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Imports fuel Global Value Chains 
A significant share of imports into Dubai’s free 
zones are used in manufacturing and logistics 
activities and re-exported as part of GVC. 

1 

Dubai’s Trade 
Advantages in Goods 
and Services 
Dubai’s total foreign trade value in 2018 
attained AED 1.3 trillion (US$353.9 billion) 

Top Export Destinations 
Dubai is a major re-exporting hub. In 2018, 
India was Dubai’s main export destination 
(9%), followed by Oman (8.7%) and Saudi 
Arabia (4.9%). 

2 

Exports of Commercial Services 
Dubai has a comparative advantage over similar 
economies (such as Hong Kong and Singapore) in 
exporting services in transport, travel (tourism) 
information and communications and financial 
services. 

3 

Imports
 are mainly used in: 

Top Export 
Destinations 

Dubai’s Exports 
of Commercial 
Services: 

Main Categories  Includes: 

Manufacturing Logistics 

India 

Air transportation
AED 66.9 billion (54.1 %) 

Information and Communication 
AED 12.2 billion (9.9%) 

Financial, Professional etc. 
AED 10.1 billion (8.2%) 

Travel 
AED 34.4 billion (27.8%) 

Oman Saudi 
Arabia 

9.0% 

30% 
of GDP 
in 2018 

8.7% 

4.9% 

Dubai Economic Report 2019dubaided.gov.ae

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

44 



CHAPTER 3 | Mapping Dubai’s International Trade Advantages in Goods and Services 

Overview 

Dubai is one of the most open economies in the world 
and has a strong reliance on foreign trade for economic 
growth. The value of total trade flows (exports, re-exports 
and imports) in merchandise trade account for over three 
times the Emirate’s GDP and there are significant and 

growing trade flows in services. 

Dubai has a long history of leveraging its favourable 
geographical location as a trade hub for the region and 
connecting trade flows originating in other regions (Asia, 
Europe and Africa) to each other. The Emirate has built up 
an excellent reputation for shipping, air hub activities and 
has developed free zones with world leading infrastruc-
ture facilities, making Dubai attractive to multinational 
companies as an ideal location for participation in Global 
Value Chains (GVCs). 

In 2018, Dubai’s total foreign trade value attained AED 
1.3 trillion despite the slowdown in the rate of growth of 
GDP and international trade in the global economy. The 
Emirate’s foreign trade has increased at an annual rate 
of 14 percent from 2006-2009, twice the rate of growth 
of Dubai’s nominal GDP, which grew by 7.3 per cent. After 
a short decline during the global financial crisis, Dubai’s 

foreign trade picked up again from 2010 until 2014, to 
grow at an annual rate of 10 percent. Since the decline 
in oil prices from mid-2014, Dubai’s foreign trade growth 
have been decelerating, primarily as result of slower exter-
nal demand from neighbouring countries and geopolit-
ical instability. Furthermore, Dubai has faced increasing 
competition that is challenging its position as a trade hub. 
Many countries in the region have undertaken major steps 
to implement trade reforms to remove constraints that 
had hindered the ability of local businesses to compete 
in world markets. Moreover, some countries in the region 
have increased their investments in ports infrastructure 

and have slowly moved to challenge Dubai’s areas of 
specialization in ports and related logistics. 

More generally, the global economy is changing rapidly 
due to several key factors: technological change, the 
expansion of the digital economy, and the growth of large 
emerging economies, chiefly China and India. China, 
Dubai’s main trading partner is actively pursuing the Belt 
and Road Initiative (BRI), a major foreign economic and 
commercial policy centred on infrastructure investment 
projects and efforts to facilitate trade and mobility with 
partner countries and regions. 

The dominant theme of this chapter is recognizing the 
importance of leveraging Dubai to preserve its position as 
trade hub for the region and intermediating and connect-
ing trade flows within the region and globally. The chapter 

begins with an analysis of key trends in foreign trade in 
Dubai over the past two decades, focussing on a compar-
ative analysis of the growth of trade for Dubai and on a 
regional and worldwide level during three major peri-
ods – the oil boom years (2003-2008) and (2010-2014) as 
well as during the oil price bust (2014-2018).To achieve this 
comparative analysis, a variety of analytical tools were 
used, such as the revealed comparative advantage (RCA) 
index, to measure changes in export diversification and 

the product complexity of Dubai’s exports to help assess 
export opportunities (and constraints). 

The chapter then turns to mapping comparative advan-
tages in core areas that underscore Dubai’s leading posi-
tion in the global economy. The discussion will highlight 
the challenges and opportunities that arise from lever-
aging the Emirate’s position as a leading location for key 
global value chain activities to drive trade in goods, port 
activities and related services. The chapter concludes with 
an overview of policy priorities. 
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Mapping Dubai’s International Trade Advantages in Goods and Services  |  CHAPTER 3 

Recent Trends in Dubai Foreign Trade 
(2006 – 2018) 

3.1 Dubai’s foreign trade activities have a dual struc-
ture as they are conducted either from Dubai 
mainland (called direct trade hereafter) or 

through free zones (free-trade zones). The latter is 
governed by a set of regulations that are different from 
those for direct trade activities. The “Jebel Ali Free Zone” 
(Jafza) is the leading free-trade zone in the Middle East and 
North Africa. Foreign businesses established in a free-trade 
zone may own up to 100 per cent equity in their company, 
have 100 percent exemption from import and export taxes, 
and can repatriate 100 percent of capital and profits. 

From 2006, Dubai’s total trade in goods (direct trade and 
free zones) grew at an average rate of 8 per cent, almost 
twice the rate of nominal GDP growth, compared with 
the value of world trade and world GDP growth aver-

ages of 4per cent. The oil price boom during 2003–2008 
led to a sharp increase in oil export receipts within the 
GCC countries, which in turn led to a significant expan
sion in their demand for imports of goods and service, 
and consequently boosted Dubai’s re-exports during that 
period. Despite a deceleration during the global financial 
crisis, Dubai’s trade rebounded strongly during the period 
2010-2014, reaching an average growth of 10 per cent per 
annum, driven in large part by improvements in global 
conditions and increased external demand for imports 
from neighbouring countries. Since the decline in oil prices 
in mid-2014, Dubai’s foreign trade growth has decelerated, 
increasing at an annual average of less than 1 per cent 
during the period 2015-2018, this is primarily a result of 
slower external demand from neighbouring countries and 
geopolitical instability, (Figure 3.1). 

Figure 3.1: Comparison of Growth Rates of Dubai’s & World Foreign Trade and GDP (2006-2018) 

Source: Dubai Customs, Dubai Statistics Center, Trade Map and the World Bank 

2006 – 2009 2006 – 2018 2015 – 2018 2010 – 2014 

Value of World Trade US$ 
(Growth Rate%) 

Dubai Nominal GDP 
(Growth Rate%) 

World Nominal GDP 
(Growth Rate%) 

Total Foreign Trade 
(Growth Rate%) 

10.11% 14.00% 0.44% 8.11% 

5.46% 4.68% 4.58% 4.35% 

4.63% 2.66% 5.10% 7.32% 

4.01% 5.34% 5.71% 1.03% 
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CHAPTER 3 | Mapping Dubai’s International Trade Advantages in Goods and Services 

Trends in Dubai’s Imports (2006 – 2018) 

3.2 Dubai has been heavily dependent on imports 
of merchandise goods, not only to meet domes-
tic consumption, but as a main gateway for the 

imports to the other Emirates within the UAE and to neigh-
bouring countries. Dubai’s imports have increased from 
135 per cent of GDP in 2006 to 183 per cent in 2018 reaching 
a peak of 223 per cent of Dubai’s GDP in 2013 and 2014. 
Since 2015, the value of Dubai’s imports has been falling 
faster than Dubai’s nominal GDP, achieving the lowest ratio 
of total imports to GDP at 183 per cent in 2018. Such trends 
are in line both with slower demand for imports in the 
other Emirates and lower external demand from neigh-
bouring countries, (Figure 3.2). 

A significant percentage of Dubai’s imports into free zones 

are subsequently used in manufacturing and logistics activ-
ities as part of global value chains and are then exported 
or re-exported abroad. Free zone import activities have 
shown a similar pattern to imports into mainland Dubai 
(Direct Imports), but the value of free zone imports jumped 
18 per cent in 2018, in the aftermath of the imposition of 
Value Added Tax at a rate of 5 per cent on the direct imports 
starting from January of that year. Free zone imports are 
tax-exempt, (Figure 3.3). 

3.3 There have been significant changes in the 

source of imports into Dubai. A comparison of 
the provenance of Dubai’s imports between2010 

and 2018 shows that China has taken the top position, 
replacing India. Imports from China have increased at a 
very rapid pace since 2010, rising from 15.8 per cent to 16.5 
per cent by 2018, while India’s share fell from 16.1 per cent 
to 9.9 per cent, although it still remained the 2nd largest 
source of imports. Vietnam has risen in importance over 
the period, taking sixth position compared to 33rd in 2010, 
with a share of 3.6 per cent in 2018. Saudi Arabia now ranks 
in eleventh position among the top 20 countries in Dubai’s 
imports, (Figure 3.4). 

According to WTO, the UAE has moved up 7 places in the 
ranking of world leading national importers since 2008, 
attaining the rank of 20 in 2018, and underscores the 
importance of Jebel Ali Port in Dubai, the largest in the 
Middle East and North Africa, The expansion of the UAE’s 
re-exports to Africa, the Commonwealth of Independent 
States and to neighbouring countries, have been the main 
reason for its change in ranking. 
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Figure 3.3: Dubai’s Imports by Economic Zones 
(AED billion) 

Figure 3.2: Merchandise Imports, Exports & 
Re-exports as a share of GDP (2006-2018) 

Source: Dubai Customs Source: Dubai Customs and Dubai Statistics Center 
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Mapping Dubai’s International Trade Advantages in Goods and Services  |  CHAPTER 3 

Over the past 10 years, China rose the 
most while India lagged behind and 
lost 40% of its Dubai market share 

The UAE has moved up and ranked 20 in 2018 among the world’s 

leading national importers and underscores the importance of Jebel 

Ali Port in Dubai, The largest in the Middle East and North Africa. 

2010 2018 

Share % Country Rank Rank Country Share % 

16.1% India 1 1 China 16.5% 

15.8% China 2 2 India 9.9% 

7.7% USA 3 3 USA 7.9% 

4.8% Japan 4 4 Japan 4.9% 

4.6% Germany 5 5 Germany 4.4% 

3.7% UK 6 6 
(Rank 33rd in 2010) 

Vietnam 3.6% 

3.3% South Korea 7 
(Rank 13th in 2018) 

7 UK 3.1% 

2.9% Switzerland 8 8 Italy 2.7% 

2.8% Malaysia 9 
(Rank 18th in 2018) 

9 Switzerland 2.6% 

2.4% Italy 10 10 
(Rank 11th in 2010) 

France 2.2% 

2.4% France 11 11 
(Rank 21st in 2010) 

KSA 1.9% 
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Figure 3.4: Changes in Top Countries for Dubai’s Exports 2010-2018 

Source: Dubai Customs 
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CHAPTER 3 | Mapping Dubai’s International Trade Advantages in Goods and Services 

Trends in Dubai’s Exports (2006 – 2018) 

3.4 Dubai’s exports (including re-exports) have 
increased from 73 per cent of Dubai’s nominal 
GDP in 2006 to 126 per cent in 2018. As shown in 

(Figure 3.2) exports peaked at 142 per cent of GDP in 2013, 
then decelerated after reaching 119 per cent in 2016,rising 
again to 126 per cent in 2018. This activity can be attributed 
to increases in re-exports, mainly from the free zones, 
(Figure 3.5). 

Geographic Destination of Dubai’s 
Exports (2010 and 2018) 
3.5 The destinations for Dubai’s exports (including 

re-exports) have also seen important changes 
between 2010 and 2018. Data on Dubai’s exports 

in 2010, expressed in shares going to different regional 
destinations, indicated that more than 40 per cent of the 
total went to Arab nations and neighbouring countries, and 
20 per cent to India which was the main export destination. 

However by 2018, some notable changes in the pattern of 
geographical destinations had occurred. Exports from 
Dubai have shown more geographic diversification with 

increases in the shares of other Asian countries, apart from 
China and India, and an increase in the share of some Euro-
pean Union countries (Germany and the Netherlands). The 
EU accounted for 9.2 per cent of Dubai’s exports in 2018, up 
from 5.5 per cent in 2010. The United States’ share in Dubai’s 
exports rose from 2.7 per cent to 3.7 per cent over the same 
period, (Figure 3.6). 

3.6 In the comparison of the destination of Dubai’s 
exports in 2010 and 2018 there are other notable 
changes. While India remained the main export 

destination, it saw its share halved to 9 per cent of Dubai’s 
exports. The GCC group of countries remained Dubai’s top 
export destination, highlighting its role as a major re-ex-
porting hub, chiefly to Saudi Arabia and Oman, (Figure 3.7). 

Figure 3.6: Trends in Geographic Distribution of 
Dubai’s Exports 2010-2018 

Figure 3.5: Dubai’s Exports by Economic Zones 
(AED billion) 

Source: Dubai Customs Source: Dubai Customs 
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Mapping Dubai’s International Trade Advantages in Goods and Services  |  CHAPTER 3 

Revealed Comparative Advantage 
(RCA) in Dubai’s Exports 
3.7 A country’s exports can be analysed by product 

A country’s exports can be analysed by product 
category to evaluate the relative comparative 

advantage of each category based on trade flows. The 

revealed comparative advantage (RCA) index provides 
some rough indication as to where opportunities for 
expanded trade may exist and where efforts to promote 
trade by facilitating specialization should be concentrated 
from a policy perspective. The RCA of country i  for product 
j is measured by the item’s share in the country’s exports 
relative to this same item’s share in world trade. When the 
index (RCAij) has a value exceeding 1, this means that the 
country has a revealed comparative advantage in produc-
ing and exporting the product. In contrast, a value of less 
than unity indicates that the share of product j in country 
i’s exports is less than the corresponding world trade share 
and that means that the country has a revealed compara-
tive disadvantage in the product. It is an empirical attempt 

to implement the proposition of the 19th century economist 
David Ricardo that countries should specialize in and 
export goods in which they have a comparative advantage. 

(Table3.1) presents computed RCA indices for Dubai’s 
exports of products classified in the 2-digit Harmonized 

System (HS) of 97 product groups. According to the statis-
tics, Dubai has a strong comparative advantage in the 
production and export of 30 products with RCA values 
ranging between 14.58 and 1.058. The top 10 commodities 
had RCA values ranging from Ceramic Products (2.56) to 
Aluminium and Articles Thereof, (14.57), (Figure 3.8). 

The production and export of Aluminium has had the 
support of the Dubai government for over four decades. 
The success of Dubai export-led industrialization policy 
is shown in the value of the RCA for the production of 
metal, which exceeds pearls, precious and semi-pre-
cious stones, which Dubai has exported for well over a 
century, (see Box 3.1). 

Figure 3.7: Trends in Geographic Distribution of Dubai’s Exports 2010-2018 

Source: Dubai Customs 

The share of Dubai’s Exports 
decreased both to Saudi 
market by more than 50% and 
to Switzerland by 69% 

69% 
50%+ 

2010 2018 

Share % Country Rank Rank Country Share % 

20.5% India 1 1 India 9.0% 

11.1% KSA 2 2 
(Rank 23rd in 2010) 

Oman 8.7% 

9.2% Iran 3 
(Rank 17th in 2018) 

3 
(Rank 21st in 2010) 

Turkey 7.8% 

7.4% Switzerland 4 4 KSA 4.9% 

6.9% Iraq 5 5 Iraq 4.8% 

3.0% Kuwait 6 6 Kuwait 4.2% 

2.5% Pakistan 7 
(Rank 18th in 2018) 

7 
(Rank 11th in 2010) 

USA 3.7% 

2.2% Hong Kong 8 
(Rank 21st in 2018) 

8 
(Rank 12th in 2010) 

Bahrain 2.6% 

2.2% Egypt 9 
(Rank 13th in 2018) 

9 
(Rank 25th in 2010) 

Germany 2.3% 

2.0% Belgium 10 
(Rank 33rd in 2018) 

10 Switzerland 2.3% 
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14.57576078 

13.32953629 

7.015408999 

6.234030958 

5.342369433 

4.958937014 

3.392071516 

2.709791003 

2.669046682 
2.565057765 

76 ALUMINIUM AND ARTICLES THEREOF 
71 NATURAL, CULTURED PEARLS; PRECIOUS, 

SEMI-PRECIOUS STONES; PRECIOUS METALS, 
METALS CLAD WITH PRECIOUS METAL, AND ARTICLES 
THEREOF; IMITATION JEWELLERY; COIN 

24 TOBACCO AND MANUFACTURED TOBACCO SUBSTITUTES 

49 PRINTED BOOKS, NEWSPAPERS, PICTURES AND 
OTHER PRODUCTS OF THE PRINTING INDUSTRY; 
MANUSCRIPTS, TYPESCRIPTS AND PLANS 

17 SUGARS AND SUGAR CONFECTIONERY 

78 LEAD AND ARTICLES THEREOF 

74 COPPER AND ARTICLES THEREOF 

89 SHIPS, BOATS AND FLOATING STRUCTURES 

70 GLASS AND GLASSWARE 

69 CERAMIC PRODUCTS 
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CHAPTER 3 | Mapping Dubai’s International Trade Advantages in Goods and Services 

Table 3.1: Dubai’s Exports of Products with Strong Revealed Comparative Advantage in 2018 

HS-2 digit Commodities RCA 
76 ALUMINIUM AND ARTICLES THEREOF 14.57576078 

71 NATURAL, CULTURED PEARLS; PRECIOUS, SEMI-PRECIOUS STONES; PRECIOUS METALS, METALS CLAD WITH 
PRECIOUS METAL, AND ARTICLES THEREOF; IMITATION JEWELLERY; COIN 

13.32953629 

24 TOBACCO AND MANUFACTURED TOBACCO SUBSTITUTES 7.015408999 
49 PRINTED BOOKS, NEWSPAPERS, PICTURES AND OTHER PRODUCTS OF THE PRINTING INDUSTRY; 

MANUSCRIPTS, TYPESCRIPTS AND PLANS 
6.234030958 

17 SUGARS AND SUGAR CONFECTIONERY 5.342369433 
78 LEAD AND ARTICLES THEREOF 4.958937014 
74 COPPER AND ARTICLES THEREOF 3.392071516 
89 SHIPS, BOATS AND FLOATING STRUCTURES 2.709791003 
70 GLASS AND GLASSWARE 2.669046682 
69 CERAMIC PRODUCTS 2.565057765 
33 
57 
54 
4 

32 

34 

73 
21 
20 
11 
19 
16 
15 

9 
18 
72 
48 
66 
23 
68 

ESSENTIAL OILS AND RESINOIDS; PERFUMERY, COSMETIC OR TOILET PREPARATIONS 
CARPETS AND OTHER TEXTILE FLOOR COVERINGS 
MAN-MADE FILAMENTS; STRIP AND THE LIKE OF MAN-MADE TEXTILE MATERIALS 
DAIRY PRODUCE; BIRDS' EGGS; NATURAL HONEY; EDIBLE PRODUCTS OF ANIMAL ORIGIN, NOT ELSEWHERE 
SPECIFIED OR INCLUDED 
TANNING OR DYEING EXTRACTS; TANNINS AND THEIR DERIVATIVES; DYES, PIGMENTS AND OTHER 
COLOURING MATTER; PAINTS, VARNISHES; PUTTY, OTHER MASTICS; INKS 
SOAP, ORGANIC SURFACE-ACTIVE AGENTS; WASHING, LUBRICATING, POLISHING OR SCOURING 
PREPARATIONS; ARTIFICIAL OR PREPARED WAXES, CANDLES AND SIMILAR ARTICLES, MODELLING PASTES, 
DENTAL WAXES AND DENTAL PREPARATIONS WITH A BASIS OF PLASTER 
IRON OR STEEL ARTICLES 
MISCELLANEOUS EDIBLE PREPARATIONS 
PREPARATIONS OF VEGETABLES, FRUIT, NUTS OR OTHER PARTS OF PLANTS 
PRODUCTS OF THE MILLING INDUSTRY; MALT, STARCHES, INULIN, WHEAT GLUTEN 
PREPARATIONS OF CEREALS, FLOUR, STARCH OR MILK; PASTRYCOOKS' PRODUCTS 
MEAT, FISH OR CRUSTACEANS, MOLLUSCS OR OTHER AQUATIC INVERTEBRATES; PREPARATIONS THEREOF 
ANIMAL OR VEGETABLE FATS AND OILS AND THEIR CLEAVAGE PRODUCTS; PREPARED ANIMAL FATS; 
ANIMAL OR VEGETABLE WAXES 
COFFEE, TEA, MATE AND SPICES 
COCOA AND COCOA PREPARATIONS 
IRON AND STEEL 
PAPER AND PAPERBOARD; ARTICLES OF PAPER PULP, OF PAPER OR PAPERBOARD 
UMBRELLAS, SUN UMBRELLAS, WALKING-STICKS, SEAT STICKS, WHIPS, RIDING CROPS; AND PARTS THEREOF 
FOOD INDUSTRIES, RESIDUES AND WASTES THEREOF; PREPARED ANIMAL FODDER 
STONE, PLASTER, CEMENT, ASBESTOS, MICA OR SIMILAR MATERIALS; ARTICLES THEREOF 

2.48987732 
2.106071892 
2.05326194 

1.994312947 

1.829731589 

1.677444942 

1.647750945 
1.552559093 
1.526071496 

1.483084457 
1.432088907 
1.338412459 
1.283791418 

1.27178038 
1.249879326 

1.178277779 
1.094938954 
1.075993766 
1.072122926 

1.058402227 

Source: Analysis based on Dubai Custom’s data 
Note: when RCA is above “1” the commodities has a comparative advantage. 

Figure 3.8: Top 10 Commodities with highest RCA (Revealed Comparative Advantage) in Dubai’s Exports in 2018 

Source: Dubai Customs 

51 



BOX 3.1 

Importance of Aluminium and 
Effect of US Tariffs 

The production of aluminium, a metal that facilitates 
the creation of many of the most important products 
of modern economies, is an important part of Dubai’s 
manufacturing base and one of its major exports. As 
an export-intensive industry, production of the metal 
makes a major contribution to the value of aggregate 
demand in the UAE, in addition to its contribution to 
value added. The UAE makes more than 10,000 ship-
ments of aluminium per year in more than 100,000 
containers to markets in Asia, the Middle East and North 

Africa region, Europe and the Americas. Unfortunately, 
exports of the metal from the UAE are facing collateral 
damage impacted by tariffs due to the spillover effects 
of the trade dispute between the US and China. 

Aluminium is a low density, non-toxic metal with high 

thermal conductivity and excellent resistance to corro
sion. It can be easily cast, machined and reformed and 
as a result it is used in a wide range of industrial and 
consumer products such as window frames in high-
rise buildings, airplanes, car parts, smart phones, cans 
and kitchen utensils. The production of aluminium in 
Dubai dates back to 1979 with the foundation of Dubai 
Aluminium (DUBAL) with investment in the first Potline 

smelters. Further investment in new smelters and the 

1 https://www.thenational.ae/business/economy/uae-s-aluminium-industry-accounts-for-1-4-of-country-s-economy-1.804318 

experience and technological know-how built up 

in the sector has made Dubai a global leader in the 
production of the metal. 

Aluminium production is currently under the control of 
Emirates Global Aluminium (EGA), founded in 2013 after 
the merger of DUBAL and Emirates Aluminum (EMAL). 
The company is owned jointly and equally between the 
Investment Corporation of Dubai and Mubadala Invest-
ment Corporation of Abu Dhabi and generates revenue, 
profits and foreign exchange for the UAE economy. 

A study by Oxford Economics1 estimated that the 
aluminium sector accounted for 1.4 per cent of the 
UAE’s economic output and employed 60,950 people. 
The consultancy estimated that the sector produced 
a multiplier effect such that one AED generated by 
aluminium product generated AED 2.4 throughout 
the wider economy through several effects: a direct 
effect from EAG’s activities and the companies that used 
aluminium as an intermediate input; an indirect effect 
from the sector’s purchase of goods and services from 
UAE suppliers and an induced impact from the spending 
of workers employed by the industry. 

EAG is a fully integrated bauxite mine for the produc
tion of cast aluminium metal with smelters provid-
ing employment in Dubai and Abu Dhabi, an alumina 
refinery in Abu Dhabi that converts aluminium silicate 

minerals into alumina, and a bauxite mine with facilities 

in the Republic of Guinea. Aluminium is the most abun
dant metal in the Earth’s crust, totalling 8.1 per cent, but 
is usually found in minerals such as bauxite and cryolite. 
EAG plays an important role in the industrialisation 
and economic diversification of Dubai, but it provides 

value to other industries such as food processing. For 
example, heat generated at the gas-fired power plant 
for smelting at Jebel Ali runs a desalination plant that 
has a capacity of 136,000 cubic metres of water per day, 
supplying about 1.5 per cent of Dubai’s water demand 
as well as the needs of the plant. 
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The active support by the governments of Dubai and Abu 
Dhabi for the development of the aluminium industry has 
created a world leading company capable of supplying 
rising global demand for the metal. Research by Dubai 
Statistics estimates that the Emirate’s specialization has 
given it a strong international comparative advantage in 
the export of aluminium. In 1817 English economist David 

Ricardo stated that countries should specialise in the 
production and export of commodities in which they have 

a comparative advantage. The theory is operationalised in 
international economics by calculating an index for each 

commodity produced called the Revealed Comparative 
Advantage Index (RCA) which is calculated on the basis of 
a commodity’s share in the country’s exports relative to 

this same item’s share in world trade. 

According to RCA statistics calculated for Dubai, the Emir-
ate has a strong comparative advantage in the production 
and export of 30 products, but with an estimated positive 

RCA of 14.1 in the production of Aluminium and Alumin-
ium products this industry represents the highest value 
of the 30 products with a value over unity. A value below 
unity means that a country has no comparative advan-
tage, but a value above unity suggests that policy makers 
should encourage such industries. In the case of alumin-
ium, the value of the calculated RCA shows the importance 
of the industry as a cornerstone of industrialisation and 
export-intensive economic growth in Dubai. 

Evidence of Dubai’s comparative advantage in the produc-
tion of the metal is shown in its impact on the Emirate’s 
international trade. In 2017, the EAG exported 90 per cent 
of its 2.6 million metric tonnes of output selling to 60 
countries, making the UAE the fifth largest aluminium 

producer in the world. The remaining 10 per cent was 
consumed by users within the UAE. World production of 
the metal is estimated to have risen slightly to 60 metric 
tonnes in 2018, with China producing more than half of 
the total with 33 million tonnes. A shortage of the metal 
is forecast between 2019 and 2023 despite the slowdown 
in world GDP and the price is predicted to increase and 
climb steadily from US$1,940 per tonne to US$2,200 by 
2030.2 However, the benefit to Dubai may be constrained 
by the trade restrictive actions of the United States, which 
placed a global imposition of tariffs of 10 and 25 per cent 
on imported aluminium and steel products. 

2 https://investingnews.com/daily/resource-investing/industrial-metals-investing/aluminum-investing/aluminum-producing-countries/ 

Initially, in February 2018, the US imposed 20 per cent 
tariffs on imports of washing machines and solar panels 
from China and in March extended these measures by 

placing duties of 10 per cent on imports of aluminium and 
25 per cent on imports of steel on the rest of the world 
including China and the EU, exempting only Argentina 

and Australia. Given the dominance of China in global 
output, later in 2018 aluminium was added to a list of 35 
critical metals of which the US felt it did not currently 
have secure supply sources. The exemption from the 10 

per cent tariff was widened to Canada, which produces 
2.9 million tonnes of the metal and to Mexico, partners in 

the North American Free Trade Agreement in May 2019. 

Dubai is a major exporter of aluminium products to the US 

and in 2017, before the imposition of the tariff the Emirate 
exported AED2.83 billion worth of aluminium products, 16.2 

per cent of Dubai’s total export share of the metal. After 
the imposition of tariffs, from which the UAE received no 
exemption, Dubai’s exports of aluminium to the US declined 

by 10.5 per cent and was worth AED 2.53 billion at the end 
of 2018, or 15.1 per cent of its total export share. (Figure 1). 

Source: Dubai Customs 

Figure 1: Dubai Exports of Aluminium to the US 
(Per cent of Dubai’s total exports of Aluminium) 

2015 2018 2017 2016 

10.1% 16.5% 15.2% 15.1% 

Dubai_DED DubaiDED Dubai DEDDubai Economic Report 2019

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

        
 

 

 
 

  

 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

        
 

 

CHAPTER 3 | Mapping Dubai’s International Trade Advantages in Goods and Services 

53 



Mapping Dubai’s International Trade Advantages in Goods and Services  |  CHAPTER 3 

3.8 As a result of diversification in the composition 
of its export base, Dubai has seen a reduction in 
export concentration indices from 2014 to 2018, 

but when compared to other emerging markets, Dubai’s 
overall exports still appear more concentrated. The main 
sectoral distribution of exports is small and scattered 
among various categories of goods, mainly aluminium, 
precious and semi-precious stones and precious metals, 
sugar and sugar confectionery, ships, boats and floating 

structures, glass and glassware, and ceramic products, 
reflecting relatively small involvement in the global value 

chains, (Figure 3.9). 

Dubai’s Manufactured Exports by 
Technological Content 
3.9 Manufactured exports, accounting for 94.5 per 

cent of Dubai’s merchandise exports in 2018, 
have been stable despite a slight increase from 

92 per cent in 2010. The volume and growth in manufac-
tured exports reflects the external competitiveness of 
Dubai’s manufacturing sector. However, the level of tech-
nology embodied in manufactured exports is also import-
ant because it reflects the level of involvement of an 

exporter in producing products that have a greater level 
of integration in global value chains in line with global 
demand for products with a high technology content. 

In Dubai, over the last decade, most manufactured exports 
have been resource-dependent, low-tech products and 
reflect the Emirate’s manufacturing base, which is domi
nated by low and medium tech industries. This trend is 
also confirmed by the results of the calculated RCA indices 

shown above. The share of low to medium tech manufac-
tured exports accounted for 92.8 per cent of all output of 
manufactured exports in 2017 and 88.7 per cent in 2018, 
after falling from 96 per cent in 2010. In contrast, medium 
and high-tech manufactured products such as chemicals, 
machinery and transport equipment, and communication 
equipment accounted for 11.3 per cent of Dubai’s manu-
factured exports in 2018, increasing their contribution to 
Dubai’s manufactured exports of these goods from 4.0 
per cent in 2010. This increase in the share of exports 
from medium & high-tech industries is an indicator of 
Dubai’s relative success in industrial diversification. This 

export activity has intensified since the announcement 
of Dubai’s Industrial Strategy 2030 that went into effect in 
2017, (Figure 3.10). 

Figure 3.9: Concentration Index of Dubai’s Exports 

Figure 3.10: Dubai’s Exports by Technological Contents 

Source: Analysis based on Dubai Customs data 

Source: Calculated from Dubai Customs 
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Estimating Dubai’s Exports of 
Commercial Services 
3.10 Despite the changes that have occurred in the 

structure and technology content of Dubai’s 
exports during the past decade, Dubai’s inter-

national trading activities remain heavily dependent on 
the importance of re-exporting merchandise goods. The 
Emirate has a long history of leveraging its geographical 
location as a trade hub, with excellent sea and air connec-
tions and free zones for transmitting re-exports to the 
region, and connecting trade flows originating in other 

regions (Asia, Europe and Africa) with each other. In addi-
tion, and partly as a result of its important position in inter-
national merchandise trade, the Emirate has also built up 
an infrastructure of excellent trade-related services such 
as shipping, air transport and financial services as well as 

tourism, one of the fastest growing sectors in the domestic 
and global economies. 

3.11 Services are an important part of increasingly 
complex modern economies already accounting 
for around two-thirds of GDP and comprise the 

fastest growing sector. According to the WTO the growth 
in services is also transforming international trade with the 
share of services growing from just 9 per cent of cross-bor-
der trade in 1970 to around 20 per cent in 2018. Moreover, 

1 https://www.wto.org/english/res_e/booksp_e/02_wtr19_1_e.pdf 

in value terms services are growing at three times the rate 
of merchandise trade and the WTO expects services share 
to account for one third of world trade by 2040.1 

3.12 Data on trade in commercial services are 
provided in a country’s balance of payments 
statistics and these are compiled only for the 

UAE as a whole not for Dubai. Furthermore, the UAE 
balance of payments statistics embody only the country’s 
total cross-border services traded at the economy level 
and further disaggregation is limited. Moreover data on 
the geographic destinations/sources of services exports 
is also not available. 

Foreign trade in cross-border services encompasses activ-
ities in which Dubai has a comparative advantage such 
as transport (shipments, air transport and other trans-
portation services), travel, which includes tourism, and 
other private services, such as brokerage, communication 
and financial services. However, without data on foreign 

trade in services, both exports and imports, in contrast 
to merchandise trade, which is collected from customs 
data, it is not possible to construct measures of services 
in which Dubai has a comparative advantage over similar 
economies (open and small), such as Hong Kong and Singa-
pore. Recording and estimating existing external trade 

Table 3.2: Composition of Dubai’s Exports of Commercial Services for 2015 & 2018 

2015 2018* 

Services Categories 
Value in billions of 

Dirhams Share % 
Per cent of 

Nominal GDP 
Value in billions of 

Dirhams Share % 
Per cent of 

Nominal GDP 

Transportation 

Air Transportation     55,241,164,290 53.6% 14.2%     66,926,564,204 54.1% 15.9% 

Travel 

Accommodation and Food 
Services Activities 

    28,107,408,719 27.3% 7.2%     34,388,492,644 27.8% 8.2% 

Other Services 

Information & Communication     10,350,381,450 10.0% 2.7%     12,185,725,559 9.9% 2.9% 

Others         9,380,245,530 9.1% 2.4%       10,129,817,067 8.2% 2.4% 

Total   103,079,199,989 100.0% 26.5%   123,630,599,474 100.0% 29.4% 

*Note: Estimates for exports of commercial services for 2016 &2018 are extrapolated by applying similar rates of increase of services categories as 
reported in the UAE balance of payments statistics. 

Source: DED staff estimates constructed from the input output (I-O) table for 2015 and the UAE balance of payments. 
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in services for Dubai and increasing the policy focus on 
expanding the services sectors that could enhance further 
economic diversification to support higher and sustained 
growth is an important statistical priority. 

3.13 In order to facilitate understanding of Dubai’s 
exports of services, data was collected from the 
Input-Output (I-O) table, developed by the Dubai 

Statistics Center, covering 39 industries as defined by the 

International Standard Industrial Classification (ISIC-2) of 
Dubai’s economy. The I-O table quantifies the economic rela
tionships between each industry with every other industry, 
setting out the total output generated by each industry, and 
defines the total input required in order to generate this 
output. The total output also includes exports of goods and 
services by each industry to the rest of the UAE (the other 
Emirates) and to the rest of the world.Thus the reported 2015 
data in the I-O table on exports of commercial services (to the 
rest of the world) by any of the 39 industries were collected 
and used as a basis for deriving estimates of Dubai’s services 
exports, in 2018. 

Table 3.2 shows the Dubai industries that are reported to 
have been exporting services in the Dubai I-O Table for 
2015, along with estimates made up for 2018. First, Dubai’s 
exports of commercial services are estimated to total just 

2 https://www.menon.no/wp-content/uploads/Maritime-cities-2019-Final.pdf 

over AED 100 billion in 2015. Moreover, for the 2018 esti-
mates, these were constructed assuming that the value of 
Dubai’s exports of commercial services by main category 
(transportation, travel, other services) grew at a similar 
pace as commercial services exports in the UAE balance 
of payments statistics during the period 2016 to 2018. Thus, 
the estimated Dubai’s exports of commercial services 
would have reached a value of AED 123.6 billion in 2018. 
This would equal a rise of nearly 20 per cent over the 2015 
I-O table estimate. During the period 2016 to 2018 the solid 
growth in services exports was led by a strong expansion 
in the air transport and travel sectors. 

Profile of Dubai’s Commercial Services 
Exports by Category 
3.14 Service exports statistics are usually classified 

under three main categories: Transport, travel 
(tourism) and other types of commercial 

services. Data based on the projections from the 2015 (I-O) 
table shows that in 2018 Dubai’s cross-border services were 
dominated by two main segments: transport representing 
54.1 per cent and travel 27.8 per cent of the total by value. 
The category of “other commercial services”, which 
includes information and communications, contributed 9.9 
per cent in 2018. “Others” such as financial services, profes
sional and technical consultancies, entertainment and 
recreation contributed 8.2 per cent. The relative impor-
tance of transport in Dubai’s service exports reflects the 

high level of specialization in shipping and logistics. Air 
transport statistics dominate the transport category (Figure 
3.11), data on receipts from maritime transportation 
services is not available. 

3.15 Air transport has played an increasingly import-
ant role in Dubai’s trade. The share of air trans-
port exports in Dubai’s nominal GDP in 2018 was 

estimated at 15.9 per cent and 54 per cent of all commercial 
services exports. Data indicates that air transport exports 
grew at a faster rate than GDP growth in recent years. For 
instance, the volume of Emirates airline cargo grew by an 
average rate of 4 per cent, but the second half of 2018 
showed a slowdown in airfreight shipments and the Emir-
ates ended up achieving a 1.4 per cent increase in cargo 
tonnage from the previous year through passenger aircraft 
and freight volume carriage, (See Box 3.2). 

3.16 Maritime freight is another major economic activ-
ity, contributing to Dubai becoming a leading 
maritime centre and ranked in 9thplace in the 

world in by Menon Economics.2 However, statistics on this 
service activity are not available in the Dubai’s I-O table nor 
the UAE Balance of payments Statistics. A recent study by 

Figure 3.11: Dubai’s Commercial Services Exports by 
Category (Estimates), 2018 

Source: Analysis based on Dubai Customs data 
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BOX 3.2 

Emirates SkyCargo leads in 
tough air cargo market 

Air cargo plays an essential role in connecting the 
world, in fostering global trade and stimulating 
economic growth by raising living standards. Air ship-
ments serve global markets and facilitate the function-
ing of global supply chains. Air cargo ensures that all 
kinds of time-sensitive and perishable products, such 
as fruits and pharmaceuticals, are within peoples’ grasp. 

In 2017, according to the International Air Transport 
Association (IATA)1, airlines transported 53.9 million 
metric tonnes of goods, which represented about 35 
per cent of global trade by value, This activity corre-
sponds to US$5.6 trillion worth of goods annually or 15.3 
billion worth of goods every day. In 2018, however, chal-
lenges emerged which threatened the operating envi-
ronment for air shipments. According to IATA, the rate of 
growth of demand for air cargo has declined, resulting 
in only 3.4 per cent growth in 2018 compared to growth 
9.7 per cent the year before. The decline in the rate of 
expansion in demand has continued into 2019 and IATA 

predicts growth for the year to be 2.0 per cent. 

1 https://www.iata.org/pressroom/pr/Pages/2019-06-02-01.aspx 
2 https://logisticsinsider.in/air-cargo-industry-falling-prey-to-protectionist-measures/ 

Among the factors that are responsible for the decline 
in demand for air cargo are weak global economic activ-
ity, wavering consumer confidence and protectionist 
policies threatening air cargo business. The negative 
implications of the US and China trade dispute since 
2018 has impacted on the air cargo industry’s economic 
performance. According to IATA, in July 2019, global 
trade volumes declined by 1.4 per cent and trade 
volumes declined by 14 per cent between US and China 
compared to same period in 2018. 

Despite these difficult economic conditions Dubai’s 

Emirates airline, the world’s largest international 
airline, has managed to maintain its second ranking 
position among IATA’s top 25 cargo carriers. In 2018, 
IATA reported Emirates2 scheduled output at 12.7 billion 
freight tonne kilometres (FTK) flown. Federal Express 

ranks in first position with 17.5 billion FTK while Qatar 

is catching up to Emirates with 12.6 billion (Figure 1). 

Nabil Sultan, divisional senior vice president at Emirates 

SkyCargo, identified the challenges Emirates SkyCargo 

faced in 2018 by highlighting the factors that impacted 
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their performance, which he attributes to higher fuel 
prices and the impact of the dollar currency exchange in 

Europe. In total, the results of the airline’s financial perfor
mance for 2018-19 indicate that Emirates SkyCargo had 
contributed 14 per cent to Emirate Airline’s total trans-
port revenue. The cargo division achieved revenue of AED 
13.1 billion, an increase of 5 per cent from the previous 
year. Sultan emphasized that Emirates achieved a 1.4 per 
cent increase in cargo tonnage from the previous year 
through passenger aircraft and freight volume carriage. 
The increase is a result of diversification in the type of 
product carriage that Emirate has been shipping as cargo 
over the years. The recent surge in cargo being transported 
is attributed to pharmaceutical goods, which rose by 14 per 
cent, totalling an increase of 75,000 tonnes in carriage. The 
airline was responsible for delivery of 1.8 million doses of 
vaccine to Italy and Brazil. 

In addition, Emirates SkyCargo shipped 1,100 tonnes of 
food items such as fruits, vegetables and meat in 2018. 
Emirates SkyCargo also transported 7,900 domestic cats 
and dogs, 1,800 horses and over 1,140 premium and luxury 

cars. The division’s overall performance in 2018 illustrates 
the airline’s strong performance in the transportation of 
products that are integral to the quality of people’s lives 
and living standards. Emirates SkyCargo efforts towards 

improving its strong performance and exceptional air 

cargo transport service have been officially recognized. It 
was the recipient of the 2018 Global Freight Awards and at 
the 2018 World Air Cargo Awards, (Figure1). 

Figure 1: World’s Top 3 Cargo Carriers in 2018 
(Scheduled Freight in Tonne Kilometres) 
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BOX 3.3 

DP World 

Dubai is involved with the facilitation of inter-
national trade on a global scale through the 
activities of DP World, formed in 2005 from 
a merger of Dubai Ports International and 
Dubai Ports Authority. DP World has grown in 
scale organically and by strategic acquisitions 
and alliances and it currently operates Ports 
and Terminals, Parks Logistics and Economic 
Zones and Maritime Services across the globe. 
DP World operates out of 13 locations cover-
ing Europe and Russia, 9 in the Middle East 
and Africa plus an additional 3 in the UAE, 13 
in the Asia Pacific Region, 8 in the Sub-Conti
nent and Central Asia and 8 in the Americas. In 
2018, DP World handled a gross throughput of 
71.4 million Twenty-Foot Equivalent Units (TEU) 
of container traffic.

DP World also is the owner of Jebel Ali free zone 
(Jafza) which is home to more than 7,500 compa-
nies. The business activities of the Jebel Ali Port 
and Jafza are closely connected. The core activi
ties of Jafza-based companies are in the business 
of trade and logistics (maritime, warehousing 
and other support activities) but also include 
commercial activity in hospitality, construction 
and real estate. Inflow of FDI to Jafza-based
companies amounted to AED 3.2 billion, or 23.9 
per cent of the total of AED 13.2 billion in 2017 
(BCG Study). Together, the port, the free zone 
and Jafza-based companies employ 450,000 
people, or 16.2 per cent of Dubai’s total employ-
ment of 2.8 million in 2017. 

DP World outside the UAE delivers busi-
ness through (1) ports and terminals, (2) 
parks, logistics and economic zones, and (3) 
maritime services. 

In ports and terminals, DP World handles cargo 
movements from point of production to point 
of sale, and operates a strategically located 
network of ports and maritime terminals. 
Since 2000, DP World has expanded its global
network through acquisitions and concessions 
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Boston Consulting Group (BCG) estimated that the port of 
Jebel Ali generates approximately AED 107 billion of Gross 
Value Added, or 26 per cent of Dubai’s 2017 GDP3. The port 
of Jebel Ali also is the main port through which 64 per cent 
of the Emirate’s exports and 47 per cent of its imports 
are shipped. 

Worldwide, maritime freight exports increased by 5 per 
cent in 2018 down from 12 per cent in 2017, according to the 
WTO Report (WTSR, 2019). The lower growth in 2018 was 
due in part to the economic uncertainty generated by the 
trade tensions between China and the US. The growth of 
the UAE maritime freight exports was estimated to be low 
(1 per cent) due to slowing trans-shipments. 

Despite the slowdown in maritime transport exports in 
2018, Dubai remains a vibrant maritime centre that is 
growing and diversifying rapidly, with DP World playing 
a major part in the region’s economic activity. DP World 
operates more than 78 marine terminals around the globe 
and its integrated multimodal hub offers sea, air and land 
transport to the rest of the world. It contributes a signifi-
cant boost for positioning Dubai to remain in the top tier 
among the world’s most important maritime centres in the 
future, (see Box 3.3). 

3.17 Travel receipts, covering expenditures on goods 
and services by international tourists during 
their stay in Dubai, is the second largest cate-

gory in Dubai’s commercial service exports and contrib-
uted a share of 27.8 per cent of total commercial services 
exports in 2018. At the UAE level, travel receipts registered 
significant growth over the past years, however, both travel
receipts and international tourist arrivals grew at a 
slower pace in 2018. 

3.18 Statistics on exports of other commercial 
services show that telecommunications, 
computer and information services receipts and 

professional and technical activities lead this category. It 
is also worth noting that trade in commercial services 
tends to be complementary to foreign direct investment 
(FDI) in general. As FDI occurs, transactions in long-dis-
tance services (communication services, technical advice, 
and the like) and movements of service providers 
(intra-corporate transferees) expand. Information and 
communications technology has benefitted from techno-
logical changes in Dubai as result of an increase in business 
moving to Dubai. The growth of the digital economy means 
that IT operations and computer services will remain the 
most dynamic commercial services sector in the future. 

3 BCG “Economic Impact Assessment of Jebel Ali Port and Jebel Ali Free 
Zone on the Economies of Dubai and the UAE” July 2018. 

-

-

59 



Mapping Dubai’s International Trade Advantages in Goods and Services  |  CHAPTER 3 

agreements to deepen and continue to grow its opera-
tional presence in various regions around the world. DP 
World also manages parks, logistics and economic zones 
through developing warehouses and infrastructure with 
ready access to international shipping. For example, DP 

World has developed operational expertise in maritime 

services; it owns a diverse fleet of 300 vessels providing 

maritime services to governments, business and organi-
zations across 7 continents. DP World also owns DryDocks 
World, the largest ship repair yard in the Middle East, 

which also makes new builds, conversion, onshore and 
offshore engineering and design solutions, with 8,000 
employees and over 300 major projects completed annu-
ally (DP World, Annual Report 2018). 

DP World generated revenues of US$5.6 billion in 2018 
from its activities geographically spread throughout the 
MENA region, Asia Pacific and the Indian Subcontinent, 
Australia and the Americas.

 1 

PORTS AND TERMINALS 
We help customers to manage effi
ciently move their cargo movement 
in the most cost effective way possi-
ble, as they consolidate gains in an 
established market or target growth in 
an emerging region. 
Since 2000, our global network of ports 
and marine terminals has expanded 
through acquisitions and concession 
agreements. The result is a culture that 
is always ready and maintains state-of-
the-art safety and security practices. 

 2 

PARKS, LOGISTICS AND 
ECONOMIC ZONES 
Global manufacturing operations want 
to get closer to their customers, improve 
logistics and expand into new markets.  
We are using our development and 
management expertise with the Jebel 
Ali Free Zone and replicating it in key 
international locations. Customers 
benefit from efficient movement of 
cargo globally and can grow and explore 
new opportunities, thanks to our reli-
able, secure and flexible infrastructure. 

 3 

MARITIME SERVICES 
We are a premier maritime services 
provider to governments, businesses 
and organisations across seven conti-
nents. Our global portfolio of specialist 
vessels, bespoke maritime solutions and 
port services offer world-class logistics 
solutions and operate to the highest 
safety and environmental standards. 
Our specialist vessel management and 
operation skills have been deployed 
everywhere, from cargo ports to 
specialised industry locations, enabling 
any maritime facility to run smoothly 
and efficiently. We are enhancing our 
support services and developing several 
world-class marinas. 

 2

 1

 3 

Source: DP World: Annual Report 2018 
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Leveraging Dubai’s Opportunities into a Trade 
Hub for Services 

4 WTO “World Trade Report 2018” & “World Trade Report 2019”. 

3.19 Trade in service is already a growth driver for the 
global economy, for instance the value of world 
commercial services exports grew at 8.4 per 

cent and 7.7 per cent in 2017 and 2018, respectively. This 
trend will continue to become more important in coming 
decades, according to numerous studies. The WTO believes 
that a major driver of the growth of world trade in services 
are digitization4, the growth in the internet and low cost 
telecommunications. This means that many services that 
could only be delivered face to face can now be transacted 
at a distance.  These trends are unlikely to abate and are 
relatively immune to the trade disputes that are slowing 
down merchandise trade growth. 

The world is experiencing an accelerating trend towards 
digitization, in emerging markets as well as the devel-
oped world and broadband use is growing. The growth 
in the importance of services in economies is shorten-
ing supply chains through the use of new technologies 
including blockchain which allows distributed and secure 
processing of transactions. This rapidly evolving environ-
ment makes it important to assess where Dubai can gain 

leadership in trade activities that will leverage its revealed 
and emerging comparative advantages in key global value 
chain activities. Accurately identifying viable opportuni-
ties will enable Dubai to strategically grow trade in goods, 
services, finance, people and data in the future. 

These areas will serve as a core source of growth for 
Dubai and more broadly for the UAE. First, Dubai has 
gained a comparative advantage and expertise in trade 
logistics, an area reflected in the growth of Dubai Port 
World (DP World), air transport and trade finance. These 

areas enhance connectivity between the region and the 
rest of the world, but Dubai has a comparative advan-
tage in sectors that goes beyond port operations, logis-
tics or air transport. There are services that boost trade 
flows to and from Dubai and where Dubai can play a key 
role in their supply. 

A specific focus area for Dubai could be electronic 
commerce-related and financial technology. Both areas 

are discussed in the following section. 
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Harnessing Trade in Services in the Digital Age 

Smart Transport and Logistics 
3.20 Dubai has been at the forefront of adopting digi-

tal technologies that have the potential to 
propel future economic growth. Digital technol-

ogies are changing the economy by giving rise to new 
markets, goods and services and increasing productivity. 
Digital technologies such as artificial intelligence, the Inter
net of Things, additive manufacturing (3D printing) and 
blockchain can play a catalysing role, as they have been 
made accessible by the fast rise in computing power, band-
width and digital information. 

3.21 New technologies can reduce trade costs by 
optimizing the tracking of cargo and shipment 
and increasing the efficiency of shipping and 

transport. A striking example is how DP World leverages 
digital technologies to optimize operations and reduce 
costs. DP World’s facilities in the Jebel Ali free zone are an 
integrated multi-modal hub, capable of offering sea, air 
and land transport to the rest of the world. DP World also 
undertook a digital transformation to successfully incor-
porate a wide range of new technologies, including artifi

cial intelligence, the Internet of Things and blockchain, to 
deliver smarter operations in maritime services in its facil-
ities in Jafza as well as its other facilities around the world. 

For example, DP World launched DP World Cargospeed in 
2018, a new global company created through a partnership 
between global trade enabler DP World and Virgin Hyper-
loop One, to provide hyperloop-enabled cargo systems 
to support the fast, sustainable and efficient delivery of 
palletised cargo. This technology, traveling at top speeds 
of 1,000 km/hour, will be able to transport on-demand high 
priority, time-sensitive goods such as medical supplies, 
fresh goods and electronics which will enhance welfare 
and reduce the costs of servicing supply chains. 

E-commerce-Related Services 
3.22 Digital technologies have decreased traditional 

trade costs and serve to provide on-going cost 
reductions. Online platforms help reduce the 

search costs of matching buyers and sellers, of obtaining 
market information and providing information to 
potential consumers. 

New technologies can reduce trade costs by optimizing 

the tracking of cargo and shipment and increasing 

the efficiency of shipping and transport. 

...As an example, DP World undertook a digital transformation to 

successfully incorporate a wide range of new digital technologies 

to deliver smarter operations in maritime services in its facilities 

in Jafza as well as its other facilities around the world. 
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Dubai has built up a solid wholesale and retail trade 
sector, which is the largest contributor to its GDP. The 
sector not only caters to local residents but also attracts 
a large number of visitors from other countries (tourists) 
to shop in Dubai. Distribution services, which used to take 
place mainly through the commercial presence mode, are 
moving into mail-order services and electronic commerce 
and this new mode of business has reduced the cost of 
entry in individual markets. This development impacts 
the contestability of markets for the wholesale and retail 
trade services, so the role of policy in enabling change in 
this respect is essential. 

E-commerce Logistics 
3.23 Dubai has the potential to become a major 

e-commerce fulfilment centre for the MENA 

region and beyond, given its transport connec-
tions and strength in the regional logistics market. 
Aramex, a Nasdaq Dubai listed company and a Dubai-
based international delivery, mail order and logistics firm, 
founded in 1982, will benefit significantly from the growth 

of e-commerce across the GCC. The growth in the size of 
this increasingly competitive sector will encourage new 
entrants and raise the importance of the Wholesale and 
Retail sector in Dubai’s economy. Prior to its formal 
launch, Noon.com established an 18,000 square metre 
fulfilment centre in Dubai South in 2017. In December 

2018, Amazon’s souq.com, opened another 23,000 square 
metre warehouse facility, also in Dubai South, which is 
expected to create 600 new jobs.5 In September 2019, IQ 
Fulfillment, a subsidiary of IQ Holding opened the region’s 

first fully automated fulfilment centre with a proof of 
concept trial 4,200 square metre warehouse in Dubai 

5 https://gulfbusiness.com/amazon-owned-souq-com-opens-new-dubai-fulfilment-centre/ 

6 https://www.adb.org/news/15-trillion-trade-finance-gap-persists-despite-fintech-breakthroughs 

Industrial Park using robots and artificial intelligence to 

support the supply-chain and logistics industry. The 
centre can process 12,000 orders daily with technology 
already used by Alibaba which can support the operations 
of small and medium-sized companies and both small 
and large e-commerce players in the region. 

Regional leadership in financial 
technology 
3.24 Dubai has been boosting its financial service 

activities through the Dubai International 
Financial Centre (DIFC), which has increased 

its scale and attracted fintech companies, both start-ups 

and companies in their growth stages. The number of 
licensed fintech companies operating in the DIFC 
increased from 35 to more than 80 in the first half of 2019. 
The DIFC received 425 applications from start-ups oper-
ating in the Regtech, Islamic fintech, Insurtech and 

broader fintech sectors, for the third cohort of its DIFC 

Fintech Hive accelerator programme, a 42 per cent 
increase from the 2018 programme and a three-fold 
increase from its inaugural cycle in 2017. Approximately 
half of the applications received for the 2019 programme 
originated from the Middle East, Africa and South Asia. 
Dubai is also well positioned to enhance its opportunities 
in the financial and technology sectors in the context of 
regional cooperation. In particular, FinTech has the 
potential to disrupt, simplify and grow the trade finance 

market by the use of blockchain and securitization. 
According to the Asian Development Bank there is an 
unfulfilled US$1.6 trillion global trade finance credit gap 

which FinTech can help reduce by lowering risk.6 
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Conclusions 

3.25 The chapter provided an analysis of recent trends 
and the performance of Dubai’s foreign trade, 
compared to the global and regional growth of 

trade during three major periods –the oil boom years (2003-
2008) and (2010-2014) as well as during oil price bust (2014-
2018). Dubai’s foreign trade in goods showed a significant 
resilience during the global crisis of 2009, then it strongly 
rebounded during 2010-2014, reaching the highest growth 
ever attained of 10 per cent. However, growth in Dubai’s 
foreign trade receded in the post-oil decline during 2015-
2018, resulting in the slowest growth of Dubai’s foreign 
trade within the past two decades. Regional and geopolit-
ical instability and the recent global trade wars took their 
toll on Dubai’s foreign trade. 

3.26 The chapter reported on an analysis of the export 
strengths of the main goods involved in Dubai’s 
merchandise trade. Calculated revealed 

comparative advantage indices (RCA) show a moderately 
strong comparative advantage in the production and 
exports of 30 products with RCA values, reflecting Dubai’s 
relative success in the industrial diversification of its export 
base. However, the main sectoral distribution of exports is 
small and scattered among categories dominated by low 
to medium tech industries. Overall, Dubai’s international 
trading activities remain heavily dependent on the import-
ant re-exportation of merchandise goods. This is where 
Dubai gained the most comparative advantage by capital-
ising on its geographical location as a trade hub with excel-
lent sea and air connections and free zones for transmitting 
re-exports to the region and connecting trade flows origi
nating in other regions together. 

3.27 In addition to being one of the world’s major 
ports and transit hub, the Emirate has also built 
up a supply of excellent trade-related services 

in air transport, travel (tourism) and financial. Data on the 
export of services is only available for the UAE as it is 
collected on a balance of payments basis not from customs 
data as is the case with trade in merchandise goods. There
fore, to address this gap this chapter constructed, for the 
first time, estimates of Dubai’s exports of commercial 
services from the Input-Output table of 2015 that is 
published by the Dubai Statistics Center. Dubai’s exports in 
commercial services were estimated to be over AED 100 
billion in 2015 and about AED 124 billion in 2018, making up 
almost 30 per cent of the Dubai’s nominal GDP in the same 

year. During the period 2015 and 2018 the solid growth in 
Dubai’s exports of services was led by a strong expansion 
in the air transport and travel (tourism) sectors. 

3.28 The final section of the chapter addressed 
Dubai’s Opportunities as trade hub for services 
in the digital era as the world is experiencing 

accelerating use of new technologies including blockchain. 
This rapidly evolving environment makes it important to 
assess where Dubai can gain leadership in trade activities 
that leverage its current and emerging comparative advan-
tages in key global value chain activities and can drive 
trade in goods, services, finance, people and data in the 

future. These areas will serve as a core source of growth 
for Dubai and broadly for the UAE. 

3.29 Dubai has gained a comparative advantage and 
expertise in trade logistics, an area reflected in 
the growth of Dubai Port World (DP World), air 

transport and trade finance. These areas enhance connec
tivity between the region and the rest of the world, but 
Dubai has a comparative advantage in sectors that goes 
beyond port operations, logistics or air transport. There are 
services that boost trade flows to and from Dubai and 

where Dubai can play a key role in their supply. 

3.30 Dubai is gaining a growing comparative advan-
tage in electronic commerce-related services 
and financial technology. E-commerce has 

reduced and will continue to reduce traditional trade cost. 
Online platforms help reduce the search costs of matching 
buyers and sellers, of obtaining market information, and 
providing information to potential consumers. Moreover, 
Dubai has the potential to become a major e-commerce 
delivery and fulfilment centre for the MENA region and 

beyond given its transport connections and strength in 
the regional logistics markets. 

Finally, Dubai has been boosting its financial service activ
ities through the Dubai International Financial Centre 
(DIFC), which has increased its scale and is attracting 
fintech companies, both start-ups and companies in their 

growth stages. Fintech offers great opportunities for 
Dubai’s financial and technology sectors in the context 
of regional cooperation and trade finance could be a 

major beneficiary too. 
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