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TRADING 
SECTOR IN 

DUBAI

• Dubai’s geopolitical advantages, its proximity to South Asian and African countries has made it a 
favoured destination for trade. Availability of high class infrastructure has driven businesses to set 
up offices here using the emirate as a springboard for activities in the Middle East. 

• Dubai’s non-oil foreign trade grew 2.7% to reach AED 327 billion in the first quarter of 2017 
compared to AED 318 billion in the same quarter of 2016.

• For the purpose of this report, the Trading sector is considered to consist of the following segments 
and industry stakeholder groups:

A. Re exports B. Exports C. Imports
D. Support 

Services/ Other 
Supporting 

Organizations 

Constantly evolving infrastructure, strategic location, and economic 
growth has helped Dubai become a major trading destination 

Source: Frost & Sullivan

Trading Sector



• The UAE recorded a trade surplus of AED 250.9 Billion in 2016. Balance of Trade averaged AED 
223.14 Billion from 2000 until 2016, reaching an all time high of AED 520.3 Billion in 2012 and a 
record low of AED 40.8 Billion in 2001.

• The UAE has been recording trade surpluses since 2000, mostly due to shipments of oil and 
natural gas (40 percent of total exports). 

• Dubai is the world’s third largest re-exporter and largest re-exporter in the Middle East. 

• In 2017, imports accounted for the lion’s share of non-oil foreign trade at AED 201 Billion (3% 
growth) while exports accounted for AED 35 Billion and re-exports AED 91 billion (5% growth). 

• Main imports are: pearls and other precious metals and stones; machinery, sound recorders, 
reproducers and parts and transport vehicles. 

• Dubai mainly imports F&B products as there is no arable land in the Emirate to support the 
domestic demand and imports almost 80-85% of the F&B products from around the world.

The UAE’s main trading partner is India (14 percent of total exports and 17 percent of imports). Others 
include: Japan, South Korea, China, United States and Iran.

United Arab Emirates Balance of Trade – a record breaker!
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Dubai Foreign Trade Distribution during Q1 2017 (in AED Bn)



• Re-exports, exports and imports which take place outside the free zones are considered to be 
direct foreign trade. Direct foreign trade is the major contributor for Dubai’s total foreign trade. 
Direct trade grew 3.5% to AED 209 billion in the first quarter of 2017. Companies not registered 
in the free zones are involved in direct foreign trade.

• Customs warehouse trade grew 31% in the first quarter to reach AED 9.1 billion compared to the 
same period in 2016 and was the least contributor to Dubai’s total non-oil foreign trade.

• Dubai has trade network to 179 countries around the world.

• The major trading partners of Dubai were China, India, the United States, Saudi Arabia, and 
Germany. 

• Asia topped the list of markets that conduct non-oil trade with Dubai, accounting for business 
worth AED 208 billion in Q1 2017. Europe came second with AED 54 billion, Africa third at AED 
32 billion, North America fourth at AED 25 billion, Latin America fifth at AED 4 billion, and Oceania 
including Australia sixth at AED 3 billion.

China and India are Dubai’s top trading partners in Asia

Dubai Foreign Trade Components (AED Bn, 2017)

Dubai Foreign Trade by Continent during Q1 2017 (AED Bn)
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RE EXPORTS

Dubai is the largest re-exporter in the Middle East; warehouses lead 
the growth of the trading sector

• Re-export can be defined as the process by which goods are imported from a foreign country and 
undergo a few additions and are then re-exported to the source country or any other country. 

• Dubai is the world’s third largest re-exporter and largest re-exporter in the Middle East region. 

• Re-exports under Direct Foreign Trade was AED 165.06 Billion in 2016, down marginally from 
AED 168.97 Billion in 2015.

• Free Zone trade re-exports in 2016 was AED 165.36 Billion a decrease from  AED 185.71 Billion 
in 2015.

• Several manufacturing companies operate from the Emirate due to its strategic location, well 
developed infrastructure of warehousing and storage facilities. 

• Warehouses in Dubai are owned by logistics companies or by the manufacturers itself. 

• Dubai deals with a wide range of cargo and requires different kinds of warehousing facilities for 
different kinds of goods. 

• The warehousing facilities are available for lease or rent in different free zones such as Dubai 
Investments Park, Dubai Industrial Park, Dubai Logistics City and others. The warehouses protect 
the goods for a period of time. 

Source: Dubai Statistics Centre;  Frost & Sullivan



EXPORTS

Dubai hopes to become a major exporting hub in the near future

• Export can be defined as the process by which goods are exported from one country to another

• Exports in the UAE decreased to AED 1096.7 Billion in 2016 from AED 1103.5 Billion in 2015. 
Exports averaged AED 727.92 Billion from 2000 until 2016, reaching an all time high of AED 
1362.6 Billion in 2013 and a record low of AED 177.8 Billion in 2001.

• The UAE’s economy is highly dependent on the exports of oil and natural gas (40 percent of total 
exports). Others exports include: pearls and other precious metals and stones (28 percent of total 
exports), machinery sound recorders and parts (9 percent) and transport vehicles (6 percent).

• Main export partners are: Japan (16 percent of total exports), India (14 percent) and Iran (11 
percent). Others include: South Korea, Thailand and Singapore. (2017)

Source: Dubai Statistics Centre;  Frost & Sullivan

Dubai’s Major Trading Partners in Q1 2017 (AED Bn)
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IMPORTS

Dubai’s imports are mainly F&B products from around the world as 
the Emirate does not produce its own crops

• Import is the process by which goods are brought into the Emirate of Dubai from a foreign country. 

• Goods are mainly imported for domestic consumption and for re-export purposes. 

• In 2015, imports under Direct Foreign Trade of Dubai was AED 514.24 Billion. It rose to AED 
535.55 Billion in 2016.

• Imports in Free Trade Zones in 2015 was AED 249.66 Billion; in 2016 it fell to AED 233.78 Billion

• Dubai mainly imports F&B products as there is no arable land in the Emirate to support the 
domestic demand and imports almost 80-85% of the F&B products from around the world. 

• UAE’s ports handle approximately 60% of the GCC shipments. Economic integration of GCC 
nations is expected to boost intra-regional trade.

Source: Dubai Statistics Centre;  Frost & Sullivan



SUPPORT SERVICES/ 
OTHER SUPPORTING 

ORGANISATIONS 

Sub-segments of Support Services/ Other Supporting Organizations

Cargo Transportation Service Providers

• Due to its strategic location, Dubai is well connected to all regions across the world by all means 
of transport. 

• The world-class infrastructural facilities available in the Emirate facilitate and attract companies 
from around the world to operate from the Emirate due to the cost-effectiveness and efficiency in 
the transportation of goods.

• Dubai Trade is the single window for cross border trade in the Emirate. It works with the objective 
to make the city a preferred destination for trade through the adoption of e-services.

Cargo Warehousing Service Providers

• Dubai is a major re-exporter and there are several manufacturing companies operating from the 
Emirate due to the strategic location, well developed infrastructure of warehousing and storage 
facilities. 

• Warehouses in Dubai are owned by logistics companies or by the manufacturers itself. Dubai 
deals with a wide range of cargo and requires different kinds of warehousing facilities for different 
kinds of goods. Warehousing facilities are available for lease or rent in different free zones

Cargo 
Transportation 

Service 
Providers

Cargo 
Warehousing 

Service 
Providers

Freight 
Forwarding 

Service 
Providers

Insurance 
& Financing 
Institutions

IT Services

Source: Dubai Customs



Stringent laws regulate the import-export and warehousing of goods

Freight Forwarding Service Providers

• The UAE has ranked first in customs clearance in the Efficiency of Customs Procedures Index 
in 2016. This is mainly attributed to the smart initiatives by the Government and state-of-the art 
technologies in place.

• Increase in level of trade activities is expected to increase the demand for shipping agents and 
efficient customs clearance procedures in the future.

• Sea transport is the main mode of freight transport in the UAE. 97% of total freight was dealt by 
sea transport service providers.

Insurance & Financing Institutions

• There are banks and financial institutions which provide support services such as accounting, 
audit and consultancy. 

• Consultancy services include providing support with growth strategy, mergers and acquisitions, 
and other aspects to improve the overall performance, while the accounting and audit service are 
maintaining the accounts as well as keep track of their funds. 

• These institutions also provide loans and insurance covers for the companies in order to help the 
businesses to face the uncertainties.

• Export Credit Insurance Company of the Emirates (ECIE) is the only local insurance company in 
the UAE that provides trade credit insurance services.

• ECIE protects trading companies in the UAE from the risk of non-payment by the customers. It 
supports the companies in managing their funds and also helps them explore new markets. 

Source: Dubai Customs



CHALLENGES 

A higher ‘ease of doing business’ ranking is the goal of the Emirate 
and efforts are on to reduce red tapism

Stringent Customs Law

Stringent custom laws pose a hindrance to growth of the trade sector in Dubai. Business communities 
complain about the various customs related issues such as cross-border trading and land transport 
of goods to neighbouring GCC countries including Saudi Arabia, Oman, Qatar and Kuwait, etc.

High Operating Costs

The major challenge faced by the traders is increasing inflation levels and cost of labour, which 
has led to increase in the operation costs of business in Dubai. The cost of setting up a business is 
also significantly high. Businesses established in leased properties are required to pay rents to the 
Emirati Government. 

Banks are also reluctant to fund new entrants, making it easier for established players to control the 
market. In some cases, even if the banks agree to finance the project, the time duration given for 
repayment of the funds is short.

The major challenges faced by the trading sector are volatility in oil prices and infrastructural 
developments across the GCC, which reduce the trade share of Dubai in the GCC.

Source: Dubai Trade; Frost & Sullivan



Food security is a major concern as Dubai does not produce its own 
crops

Threat of Counterfeit Products

Abundance of counterfeit goods are available in the retail market, which is a major obstacle faced 
by retailers in Dubai. Counterfeit goods bring financial losses and reputational damages to many 
leading retailers and brands. The IP rights violations have come down to 5101 from 5897 in 2014, a 
drop of 13%due to the continued efforts by the Government.

Food Security

The Emirate of Dubai imports almost 80-90% of its total food demand and with the population 
growing continuously at an average of 5%, the demand for food products is expected to increase, 
which would mean increase in imports of food products. Dubai is largely dependent on import in 
case of food due to the shortage of arable land and water. Any disruption in the global food supply 
chain or prices is likely to have a significant impact on the food and beverage trade sector of the city.

Trade with Africa

Dubai has established itself as a trade hub for the African continent. Dubai’s non-oil trade with Africa 
has grown to exceed AED 700 billion in the last five years, However, the lack of well-developed 
transport network infrastructure in Africa, affects the efficiency of the trade flow across the African 
region. The legislation also is not at global standards, which limit trade related investments in the 
region.  

Source: Dubai Trade; Frost & Sullivan



OUTLOOK & MEGA 
TRENDS FOR 

TRADING SECTOR 
IN DUBAI

• Drivers – Due to EXPO 2020, expenditure on infrastructure is only set to grow. Although Dubai 
is the major transportation and logistics hub in the region, regional competition could have an 
effect on the overall economy of Dubai. The Government of Dubai has already started addressing 
the issue by investing more on updating the technology of the existing facilities available in the 
Emirate and also paving way for more innovations in the sector.

• Dubai Government aims to reduce import dependency and this will have a direct effect on trade 

• To increase efficiency of entire trading process, Dubai Government is increasingly focusing on 
digitisation. Utilisation of technology in the trade process will help the application procedure and 
licenses easier and faster. This new e-service initiative creates ample opportunities for SME 
segments and reduces the time involved with the trade process and subsequently increases the 
trade volumes.

• According to the International Air Transport Association (IATA), the UAE is expected to have the 
third largest air cargo market by 2018. It is supported by the fact that the fastest growing route is 
between the Middle East and Asia which is growing at a rate of 6.2%.

• Jebel Ali is expected to become the largest container port by 2030. Other projects such as Dubai 
Logistics City and Al Maktoum International Airport have and will contribute to the growth of the 
trade sector in Dubai.

Source: International Air Transport Association; Emirates News Agency (WAM), Frost & Sullivan

UAE is expected to have the largest cargo market by 2018 aiding growth 
of the trading sector



APPENDIX

Definition

Middle East
Bahrain, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Oman, Qatar, 
Saudi Arabia, Syrian Arab Republic, the United Arab Emirates 
and Yemen

Gulf Cooperation 
Council

Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United 
Arab Emirates

United Arab 
Emirates 

Emirate of Abu Dhabi, Emirate of Ajman, Emirate of Dubai, 
Emirate of Fujairah, Emirate of Ras al-Khaimah, Emirate of 
Sharjah, and Emirate of Umm al-Quwain

Abbreviation Expansion
AED United Arab Emirates Dirham
BIE Bureau of International Expositions

CITES Convention on International Trade in Endangered
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora

DAFZA Dubai Airport Free Zone Authority
DCAA Dubai Civil Aviation Authority
DCCI Dubai Chamber of Commerce and Industry
DDE Dubai Diamond Exchange
DED Department of Economic Development
DEDC Dubai Export Development Corporation
DGAG Dubai Gold Advisory Group
DGCX Dubai Gold and Commodities Exchange
DM Dubai Municipality
DMCA Dubai Maritime City Authority
DMCC Dubai Multi Commodities Centre
DPE DMCC Pearl Exchange
DSAA Dubai Shipping Agents Association
DSC Dubai Statistics Center
DTCM Department of Tourism and Commerce Marketing
DUBAL Dubai Aluminium
ECIE Export Credit Insurance Company of the Emirates
F&B Food and Beverage
FDI Foreign Direct Investment
GCC Gulf Cooperation Council
IATA International Air Transport Association
NAFL National Association of Freight and Logistics
SCLG Supply Chain & Logistics Group
UAE United Arab Emirates
USD United States Dollar
WAM Emirates News Agency
WFDB World Federation of Diamond Bourses



UAE Vision 2021

• In 2010, the UAE Government launched the UAE Vision 2021. It is a set of key themes showing 
the vision for socio-economic development of the country in the next decade. The vision also 
shows that the UAE aims to become one of the best countries in the world by 2021, when the 
country completes 50 years of existence. 

• A key theme of the UAE Vision 2021 is ‘Sustainable Environment and Infrastructure’ according to 
which the Government plans to develop the infrastructure in the transportation industry. Realising 
that the trade sector will play a key role in the growth of the economy, the UAE Government aims 
to have the best airports, ports and road network in the world in order to increase the efficiency 
and quality of the logistics services.

Dubai Multi Commodities Centre (DMCC)

• The DMCC is a free zone established in 2002 by the Government of Dubai. 

• The DMCC was established to create an industry specific market place for commodities such as 
diamonds, gold, precious metals, and other commodities. 

• The main goal of the DMCC is to increase the trade value and trade volume of different commodities 
traded in and through the region. 

• The DMCC provides a business friendly environment for companies and supports the businesses 
through various incentives such as 100% ownership and tax free income. 

• There are more than 12,000  companies operating from the DMCC and it is the largest free zone 
in the UAE. 

Source: DED; Frost & Sullivan

Strategic initiatives taken are expected to impact the trading sector



Faster Clearance of Cargo

• A joint initiative by the Dubai Municipality, Dubai Customs and DP World has been undertaken 
to ensure faster clearance of cargo by means of an exclusive inspection facility. This initiative is 
a 14-stage project scheduled to be completed by 2030 at an investment of AED 5.5 Billion. This 
project will increase the capacity of the terminal to 50 million TEUs (twenty foot equivalent unit). 

Virtual Freight and Logistics Corridor 

• The Virtual Freight and Logistics Corridor is an initiative started by the Dubai Customs and DED. 

• The main aim of the initiative is to sustain the dominance and attractiveness of business in Dubai. 

• The initiative facilitates the transport of goods between two customs centres in Dubai through an 
automated procedure. The ports, airports and free zones are connected in single platform in order 
to make the transfer of goods more easy and efficient, which would eventually lead to savings in 
time and reduction in costs involved in the process. 

• This initiative has created a business friendly environment for trade and logistics companies 
which would enable them to grow locally and also expand their markets to other regions. 

• The initiative has also attracted business and has increased the investments. Between 2014 and 
2015, there have been 12,000 goods transferred and the financial costs related were reduced by 
AED 0.12 Billion.

Source: DED; Frost & Sullivan

Strategic initiatives taken are expected to impact the trading sector



Steps Taken Against Counterfeit Products

• The Intellectual Property Protection Advisory Board has been launched by the DED, to eliminate 
counterfeit products and make sure customers buy original products. This action by the DED 
brings the Government and businesses together to fight counterfeiting and trademark violations. 
Quarterly board meetings between DED officials and representatives from several industries are 
held for feedback and recommendations on negative practices and formulate strategies to combat 
accordingly. 

Free Zone Local Gate Pass System 

• The Free Zone local gate pass system is an electronic system that issues the entry permits for 
local goods to the free zones and reduces the time involved with the process of issuing of the 
permits. The Dubai World Central’s Logistics district is the first to invest in developing the system 
in collaboration with the Dubai Customs and Dubai Trade. 

Trade Agreements 

• The GCC was formed in 1981 by six member countries. It benefits trade in the form of GCCs 
Common Customs Law, according to which goods produced outside the GCC, will face a customs 
tax of 5% while goods produced within the GCC will be treated as national goods and will not 
have any customs tax. 

• The UAE is also a member of the GAFTA along with the other GCC countries. The main advantage 
of GAFTA is that the trade barriers within the GAFTA member countries have been completely 
removed since 2005 and some tariffs have completely eliminated while a few  are reduced for the 
member countries.

Source: www.dubaiplan2021.ae ; Frost & Sullivan

Strategic initiatives taken are expected to impact the trading sector



Dubai Industrial Strategy

• Strategy: Aims to develop Dubai as a global platform and destination choice for international 
companies seeking growth and sustainability.

• Focus: To develop Aerospace, Maritime, Pharmaceuticals & Medical Equipment, F&B, Aluminium 
& Fabricated Metals and Machinery and Equipment sectors in order to attract companies from 
around the world for investments in the Emirate, thereby boosting the economy and creating job 
opportunities. The selection of the sectors will directly support Dubai’s vision to become global 
trading hub. 

• Expected Revenue: AED 165 Billion by 2030 

Trade Bank in Dubai

• The Emirates Trade Bank in Dubai is an initiative by the DED in order to support the goal of Dubai 
to become the global capital of the Islamic economy. 

• The committee is expected to get a provisional approval for a banking license specializing in 
international trade and commodity financing for the trade bank from the Central Bank of the UAE. 

• The Emirates Trade Bank will be a Shariah compliant bank and is expected to enhance the status 
of Emirate of Dubai in the trade sector.

Source: DED; Frost & Sullivan

Strategic initiatives taken are expected to impact the trading sector


	Trading Sector in Dubai
	Re Exports
	Exports
	Imports
	Support Services/ Other Supporting Organisations
	Challenges
	Outlook & Mega Trends for Trading sector in Dubai
	Appendix

	Button 1: 
	Button 2: 
	Button 3: 
	Button 4: 
	Button 5: 
	Button 6: 
	Button 7: 
	Button 8: 
	Button 2: 
	Page 2: 
	Page 3: 
	Page 4: 
	Page 5: 
	Page 6: 
	Page 7: 
	Page 8: 
	Page 9: 
	Page 10: 
	Page 11: 
	Page 12: 
	Page 13: 
	Page 14: 
	Page 15: 
	Page 16: 

	Button 3: 
	Page 2: 
	Page 3: 
	Page 4: 
	Page 5: 
	Page 6: 
	Page 7: 
	Page 8: 
	Page 9: 
	Page 10: 
	Page 11: 
	Page 12: 
	Page 13: 
	Page 14: 
	Page 15: 
	Page 16: 

	Button 4: 
	Page 2: 
	Page 3: 
	Page 4: 
	Page 5: 
	Page 6: 
	Page 7: 
	Page 8: 
	Page 9: 
	Page 10: 
	Page 11: 
	Page 12: 
	Page 13: 
	Page 14: 
	Page 15: 
	Page 16: 

	Button 5: 
	Page 17: 

	Button 7: 
	Page 17: 



