main features of the new company law include the following: 

o	The existing 49 percent foreign ownership threshold will remain; however, the new law permits the Cabinet to 
issue a separate resolution specifying the types of businesses that may be majority-owned by foreigners. 

o	It is expected that majority foreign ownership will initially be permitted only in business sectors in which the 
government seeks to increase foreign direct investment. 

o	The new law reportedly exempts from its application public joint stock companies wholly owned by a federal 
or local government, and will likely focus on private joint stock companies and limited liability companies. 

o	With respect to minimum capital requirements, the current position remains unchanged as the new law will 
not require new companies to have a minimum required share capital and this has been the position under 
the existing law since 2009. 

o	One of the many aims of the new legislation is to reduce the length of time required to establish a company. 

o	The new law is likely to increase stock subscription amounts for raising capital for newly founded public joint 
stock companies. 

Intellectual property rights 
The UAE is a regional leader in the protection of Intellectual Property Rights, with continuous improvements of 
copyright, trademark and patent laws. The rate of software piracy in the UAE is regarded as one of the lowest in 
the Middle East and Dubai is acknowledged as the best performer. 

Preferred business destination 
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Corruption and bureaucracy 
Corruption is not part of the UAE business culture, and the country was rated at an impressive 28th out of 180 
nations in Transparency International Corruption Perception Index. 

The UAE has also undertaken measures to reduce red tape surrounding foreign investment approval processes. 
The number of procedures has been cut dramatically and automated services introduced by Dubai 
Government’s Department of Economic Development (DED) enable investors to apply for businesses online 
and check the status of their applications by phone. 

Physical infrastructure 
The UAE’s highly developed network of roads linking all seven emirates is the major means of business and leisure 
transport, although with a large percentage of the country’s international trade conducted by sea, all seven 
emirates have modern port facilities. 

Dubai dominates the cargo and re-export markets thanks to the size and sophistication of its two ports, Port 
Rashid and Jebel Ali Port. Despite being the second port in Dubai, Port Rashid is still one of the busiest in the 
Gulf region with 35 berths. The massive Jebel Ali facility has 63 berths and includes an economic free zone. 

Dubai is also home to two major airline carriers, Emirates Airlines and flydubai, the world’s fastest growing start up 
airline. In its first three years of operation, flydubai notched up 50 destinations and plans to double its fleet by 2016, 
focussing on route expansion in Russia, Central and Eastern Europe and the GCC. 

Emirates is the Arab world’s largest airline with more than 120 destinations and 160 aircraft in 2012, and plans to 
increase its fleet to up to 280 by 2020. 

Labour force 
It is easy and cost effective to employ both UAE nationals and expatriates, with wide access to a skilled and 
experienced workforce. UAE governments from across the seven emirates continue to invest heavily in training 
the national workforce to play a greater role as competitive members of the UAE economy – out of the 1.3 
million people currently employed in Dubai, just 53,000 are Emirati. 

Preferred business destination 
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Preferred business destination 

Access to financing 
UAE banks are more active in lending to private enterprises than their regional counterparts and offer a greater 
variety of financial products and services. The low cost of borrowing in the UAE is yet another of the highly attractive 
benefits for companies looking to begin or expand their operations in the Middle East. 

Dubai/UAE Bahrain Egypt KSA Qatar Turkey 

Average lending 
interest rates in 2010 

5.20 
percent 

7.30 
percent 

11.00 
percent 

7.30 
percent 

7.30 
percent 

19.00 
percent 

The ever increasing support for small and medium enterprises (SMEs) goes from strength to strength in Dubai. 
Several ongoing financing and non-financing programmes are designed and implemented by SME, an agency 
under the Dubai Department of Economic Development tasked with improving SMEs access to bank lending. 

Investment support and promotion by the government 
Dubai’s Department of Economic Development (DED), which is tasked with setting and driving Dubai’s economic 
agenda, supports the emirate’s transformation into a diversified, innovative, service and knowledge-based 
economy to improve the business environment and increase productivity. The DED and its four agencies develop 
economic plans and policies, identify and support strategic sectors, and provide essential administration services 
to domestic and international investors and businesses. 

Dubai FDI is the Foreign Investment Office of Dubai, part of the Dubai Department of Economic Development. 
One of its main roles is to attract, foster and drive growth in new foreign investments and provide aftercare services 
to retain existing investors, while constantly improving the overall investment landscape. 

The team guides new investors through the various stages of the investment process, including advice on business 
location, the legal structure that best fits their needs and linking them to government and non-government bodies 
to ensure a smooth business start-up and increased opportunities. 

Dubai FDI also offers ongoing support for the growth and expansion of established companies in Dubai, and 
voices any investor concerns that they believe may be inhibiting growth or development and affecting the overall 
investment environment. 

Free zones 
To support the growing foreign investment in Dubai, the government has created several ‘Free Zones’ where 
foreign investors can enjoy 100 percent foreign ownership of their companies. 

The absence of income tax for both mainland registered companies and those registered in the free zones remains 
one of the biggest incentives for foreign companies establishing in Dubai. 



 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

Open trading hub 
Dubai has free and open trade with more than three-quarters of goods entering the emirate duty free. The average 
tariff rate is just 4 per cent, while free trade zones offer added incentives including exemptions from taxes and duties. 

Dubai’s open-border foreign labour policy has also proved a major factor in the liberal trade regime, allowing 
private sector businesses to recruit expatriate workers at internationally competitive wages. 

Local taxes 
Corporate tax: Only banks and oil companies pay corporate tax. Net taxable income of foreign banks is subject to 
tax at a flat rate of 20 per cent, implemented in Abu Dhabi and Dubai. Alongside all the other benefits enjoyed by 
companies operating in the free trade zones, there is no corporate tax for 50 years (a concession that is renewable). 

There are no withholding or capital taxes. Business properties pay a municipal tax set at 10 per cent of annual 
property rental value. Double taxation agreements exist with a number of countries, including France, Pakistan, 
Poland, Turkey, China, Romania, Italy, Egypt, Germany, Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia and India. 

Individual tax: There is no income tax on individuals resident in the UAE. Dubai imposes a property rental tax on 
expatriates equal to 5 per cent of rental charges. 

Preferred business destination 
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Dubai Airport Free Zone 

FREE ZONES 

Dubai was the first emirate to pioneer the free zone model, offering foreign businesses attractive concessions and 
a number of investment incentives, including 100 percent ownership of a subsidiary and zero taxation. 

There are currently 22 free zones in operation, developed for specific sectors and industries including ICT, media, 
finance, gold and jewellery and health care. Jebel Ali Free Zone is now one of the world’s largest free zones 
allowing for 100 percent foreign ownership with no recruitment or sponsorship restraints. There is full corporate tax 
and customs duty exemption on imported raw materials and equipment, 
with no levy on exports and imports. 

The major freezones in Dubai are: 

Jebel Ali Free Zone 

As one of the fastest growing free zones in the world, 
Jebel Ali Free Zone has achieved the following during the last four years: 

o	Grown its customer base by over 60 percent 

o	 Increased its revenue at an average of 34 percent year-on-year 

o	 Increased contributions to Dubai’s GDP by 25 percent year-on-year 

o	 Sustained more than 160,000 jobs in the UAE 

o	 Accounted for more than 50 percent of Dubai’s total exports 

o	 Accounted for 25 percent of all container throughputs via the Jebel Ali Port 

o	 Accounted for 12 percent of all air freight at Dubai International Airport 

o	 Attracted 20 percent of all FDI inflows into the UAE 

Doing business in Jebel Ali Free Zone offers the following benefits: 

o	 100 percent foreign ownership 

o	 100 percent repatriation of capital and profits 

o	 No corporate taxes for 50 years 

o	 No currency restrictions 

o	 No personal income tax 

o	 No custom duty 

o	 Streamlined, quick company set-up procedure 

o	 Company can own real estate property on Palm Islands or any properties owned by Nakheel Company LLC 
or real estate properties approved by the Jebel Ali Free Zone Authority. 

24 

Dubai Airport was established in 1996 and has become the premium free zone destination for a number of 
international blue-chip companies. Industries range from aviation, automotive, fashion and beauty to FMCG, ICT 
and telecoms. 

The Dubai Airport Free Zone (DAFZ) prides itself on its state-of-the-art facilities and location. Its unique 
facilities include connectivity and proximity to Dubai’s International Airport. Among the many key 
benefits, DAFZ-based businesses benefit from round the clock support, a 24 hours custom service and 
rapid cargo clearance through a dedicated logistics centre. Other exceptional advantages include: 

o	100 percent foreign ownership 

o	100 percent repatriation of capital and profits 

o	No corporate taxes for 50 years 

o	No currency restrictions 

o	No personal income tax 

o	No custom duty 

o	Streamlined, quick company set-up procedure 



 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dubai Internet City Dubai Silicon Oasis 

Dubai Internet City (DIC), the Middle East’s largest ICT infrastructure built inside a Free Zone, was established to 
support the business development of ICT companies. 

DIC is a strategic base for companies targeting emerging markets in a vast region extending from the Middle East 
to the Indian subcontinent, and from Africa to the CIS countries. 

Many of the world’s leading technology and communications firms are operate within DIC, including Microsoft, 
Oracle, HP, IBM, Dell Siemens, Canon, Logica, Sony Ericsson, Schlumberger and Cisco. 

The DIC free zone has been specifically developed to help ICT business explore and expand their worldwide 
business opportunities from a Middle East base. DIC offers the following benefits to its members: 

o	100 percent exemption from personal income tax for 50 years 

o	100 percent exemption from corporate taxes for 50 years 

o	100 percent foreign ownership 

o	100 percent repatriation of profits 

o	Dynamic international community 

o	Opportunities for business interaction and networking 

o	Opportunities for channel and market development 

o	Communications infrastructure based on next-generation technologies 

o	Digital voice and high-speed data services offered at competitive rates 

Dubai Silicon Oasis (DSO) is a technology park established by the Government of Dubai to provide high-tech 
companies with dedicated platform to grow their businesses. 

The community covers more than 75 million square feet, with state of the art offices, research and development 
and industrial facilities plus housing and schools that complete this unique social and commercial environment. The 
technology park is supported by advanced telecommunications and a hi-tech utility infrastructure including the 
latest fibre-optic network. Among others, Dubai Silicon Oasis focuses on the following sectors: 

o	Mobile technologies 

o	 Internet 

o	Data centre 

o	Arab technologies 

o	Software/SAAS 

o	Semiconductors 

DSO offers the following incentives for its members: 

o	100 percent foreign ownership 

o	No personal income tax 

o	No corporation tax 

o	Full repatriation of capital 

o	No import/export tax 

o	Strong IP protection 

o	Entrepreneurs Business License 

o	Business support services 

o	Preferential leasing rates 

o	Subsidised staff accommodation 
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Dubai Healthcare City Dubai Biotechnology and Research Park 

Dubai Healthcare City (DHCC) was designed and built to combine quality healthcare and an integrated centre of 
excellence for clinical and wellness services, medical education and research. It is the world’s first healthcare free 
zone and consists of two phases. The first phase of the 4 million square feet project is now operational with a medical 
cluster of day-care and outpatient clinics, diagnostic centres, rehabilitation centres, transplant centres, hospitals 
and pharmaceutical and equipment suppliers. 

DHCC is home to more than 80 highly respected facilities, operating to the highest international standards including: 
City Hospital, Moorfields Eye Hospital Dubai, Dr. Sulaiman Al Habib Medical Centre, American Academy of Cosmetic 
Surgery Hospital, Drs. Nicolas and ASP, London Centre for Aesthetic Surgery, Dubai Gynaecology and Fertility Centre, 
Mughrabi Eye Centre and the German Heart Centre. 

Several global pharmaceutical companies are also based in DHCC, including Wyeth, Sanofi Aventis, Novartis, 
AstraZeneca, and Novo Nordisk. 

The second phase of DHCC will feature a dedicated wellness cluster comprised of wellness centres, nutrition centres, 
resorts, spas, and sports medicine facilities. 

DHCC offers the following benefits to its members: 

o	100 percent tax free 

o	100 percent foreign ownership 

o	No corporate tax or income tax 

o	No customs duty 

o	No restrictions on capital, trade barriers or quotas 

o	Competitive pricing 

o	Clinic lease/purchase option 

o	Low operating costs 

o	State-of-the-art facilities 

o	Flexible real estate designed to suit the industry (laboratories, pharmacies etc.) 

o	 Integrated healthcare community providing specialised first-class medical care 

o	Access to network of regional healthcare professionals 

o	One-stop shop for government services (visa service, permits etc.) 

o	Easy company registration, company laws and legal framework 

o	Quick access to knowledge workers due to fast track immigration process 

The Dubai Biotechnology and Research Park (DuBiotec) is the leading life sciences cluster in the Middle East. It was 
set up in 2005 as a free zone platform for life sciences companies to access the region’s fast growing emerging 
markets. 

DuBiotech offers unique services that include regulatory affairs management, partner development, leasing, 
registration and licensing, and government services to drive growth of local and international companies. Over 85 
life sciences companies operate from the DuBiotech, including Pfizer, Genzyme, Merck-Serono, Amgen, Maquet, 
National Reference Lab and Firmenich. 

DuBiotech provides the following benefits to its members: 

o	100 percent tax exemption 

o	100 percent repatriation of capital 

o	Tax free salaries for all employees 

o	100 percent foreign ownership 

o	Streamlined, quick company set-up procedure 

o	Government Services Division (including registration, fast track immigration and customs procedures) 

o	Guaranteed 30-50 years exemption from personal, income and corporate taxes 

o	Long term land leases 
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Dubai International Financial Centre Dubai Multi Commodities Centre 

Dubai International Financial Centre (DIFC) is a dedicated free zone launched to harness the potential of the 
region’s financial services industry. Ideally located to bridge the gap for a global financial centre in the time zone 
between London and Hong Kong, DIFC has developed into a gateway for regional capital and investment and a 
platform for tapping into the largest emerging market for financial services. Today, DIFC is a community of over 750 
companies, including some of the world’s largest financial services businesses. 

Companies with a presence in DIFC can benefit from the following: 

o	100 percent foreign ownership 

o	No tax on income and profits for a period of 50 years 

o	Access to the UAE’s wide network of double taxation treaties 

o	Freedom to repatriate capital and profits without restrictions 

o	A world-class, independent, regulatory agency working 
alongside other agencies located in major global jurisdictions 

o	 International legal system based on Common Law of England and Wales 
(the only Common Law jurisdiction in the Middle East) 

o	A fully transparent operating environment, complying with global best practices 
and internationally accepted laws and regulatory processes 

o	An international stock exchange with primary and secondary listings of debt and equity instruments 

o	A variety of legal vehicles that may be established with capital structuring flexibility 

o	A pool of skilled professionals residing in Dubai and the wider region 

o	A modern transport, communications and internet infrastructure 

o	A responsive one-stop shop service for visas, work permits and other related requirements 

Dubai Multi Commodities Centre (DMCC) is a Government initiative established to create a commodity market 
place in Dubai. DMCC provides industry specific market infrastructure and a full range of facilities for gold and 
precious metals, diamond and gemstones, energy and other commodity sectors. 

Recently, DMCC expanded its outreach beyond commodities-related companies to include service companies 
and representative offices of foreign companies. 

DMCC was launched in 2002 and includes three purpose built towers providing trading facilities to its members. 
Membership of DMCC offers the following benefits: 

o	100 percent business ownership 

o	100 percent exemption on personal and corporate tax 

o	Purpose built infrastructure 

o	Ability to purchase property 

o	World-class security systems 

o	Single Window clearances 

o	Preferential freight rates 

o	Regulated environment 

o	No foreign exchange controls or barriers to entry 

o	No restrictions on capital repatriation 
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Starting an onshore business 

STARTING A BUSINESS IN DUBAI 

Dubai offers two major alternatives for registering new or existing businesses, either onshore with Dubai DED or 
offshore in one of its free zones. 

Whether a company sets up in mainland Dubai or a free zone, all businesses and their employees will pay no business 
taxes or personal taxes. Whichever location the investor chooses, Dubai is a business opportunity not to be missed. 

The table below shows a summary of various alternatives for starting a business in Dubai: 

Mainland Dubai JAFZ DIC DHCC DuBiotech 

Number of set-up 
procedures 

Process working days 

Fees 

Capital requirement 

Foreign ownership 

6 6 6 6 6 

13 21-30 30 30-45 12 

AED 
12,300 

0 

AED 
20,500 

AED 
500,000 

49 
percent 

AED 
18,500 

AED 
50,000 

AED 
20,000 

AED 
100,000-
300,000 

100 
percent 

100 
percent 

100 
percent 

AED 
19,000 

AED 
50,000 

100 
percent 

It might sound like there is a huge difference between Dubai mainland versus 
freezones when it comes to ownership rights. 

However, business ownership and operational control are two separate matters. 

In reality UAE nationals and their overseas partners can agree between themselves how profits 
can be shared and how business decisions are ultimately made. 

This means even if overseas business owners set up their businesses in Dubai mainland they 
will still have a full control on their business operations. 

All businesses targeting the local markets of Dubai or the UAE in general are generally incorporated within 
mainland Dubai. For businesses based in mainland Dubai, non-UAE nationals, including nationals of other GCC 
states, can register their businesses with Dubai Department of Economic Development subject to the following 
ownership requirements: 

GCC Nationals Non-GCC Nationals Foreign company branch 

Ownership No limit Up to 49 percent No limit 

The following types of businesses in mainland Dubai are limited to UAE Nationals only: 

o	Haj and Umra services 

o	Trade agencies 

o	Care homes for the disabled and elderly 

o	Community service 

o	Media publishing and printing 

One of the main advantages to setting up business in mainland Dubai is the access to the UAE and other 
international markets covered by various trade agreements. 
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Starting an offshore business 

Businesses planning to operate offshore choose a free zone based on the sector they operate in and their type 
of activities. 

Each free zone is governed by an independent Free Zone Authority (FZA), which is responsible for issuing the 
necessary licences. Various free zones have different minimum capital requirements, as the table above illustrates. 

In general, three options exist for investors wishing to set up their businesses within a free zone. A business wishing 
to operate from a free zone can either incorporate a free zone establishment (FZE), a free zone company (FZC) 
or operate through a branch office of a foreign or local company. Branch offices are subject to a limited amount 
of administration requirements. 

For more information about legal business structures for Foreign Investment, 
please visit our website on www.fdidubai.gov.ae. 

34 



 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

SUMMARY ABOUT US 

Dubai is known throughout the world as one of the most attractive commercial and residential destinations. It is 
not just an iconic city in its own right, it has set a global benchmark for ambition, achievement and economic 
growth that is unprecedented in recent history. 

Millions of expatriate business owners and residents in Dubai have seized upon the chance to be part of this 
incredible journey and contribute as well as gain from its astounding success. Tax free incentives, ease of business, 
access to many of the fastest emerging markets and a quality of life that is ranked among the best in the world, 
make Dubai a commercial oasis in a desert of international uncertainty. 

Dubai’s leaders have had the vision to not only enhance the skills of their own workforce, they have also welcomed 
experience, expertise and entrepreneurs from around the world to help play a part in this meteoric rise. And this 
remarkable journey continues. 
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For more information about our services, email us at info.fdi@fdidubai.gov.ae 

Vision 

To become the preferred investment destination globally 

Mission 

To develop and sustain a competitive investment environment to support, stimulate and grow key 
economic sectors, job creation, and community support in alignment with the Dubai Strategic Plan. 

Responsibilities 

Dubai FDI is the Foreign Investment Office of Dubai, part of the Dubai Department of Economic 
Development. Dubai FDI targets and attracts new foreign direct investment projects, facilitates growth of 
investments and looks after the retention of foreign investors in Dubai, while also working on enhancing the 
overall investment landscape. 

Our team guides new investors through the various stages of the investment process, advising on the 
business location, the legal structure that best fits their needs, as well as linking them to government and 
non-government bodies as required. 

Additionally the team offers on-going support for the growth and expansion of established companies in 
Dubai, and undertakes voicing investors’ concerns that may be inhibiting growth or development and 
affecting the overall investment environment. 


