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BACKGROUND

• Dubai is a major trade, logistics, financial hub, and the most populous city in the United Arab 
Emirates — home to over 2.5 Million resident population and 1.1 million floating population. 

• Dubai’s geo-strategic location along with its high level of infrastructure and logistic facilities, 
high per capita income of the households make it an ideal location for companies to base their 
wholesale and retail trade operations to serve regional markets.

• The sector emerged as the largest contributor to Dubai’s GDP with an estimated share of 30% of 
total GDP and share of 29% employees during 2017.

• The city ranks  2nd by the share of international retailers and emerged as 7th most suitable 
market for expansion among international retailers

• A strong tourism and hospitality industry will provide an important boost to Dubai’s retail spending. 
The expected influx of visitors owing to the Dubai 2020 Expo will further support retail sales, and 
therefore demand for additional retail space.
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The wholesale and retail trade sector is the largest contributor to 
Dubai’s GDP with an estimated share of 30% of total GDP during 2016



The key drivers of the wholesale and retail industry in the UAE are 
growing youth population, spending capacity, shopping tourism, EXPO 
2020…

• The population of Dubai was 2.52 Million in 2016 and has been growing at an average rate of 
5%. Close to 74% of the population is aged between 10 years and 39 years, which is the prime 
target for retailers.

• Over 80% of the population in Dubai are expatriates and this blend of people from several 
nationalities and culture, open up markets for both local and international retailers and brands to 
meet out the different consumer buying patterns.

Young Population

• Dubai falls under the high income group (non OECD) classification with a gross national income 
per capita of AED 46,741 or more in the World Bank group index.

• The average spending power of a household in the Emirate is AED 227,423 per annum, which 
has allowed high discretionary spending on food and non-food items.

Income Levels

• In 2015, the number of tourists visiting Dubai was 14.2 Million and were mainly attracted by the 
luxury shopping experience in Dubai and other facilities.

• The number of tourists visiting Dubai grew by 7.57 % over the previous year.

• The DTCM has projected over 20 Million tourists to visit Dubai by 2020, which is expected to 
increase the consumer base for retail markets in Dubai. 

• The EXPO 2020 is also expected to bring in a crowd of 25 Million visitors. 

• Additionally, annual shopping festivals like— the Dubai Shopping Festival (DSF) and Dubai 
Summer Surprises (DSS) conducted by the Dubai Festivals and Retail Establishment (DFRE) 
agency attracts high stream of customers and increase retail spending.

Shopping Tourism

Source: Dubai Statistics Center; World Bank; DTCM; Frost & Sullivan



Logistics and trade infrastructure facilities make the city an ideal hub 
for whole sale and retail trade operations

• Dubai’s geo-strategic location along with its high level of infrastructure and logistics facilities 
makes it an ideal hub for companies to base their wholesale and retail trade operations to serve 
the Middle East markets.

• The UAE globally ranks 16th for its logistics facilities.

• Jebel Ali seaport, is the 9th largest container port in the world and the Dubai International airport 
is the largest passenger and cargo hub in the world.

Logistics and Trade

• International retailers are attracted towards Dubai mainly due to the various free zone 
incentives.

• In the Free Zones, foreign investors can have a 100% ownership while, in the non-Free Zones, 
they are allowed to have only a 49% ownership in the company.

• The businesses established in the Free Zones also enjoy tax concessions, freedom from import 
duties, zero currency restrictions, and ease in foreign trade.

• Jebel Ali Free Zone, Dubai International Financial Centre, and Dubai Airport Free Zone are 
some of the major Free Zones in the Emirate.

Free Zone Incentives

Source: World Shipping Council; Dubai FDI; World Bank; Frost & Sullivan
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RETAIL 
INDUSTRY

• In 2015, the total retail market size of Dubai was AED 140 Billion. Dubai’s retail sales turnover 
is expected to reach AED 190bn by 2020 owing to optimistic consumer confidence, shopping 
festivals and tourism.

• Consumer goods such as electronics, apparel and footwear, and jewellery, generate the most 
retail sales turnover in this segment.

• The retail sales of the Apparel and footwear retail market in Dubai was AED 40 Billion, which was 
the highest earning segment among the different specialized retailing stores.

• Dubai Duty Free, the world’s single largest airport retailer, accounted with retail sales of AED 6.97 
Billion in 2015. 

• Passenger traffic along with airport and port freight volumes provide great opportunities for Dubai’s 
retail business to thrive. 19.6mn passengers passed through Dubai International Airport during 
2015.

Dubai’s retail sales turnover is expected to reach AED 190bn by 2020 
owing to consumer confidence, shopping festivals and tourism
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Source: Dubaï Chamber; Frost & Sullivan

• Dubai has over 70 shopping malls with grand modern design and layout, strong entertainment 
components, and extensive availability of luxury retail brands. 

• The major shopping malls in Dubai are Dubai Mall and Mall of the Emirates which are also popular 
tourist destinations.

• The city had the highest share of the mall visitors in the GCC region at 62% followed by Kuwait 
and Qatar.

• Dubai’s retail sector added around 260,000 square metres of new space in 2016, the figure 
marked the highest volume since 2010, and showed strong demand from local and international 
retailers. 

• Around 20,000 square metres of retail space in the Dubai Festival City expansion were completed, 
while progress was made on other key projects, including the second phase of The Avenue in City 
Walk and Ibn Battuta Mall

• It is expected that there will be an addition of 800,000 sq. m. new retail space in Dubai by 2020.

Highest retail space in the GCC; high retail sales growth and more 
projects under development expected to attract more international 
luxury retail brands



Source: Dubaï Chamber; Frost & Sullivan

• The total store based grocery retail sales in Dubai was valued at AED 40 Billion in 2015

• Large supermarkets are preferred over traditional grocery retailers in Dubai mainly due to extensive 
array of products from around the world and convenient locations.

• Spinneys, Waitrose, Carrefour, Choithrams, and Lulu are some of the major supermarkets in 
Dubai.

• The growth in Mini marts/ Convenience store is attributed to the predominant shift towards 
convenience shopping due to the busier lifestyles of the people.

• The convenience stores are usually relied upon for last-minute food needs.

• Carrefour and Lulu have also ventured into the convenience store segment by launching Carrefour 
City and Lulu Express.

• Convenience stores’ proximity and faster service suit the consumers’ busy lifestyles.

• The sales in modern convenience stores in Dubai are projected to grow at a CAGR of 16.5% 
between 2015 and 2020, against 11.1% and 9.5% for supermarkets and hypermarkets, respectively.

• Retailers also find operating the small modern outlets more profitable as compared to large  
modern outlets because the setting up and running costs are lesser.

Mini Marts and Super Marts are improved formats of convenience 
stores accessible to the residents

Super Marts

Mini Marts



• The E-retailing market in Dubai was AED 3.1 Billion in 2015, which is  only about 2.5% of the total 
retail sales in Dubai.

• Although, E-retailing has a very small share in the retailing market, it is expected to grow rapidly 
and hold a share of 20% by 2030 driven by rising penetration rates of tablets and smartphones.

• The domestic group Souq.com is the most popular platform among the online shoppers in Dubai 
selling over 4 lakh products including electronics, clothes and house hold goods.

• During June 2017, E-commerce firm Amazon carried out US$650 million acquisition of Dubai-
based e retailing major Souq.com. 

• Dubai also saw the launch of US$1 billion e-commerce platform, Noon.com backed by the  Emaar 
properties and the Saudi Arabia public investment fund.

E-commerce to have a ‘major’ impact on Dubai’s retail sector; 
E-retaining set to account for 10% of Dubai’s total retail trade in next 
few years



• Innovation has been the main theme over the past year, with mall developers venturing into 
unique formats offering differentiated mall experience.

• New concepts such as luxury outlet village, Boxpark Dubai Citywalk and the Dubai Design District 
(D3) are designed to generate wider tourist appeal.

• Dubai based retailer Marka’s developed a revolutionary home grown retail concept ‘Paris 68’  to 
that celebrate the talent of the young local high street apparel and design industry

• The Dubai tourism has launched a retail calendar for 2017 showcasing shopping festivals, seasonal 
promotions, clearance events and exclusive retail experience to attract global travellers.

• Franchising giants such as Majid Al Futtami are focusing on new concepts such as VOX outdoor 
cinemas.

• Al-Futtaim, has recently launched development of a 78,500 sq. metre site, which forms part of the 
Jebel Ali Development (JAD) mixed use master planned community.  

The city is venturing into a differentiated mall experience with a breadth 
of product diversifications to cope with the e commerce effect

Outdoor, urban life style malls 

Unique concept malls



Fruits & vegetables
• The Emirate’s climate is not hospitable to grow a variety of crops; so most of the fruits and 

vegetables are imported from across the globe to meet the local demand. 

• Dubai is the regional re-export hub for fruits and vegetables. A significant amount of Dubai’s 
imports of fruits and vegetables are re-exported to other GCC and the Middle East countries .

Meat & Fish market
• Per capita meat consumption in the UAE was 74 kg, which was higher than the global average of 

42 kg in 2015. Dubai relies on imports to satisfy the demand for meat and re-exports about 10% 
of the imported meat, while is balance is used for domestic consumption.

• Dubai is the country’s largest fish consuming market, followed by Abu Dhabi and Sharjah. The 
fish consumption in the UAE is forecast to go beyond 900,000 tonne by 2030.

• The aim is to develop a Central Fruits and Vegetables market, which is expected to increase the 
storage capacity of fruits and vegetables in Dubai and is estimated to cost AED 500 Million.

• It also plans to establish a multi-story cold storage facility for vegetables and fruits, which involves 
56 stores and is estimated to cost AED 160 Million.

• The Dubai Municipality aims to improve the efficiency of its services in the marketing of fruits and 
vegetables both internally and externally in the Warsan facility.

• The development project is estimated to cost AED 370 Million. 

The Dubai municipality initiated projects worth AED 530 Mn towards 
development of  food consumables’ storage and marketing facilities

WHOLESALE 
INDUSTRY

Dubai Markets Project by Dubai Municipality

Warsan Vegetables and Fruits Market Facility



• Dubai Wholesale City, is a member of the TECOM Group, and is a global fully integrated wholesale 
trading hub. Spanning an area of over 550 million sq. ft, the destination was established to serve 
as a global primary one-stop shop for traders, catering to all wholesale needs. 

• This state-of-the-art master development will serve as a key contributor to the UAE’s strategy of 
economic expansion and a channel for global trade through its cutting-edge infrastructure and 
innovative solutions.

• The whole sale city also plans to activate the world’s largest e – commerce platform for wholesale 
trade in the region. The new service aims to enhance the UAE’s capabilities in the global e – 
commerce space that is set to grow from US$ 1.6 trillion to reach US $2.9 trillion in 2018, with a 
compound annual growth rate of 21%.

• The new global hub will comprise of specialized integrated trading parks that meet all the 
requirements of wholesale traders under one roof, as well as an international trade facility. 

• The hub will serve as an international trade exhibition facility, and will convene buyers and suppliers 
from around the world. The sizeable asset will serve as a mediator in global trade and open up a 
raft of service options to producers and traders, while saving them time and effort. 

The Dubai Wholesale City has been planned with an investment of 
AED 30 Bn to service key global traders



In spite of these measures, dependency on expatriate work force, high 
cost of doing business, threat of counterfeits pose challenges

Dependency on Expatriate Work Force
• Retailers  in Dubai have the challenge of hiring and retaining talented 

and capable employees.

• Expatriates are relied upon for both skilled and non-skilled jobs and 
constitute more than 80% of the workforce in Dubai, largely working 
in the private sector.

• There is high attrition rate of expatriate workforce since several 
expatriate workers move back to their home countries after 
accomplishing substantial savings.

High Cost of Doing Business
• Rental rates for malls in the Emirate range between AED 1597 - 4991 

per square metre and vary depending on the size, location and other 
factors.

• The upsurge in retail rental rates in Dubai can have a negative bearing 
on retailers’ margins, if the higher costs are not counterbalanced with 
operating efficiencies or increase in product prices, which result in 
the erosion of Dubai’s cost competitiveness.

Threat of Counterfeit products
• Counterfeit goods bring financial losses and reputational damages to 

retailers and brands.

Introduction of Value Added Tax
• The UAE Government has introduced a VAT of 5% on most goods, 

which will come into effect from January, 2018 and is expected to 
result in increase in the retail prices of goods and eventually add to 
the already high cost of living  in the UAE.

E-Payment
• When compared with other global hotspots, people in the UAE 

are more reluctant towards shopping online and prefer to shop in 
the traditional way and continue to go to malls or other outlets for 
shopping products due to customer preference, lack of e-commerce 
penetration and lack of confidence in online transactions.

Source: Middle East Council of Shopping Centers; Frost & Sullivan



The Government has developed strategic initiatives to support and 
promote the wholesale and retail industry

1. Steps Taken Against Counterfeit Products
• The Intellectual Property Protection Advisory Board has been launched by the DED, to eliminate 

counterfeit products and ensure consumers buy original products. 

• 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.

2. Smart Receipts Initiative
• Smart receipt is a digital record, which replaces the traditional paper or email receipts, against 

purchases.

• The green technology will benefit both retailers and customers in the way of convenience, 
accountability, transparency, and reduced carbon foot print in retailing.

3. Dubai Design District
• d3 is a new creative zone aimed at attracting leading fashion houses and to create a community of 

designers as well as outlets for international brands.

• It will help Dubai enter the multibillion dollar global fashion industry, which is presently led by Japan, 
Europe, and the US.

• The d3 is strongly marketing its capabilities and numerous new company registrations and retailers 
licences have been accepted.

Source: Middle East Council of Shopping Centers; Frost & Sullivan



Source:  Frost & Sullivan

CONCLUDING 
REMARKS

• Dubai has established itself as the retail hub of the region and is expected to have a steady 
growth.

• Logistics & trade infrastructure facilities make the city an ideal hub for whole sale and retail trade 
operations

• Although, E-retailing has a very small share in the retailing market, it is expected to grow rapidly 
and hold a share of 20% by 2030 driven by rising penetration rates of tablets and smartphones.

• Upcoming investment in retail segment like the Mall of the world project by Dubai holding, Dubai 
land, Meydan one mall project offers substantial scope to International traders 

• The Dubai municipality initiated projects worth AED 530 Mn towards development of  food 
consumables storage and marketing facility

• The free zones in the Emirate are expected to continue to attract international players  into Dubai 
due to the various incentives and facilities.



Glossary and Definitions

APPENDIX

Abbreviation Expansion

AED United Arab Emirates Dirham

BRL Business Registration and Licensing

CAGR Compound Annual Growth Rate

CCCI Commercial Compliance and Consumer Protection

DED Department of Economic Development

DCCI Dubai Chamber of Commerce and Industry

DM Dubai Municipality

DTCM Department of Tourism and Commerce Marketing

GCC Gulf Cooperation Council

GDP Gross Domestic Product

GLA Gross Leasable Area

OECD Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development

RTA Roads and Transport Authority

UAE United Arab Emirates

VAT Value Added Tax

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
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