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holesale and retail trade is the most important activity in 

W the services sector in Dubai and in 2017 it represented 
26.6 per cent of GDP (in constant prices. The wholesale 
and retail sector has evolved over the years, due to factors 
such as the creation of a modern and robust infrastructure, 

effective distribution channels to neighbouring emirates, rapid urbaniza 
tion and the shift of shopping centres to suburbs instead of town centres. 
This chapter identifies strengths and challenges to Dubai’s retail trade, 
along with its important correlation to the tourism sector. 

↗ Dubai is in top position on the global map for tourism and retail, 
with 62 per cent of the world’s retail brands available for purchase. 
It ranks above Shanghai, London, Abu Dhabi and Paris as a go-to 
destination for shoppers seeking world class luxury brands. 

↗ Expo 2020 is the most global event in the history of the emirate and 
is expected to attract around 25 million visitors, 70 per cent of whom 
will come from abroad. Retail, tourism and real estate are expected 
to reap the most financial benefits. 

↗ E-commerce is disrupting traditional shopping and is a threat 
to the retail business in the emirate. The projected increase of 
middle-income tourists will also impact spending and shopping 
patterns in Dubai. 
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CHAPTER 5 | Wholesale and Retail Trade 

The Impact of Tourism
on Retail Sales 

E-commerce is becoming increasingly popular with UAE consumers and disrupting 
traditional shopping. Tourism, bringing an influx of shoppers from around the globe, 
offers a strong counterbalance to maintain robust retail sales activity. 

1 Go-to Destination for Shoppers 2 Dubai Visitors 

Dubai is a go-to destination for shoppers Dubai visitors spent US$ 5.5 billion in 
seeking world-class luxury brands. 2012 (20.4 per cent of total retail sales) 

62 per cent of the world’s retail brands This was projected to increase to 
available for purchase US$ 8.9 billion in 2017 (almost 25 per 

cent of total retail sales) 
Ranking above: 
• Shanghai US$8.9• London 62% BILLION 

Opportunity 

• Abu Dhabi 
• Paris 

25 million visitors expected, more than 
300,000 per day 

70 per cent will come from abroad 

Dubai is seeking to attract larger number 
middle-income tourists, from countries such as 
• China 
• India 
• Indonesia 
• Malaysia 

Expo 2020 3 

of world’s retail 
brand available 
in Dubai 

2012 2017 
(estimated) 

US$5.5 
BILLION 

300K 
visitors per day 

4 
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Wholesale and Retail Trade  | CHAPTER 5 

Overview 

Dubai has been a trade-based city throughout its 
history. The Wholesale and Retail sector, defined by 
Dubai Statistics Center in national accounts, includes 
wholesale and retail trade and the repair of motor 
vehicles and motorcycles. This sector is the largest 
contributor to the emirate’s GDP and one of the most 
important economic sectors supporting growth and 
attracting domestic and foreign investment. The 
growth of the wholesale and retail sector has enabled 
Dubai to become one of the world’s leading destina-
tions for tourism and shopping. 

The wholesale and retail sector in Dubai has evolved 
over the years due to factors such as the creation of a 

modern and robust infrastructure, effective distribu-
tion channels to neighbouring emirates, rapid urban-
ization and the shift of shopping centres to suburbs 
instead of town centres. 

This sector is strongly connected with the tourism, 
logistics and transport sectors. Tourism contributes 
strongly to the growth of the retail sector. Expenditure 
by foreign visitors are estimated to account for about 
a quarter of total annual retail sales, and spending by 
foreign tourists on luxury brands is relatively high. One 
2018 market research report ranks Dubai as the top 
shopping destination, with about 62 per cent of the 
world’s retail brands available for purchase. 

Dubai is in top position on the global 
map for tourism and retail, with 62 
per cent of the world’s retail brands 

available for purchase. It ranks above 
Shanghai, London, Abu Dhabi and Paris 

as a go-to destination for shoppers 
seeking world-class luxury brands. 
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CHAPTER 5 | Wholesale and Retail Trade 

Contribution of the Wholesale 
and Retail Trade to GDP 

5.1  The wholesale and retail trade’s significant 
growth is reflected in the increase in its share 
of GDP over time. In 2017, this sector repre-

sented 26.6 per cent of GDP (in constant prices), the 
largest sector share of GDP, although it fell by 1.8 per 
cent from of 27.1 per cent in 2016. (Figure 5.1) 

5.2  Wholesale and retail trade constitutes the 
most important activity in the services 

sector in Dubai. The services sector also includes 
Transport and Storage, Housing, Accommodation and 
Food, Financial and Insurance and other activities. The 
services sector as a whole is the largest contributor to 
the GDP of Dubai, with 79.7 per cent in 2017 compared 
to 78.9 per cent in 2014. This contribution has not been 
less than 78 per cent of GDP since 2010. Wholesale 
and retail trade activities accounts for about one-third 
of the total services sector, as shown in. (Table 5.1) 

Figure 5.1: Contribution of Wholesale and Retail Trade to GDP (%) 

28.5 28.1 28.128.0 

27.1 

87 

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

28.0 

27.5 

27.0 

26.5 

26.0 

25.5 

25.0 

2017 

26.6 

2015 2013 2012 2011 2016 2014 

27.8 

Dubai_DED DubaiDED Dubai DEDDubai Economic Report 2018

 

  
 

  
 

 
 

     
 
 
 
 

   

  2010 

27.527.4 27.4 

27.0 

26.3 

Source: Dubai Statistics Center 

Table 5.1: Importance of the Services Sector in GDP (%) 

Main Sector 

Secondary Sector 

Tertiary sector 

Wholesale and Retail Trade 

Total 

Source: Dubai Statistics Center 

1.5 1.9 2.4 

20.5 19.7 19.4 

78.1 78.4 78.2 

27.0 28.0 27.4 

100 100 100 

2.2 2.1 1.9 1.8 1.9 

19.0 18.5 18.4 18.4 

78.9 79.5 79.7 79.7 

28.1 27.5 27.8 27.1 26.6 

100 100 100 100 100 

19.5 

78.3 
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Wholesale and Retail Trade  | CHAPTER 5 

Value added in Wholesale and Retail Trade 

5.3  Data shows that the value added (in 
constant prices) of the wholesale and retail 
sector in the economy of Dubai rose to AED 

103,649 billion in 2017 from AED 102,759 billion in 
2016. This was an increase of about 1 per cent, simi-
lar to the percentage growth the year before, but less 
than the increase in the value added of the sector in 
2016, which amounted to 5 per cent. The wholesale 
and retail sector was affected by the global financial 

crisis and its value added declined by 6 per cent in 
2009. But the sector has recovered once again and 
plays an important role as a key driver of economy in 
Dubai. It must be noted that the relationship between 
the wholesale and retail trade and many other activ-
ities in the economy, such as tourism, logistics and 
transport, has contributed to an increasing demand 
for products and services from these sectors. 
(Figure 5.2) 

Figure 5.2: Value Added of the Wholesale and Retail Sector (in billion AED constant prices) 
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CHAPTER 5 | Wholesale and Retail Trade 

5.4  The value added per worker in the wholesale 
and retail trade sector in constant prices 
declined in the years following the global 

financial crisis, falling from AED 187,000 in 2008 to 
AED 149,000 in 2010. This decline can be attributed 
to several factors, most notably that businesses 
(despite the decline in their business activities during 
the crisis), retained most of their labour force, but with 
lower wages and privileges, so that they were well 

prepared for economic recovery. Output per worker 
rose steadily in the following years, although it declined 
slightly in 2015, before rising by about 6 per cent in 
2016 to reach AED 179,000. In general, worker produc-
tivity in this sector is relatively low compared to other 
sectors, because as a service industry retail trade is 
dominated by small businesses characterized by 
intensive use of labour and low use of modern tech-
nologies. (Figure 5.3) 

Figure 5.3: Trends in Value Added per Worker in the Wholesale and Retail Trade Sector 
(AED thousand, constant prices) 
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Wholesale and Retail Trade  | CHAPTER 5 

Labour and Enterprises in the Wholesale and 
Retail Sector 

5.5  Available data indicates that the number of 
workers in the wholesale and retail sector 
reached about 570,000 workers in 2016, 

compared to approximately 577,000 workers in 2015. 
The sector’s share in the allocation of labour by econom-
ic activity was 14.1 per cent in 2014, ranking second 
after the construction sector which accounted for 23.8 
per cent in that year. It rose to 17.9 per cent in 2017, while 
the share of the construction sector in the labour force 
jumped to 27.6 per cent, in the same year. (Figure 5.4) 

5.6  The increase in the number of workers in this 
sector is attributed to the growth of popula-
tion resulting from both the increase in expa-

triate labour and the high rate of population growth in 
Dubai. This has led to a rapid increase in the number of 

Figure 5.4: Sector Share of the Total workforce 
in Dubai’s Economy, 2017 

27.6% 
Construction 

17.9% 
Wholesale and 
Retail Trade 

8.0% 
Manufacturing 

7.9% 
Administrative and 
Support Service Activities 
7.1% 
Transportation and Storage 
5.0% 
Accommodation and 
Food Services Activities 

Source: Dubai Statistics Center 

1 Source: Dubai Statistics Center 

small and medium-sized enterprises and the emer-
gence of shopping centres in the suburbs of Dubai. 
The rise in the percentage of workers in the wholesale 
and retail sector in 2017 can be explained by the 
decline in the growth of workers in other economic 
activities, such as accommodation and food services, 
whose share of total workers in Dubai fell from 6.7 per 
cent in 2016 to 5 per cent in 2017. (Figure 5.5) 

5.7  Small and micro-enterprises (1-49 workers) 
play a big role in the wholesale and retail 
sector. They number about 65,000 compa-

nies, representing 98% of the total number of enter-
prises operating in this sector in Dubai and employ 
about 350,000 workers, 66 per cent of total number of 
workers in the sector.1 

Figure 5.5: Trends in Workers; Share of Wholesale
and Retail Trade Sector in the Total Workforce 
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CHAPTER 5 | Wholesale and Retail Trade 

Fixed Capital Formation in the Wholesale and 
Retail Sector 

5.8  Fixed capital formation, i.e. investment mated at AED 20.5 billion in 2007, i.e. a drop of 63.4 per 
expenditure, is one of the most important cent. However, the sector recovered quickly in 2010, 
levers affecting growth in the economy.2 As with the value of capital formation rising to AED 8.9 

shown in Figure 5.6, capital formation in the wholesale billion, an increase of 31 per cent compared to 2009. 
and retail sector fell in the years following the global It continued its upward movement until 2013, with an 
financial crisis, falling to AED 11.3 billion in 2008 and increase of 34 per cent before falling by 1 per cent 
AED 7.5 billion in 2009, compared to high levels esti- in 2015. 

Figure 5.6: Capital Formation in the wholesale and Retail Trade Sector (AED Billion) 
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2 Capital formation represents investment expenditure by businesses to build factories and buy capital goods such as machinery and equipment 
used for the production and marketing of other goods or providing other services that support all sectors, including the wholesale and retail, as 
well as investment in buildings, properties and various equipment used in production, shipping and marketing. Hence, fixed capital formation is 
one of the most important indicators of the extent of success of any economic sector in attracting capital for investment. 
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Tourism and the Retail Sector 

5.9  Dubai’s wholesale and retail trade has grown 
steadily, especially in late 1990s and early 
2000s, as real estate developers started 

entering the market by building shopping malls. The 
success and development of retailing through shopping 
centres made Dubai a regional, even a global, shopping 
destination, especially after Emaar Properties entered 
this sector in the second half of the 1990s, followed by 
major real estate companies such as Dubai Holding, 
Nakheel, Meraas and others. The economic boom of 
the tourism sector has been reflected in some sectors, 
but its major impact has been on the retail trade sector. 

5.10  Since the emergence of shopping centres and 
the dynamic growth of the trade sector, its 
performance indicators have been consistent 

with the tourism sector’s development indicators in 
terms of size, annual growth and the number of visitors 
to the emirate. The number of tourists visiting Dubai rose 
continuously during the period (1996-2017), with the 
emirate receiving a total of 15.8 million visitors in 2017, 
an increase of about 6.2 per cent from 2016. The average 
annual number of visitors to Dubai during the period 
1996-2000 was about 2.6 million visitors. It rose to 5 
million visitors during the period 2001-2005, and then 
to 7.4 million visitors between 2006 and 2010, reaching 
13.8 million visitors during the period 2011-2017. 

According to the Dubai Statistics Center, the value 
added of the tourism sector, measured by the accom-
modation and food services sector as defined in the 
national accounts of Dubai,3 rose from about AED 9 
billion (in constant prices) in 2006 to AED about 19.5 
billion in 2016, an increase of nearly 110 per cent. 
The value added of the retail sector rose from about 
AED 72 billion (in constant prices) to about AED 
107 billion, an increase of about 47 per cent during 
the same period. This growth and development 
happened over a decade. 

5.11  The significant correlation between the tour-
ism and retail sectors also becomes evident 
when one looks at spending by Dubai visi-

tors, which reached about US$ 5.5 billion in 2012, 
representing 20.4 per cent of total retail sales in that 
year (US$ 27 billion) according to a study by the Dubai 
Department of Economic Development in 2013. The 
same study indicates that spending by Dubai visitors 
will rise to about US$ 8.9 billion in 2017, almost 25 per 
cent of total retail sales in the emirate. These figures, 
as shown in the table below, highlight the big contribu-
tion of the tourism sector to the growth and develop-
ment of retail, which plays a key role in the develop-
ment of Dubai’s economy and its progress towards 
sustainable economic development. (Table 5.2) 

Table 5.2: Expected retail sales in Dubai (US$ Billion, at constant prices) 

Year 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 
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Resident's sales 

Visitor's sales 

Total sales 

Visitor's share 

21.5 22.5 23.5 24.5 25.6 26.8 

5.5 6.1 6.7 7.3 8.1 8.9 

27 28.5 30.1 31.9 33.7 35.7 

20.4 21.2 22.1 23 23.9 24.8 

Source: “The Retail Sector in Dubai Performance and Future Prospects”, Dubai DED, UAE, November 2013. 

3 Source: Dubai Statistics Center 
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Global Retail in Dubai 

5.12  Dubai has a wide variety of shopping and 
access to world-class luxury retail brands, 
making it a competitor for major shopping 

destinations. According to a recent CBRE4 market 
research report titled “How Global is the Business of 
Retail?” (2018), Dubai is the top destination for shop-
ping, with 62 per cent of the world’s retail brands 

available for purchase. Shanghai ranks second with 
55.3 per cent, followed by London (51.7 per cent), Abu 
Dhabi (51 per cent) and then Paris (48 per cent). Mark-
edly, Dubai and Abu Dhabi ranked among the top five 
cities, highlighting the UAE’s success in enhancing 
its position on the global map of tourism and 
retail. (Table5.3) 

Table 5.3: The top five cities by the highest percentage of global retail brands 

Percentage of retailers  in 2017 City Rank 
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55.3 

51.7 

51 

48 

Source: CB Richard Ellis (CBRE), 2018 

Dubai 1 

Shanghai 2 

London 3 

Abu Dhabi 4 

Paris 5 

Wholesale and Retail and Expo 2020 

5.13  Expo 2020 will be organized under the theme 
“Connecting Minds, Creating the Future”, 
which reflects Dubai’s history of new initia-

tives, pioneering ideas, innovation and future vision. 
Dubai Expo is expected to attract about 25 million visi-
tors, 70 per cent of whom will come from abroad, 

making it the most global event in the history of exhi-
bitions in the emirate. This huge trade and economic 
event will have a positive impact on all sectors and 
activities, but retail, tourism and real estate are expect-
ed to reap the most benefits. 

4 CB Richard Elli (CBRE), 2018 
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Wholesale and Retail Trade  | CHAPTER 5 

Challenges to the Development of 
Wholesale and Retail 

5.14  The retail business faces current and future 
challenges, due in part to increased compe-
tition of e-commerce from within and outside 

the emirate. E-commerce is growing at a rapid pace,
threatening traditional shopping. In addition, a closer 
look at the tourism sector (Chapter Four of this report) 
shows that Dubai is seeking to diversify to attract 
foreign tourists, particularly to attract a larger number 

of visitors from middle-income countries such as 
China, India, Indonesia and Malaysia, which may affect
spending and shopping patterns in Dubai. All these
developments mean there is a need for studies to 
explore ways to support the performance and growth 
of the wholesale and retail sector as the largest 
contributor to the GDP of Dubai. 

E-commerce is disrupting
traditional shopping and is a 

challenge to the retail business 
in the Emirate. The projected 
increase of middle-income 

tourists will also impact spending 
and shopping patterns in Dubai. 
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