
Financial Services – Bahrain 

 

 

 

 

Sector Report 
 
 
 
 
 

Financial Services 

Bahrain 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Produced by: 
Rebecca Healey, Trade & Investment Officer, British Embassy Bahrain 
Last revised October 2009 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Whereas every effort has been made to ensure that the information given in this document is accurate, 
neither UK Trade & Investment nor its parent Departments (the Department for Business, Innovation 
and Skills, and the Foreign & Commonwealth Office), accept liability for any errors, omissions or 
misleading statements, and no warranty is given or responsibility accepted as to the standing of any 
individual, firm, company or other organisation mentioned.  
Published October 2009 by UK Trade & Investment. 
Crown Copyright ©. 

www.uktradeinvest.gov.uk  



Financial Services – Bahrain 

 
 

Table of Contents 
 
OVERVIEW 3-4 

OPPORTUNITIES 5-7 

CHARACTERISTICS OF MARKET 8 

KEY METHODS OF DOING BUSINESS 9 

MORE DETAILED SECTOR REPORTS 12 

PUBLICATIONS & USEFUL WEBSITES 12 

EVENTS 13 

 

www.uktradeinvest.gov.uk   Page 2 of 13 



Financial Services – Bahrain 

www.uktradeinvest.gov.uk   Page 3 of 13 

OVERVIEW 
Bahrain is one of the world's leading international finance centres, with the sector 
accounting for 27% of Bahrain’s GDP (source; CBB).  The Kingdom is viewed as one 
of the best regulated Financial Services Centre in the Gulf and has led the Middle 
East in a range of sectors from banking to asset management to Islamic Finance. 
Arguably the most reliable financial centre in the Gulf for nearly 40 years, Bahrain 
has remained resilient at a time when many of the world’s financial services sectors 
have been shrinking.  As outlined below, key opportunities in Bahrain's financial 
and professional services sector include; Islamic Finance, Education Training 
Qualifications, Insurance/Re-insurance, Asset & Wealth Management and Capital 
Markets, as well as legal, consultancy and business services related to the financial 
sector. 
 
Employment in Financial Services in Bahrain has risen by 68.5% in the last three 
years, and in 2008 more than 1,700 new jobs in financial services were created, 
lifting total employment in the sector to approximately 14,000 (source; CBB). As of 
July 2009 there were 410 licensed financial institutions in Bahrain; 145 banks, 31 
retail banks, 82 wholesale banks and 32 representative offices.  Assets held by the 
banking sector in Bahrain total $227bn (source; CBB). 
 
Bahrain has been affected by the global crisis in recent months.  In May 2009, Fitch 
reaffirmed Bahrain’s long-term foreign currency Issuer Default Rating (IDR) at A & 
A+ with stable outlook, however by August 2009, S&P had cut Bahrain’s 
International Banking to default status after two banks, TBIC and AWAL were 
placed into administration.  Through out the Gulf Co-operation Council (GCC), the 
impact of international realignment of capital and decrease in oil revenues has been 
underestimated, and although oil prices have recovered slightly, strong concerns 
remain regarding the GCC banking sector and losses on investment portfolios 
especially in real estate. In addition many construction projects were initially 
financed by short-term facilities with the intention to refinance during 2009-2010, 
which with credit markets tightening, has been increasingly difficult.  Bahrain has 
not been impacted as badly as some other GCC states, however the economic 
downturn, a reduction in investor risk appetite and unclear valuations will be the 
most pressing business risks in 2009. 
 
The Central Bank of Bahrain (CBB) has recently had to defend Bahrain’s position as 
a financial centre with a credible & well-respected regulator.  Initially slow to react 
to the Saad/Algosaibi issue, the CBB eventually placed the two local banks, TBIC & 
AWAL into administration.  The CBB has also enforced stricter provisioning policies, 
imposed new liquidity regulations and committed that there will be no preference 
for local vs foreign creditors.  
 
Bahrain is still perceived as the most transparent of the Gulf States; which together 
with its policy on no restrictions on repatriation of capital and zero rate corporate 
tax policy, Bahrain has continued its success in attracting foreign investment.  
International Professional Services firms are establishing regional bases here, such 
as Ernst & Young who not only have their Middle Eastern HQ here but have also 
recently moved their global energy HQ from Houston Texas to Bahrain. 
 
Given the relatively low oil & gas supplies Bahrain may initially appear the less 
glamorous of the Gulf States.  However its deserved reputation as a safe place to 
invest with reliable and sophisticated infrastructure and strong legal system make it 
the ideal location to access more lucrative, and potentially more risky, markets in a 
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more liberal environment.  Bahrain is only 45 minutes drive away from Eastern 
Province of Saudi Arabia, and the proposed “Friendship Causeway” scheduled to 
start in 2010 with a completion estimate of 4.5 years, will enable Bahrain to access 
the Qatari market within 50 minutes. 
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OPPORTUNITIES 
Bahrain is uniquely located at the heart of the Gulf.  It has the shortest travel time 
between its seaport, airport and the logistics processing zone of anywhere in the 
Gulf, and is the perfect entry point for UK companies looking to develop operations 
in the fast-growing Gulf, Middle East and North Africa (MENA) markets. 
 
The UK is already well represented in the financial and legal services sector in 
Bahrain.  The establishment of the Bahrain Financial Harbour in 2007 provided a 
ready platform for foreign companies keen to establish in Bahrain.  In the banking 
sector both HSBC and Standard Chartered are present in Bahrain as are a range of 
UK legal practitioners, accountants and investment and business consultancy 
services, such as Norton Rose, Charles Russell, Trowers & Hamlin, Freshfields, 
KPMG, AXA, Allianz Group, Hanover Re and Zurich Insurance, also Asset Managers 
such as Aberdeen Asset, Allianz, BNP, Dexia, Lazards, SGAM and DLA Piper. 
 
There will likely be areas of opportunity for UK companies including in: 
 
• Islamic Finance including retail banking, insurance (T’akaful – Islamic 

Insurance) and Sukuk (a repurchase agreement providing access to short-
term liquidity against Govt of Bahrain).  

 
As the regional centre for Islamic Finance, Bahrain is experiencing 
unprecendented growth in Islamic Banking, T’akaful and Sukuk issuance.   
Ernst & Youngs Islamic Funds & Investments Report (IFIR) 2009 revealed that 
the Sharia compliant asset management industry is now worth $736bn globally, 
and Bahrain is likely to see a large proportion of this business given it hosts the 
largest concentration of Islamic Financial Institutions in the world.  Between 
2000-2008 assets in Bahrain’s Islamic banking sector have increased by 
1,280%.  There are currently 26 specialist Islamic banks operating in the 
Kingdom whilst many conventional banks, recognising the growing importance 
of Islamic banking, have successfully integrated Islamic windows within their 
operations. 
 
Bahrain Islamic Banks are likely to go through a period of consolidation given 
their desire to create economies of scale and recent liquidity issues.  Joint 
ventures with UK banks could be a possible option given Bahrain’s standing as a 
key regional player due to the combination of its proximity to Saudi Arabia (the 
main market), the CBB and the presence of AAOIFI. 

 
AAOIFI (Accounting and Auditing Organisation for Islamic Financial 
Institutions) is based in Bahrain and is responsible for moving forward 
standardisation of Shari’a rules.  AAOIFI are also responsible for setting 
compliance standards to institutions that wish to gain access to the Islamic 
Finance market ensuring that Bahrain remains at the forefront of new 
developments within the industry. 
 
In addition the Central Bank of Bahrain (CBB) was the first sovereign bank 
to issue Sukuks in 2001.  Primarily introduced as a means of combating large 
exposure to liquidity risk faced by many Islamic banks, Sukuks are looking 
increasingly appealing to a wide variety of investors.  Sukuk issuance did slow 
as spreads widened; only $15.5bn was issued in 2008, compared to $41.7bn in 
2007; however Ernst & Young estimate that this will increase to $27.5bn in 
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2009 (Source; Ernst & Young’s Islamic funds & Investments Report 2009).  The 
CBB was also the first central bank to issue a regulatory framework specific to 
T’akaful and ReT’akaful Islamic insurance companies in 2005, making Bahrain 
the ideal global location for Islamic Investment. 

 
• Asset and wealth management  

The industry currently holds US$9.07bn in AUM as of March 2009 through more 
than 2,750 authorised funds, 139 are Bahrain domiciled schemes and 2,611 are 
off-shore, and 59 are Islamic funds (source; CBB).  Of the total assets of the 
fund industry, assets of foreign funds registered in Bahrain for sale rose 75% to 
US$11.1 billion in 2007, compared with US$6.3 billion in 2006. The number of 
such funds totalled 2,360 in 2007, compared with 2,102 the previous year 
(CBB, May 2008). In June 2007 the CBB introduced a new category of “exempt” 
schemes into its rulebook to permit hedge funds and other high risk funds to be 
established in Bahrain.  The CBB recognises Bahrain’s need to differentiate itself 
within the Gulf and is continuing to look to encourage Alternative Asset 
Managers to Bahrain.  

 
• Insurance/Reinsurance 

Bahrain is now a hub for the insurance industry across the Middle East and is 
home to more than 173 insurance companies, both conventional and Islamic 
institutions serving both onshore and offshore markets (source; CBB August 
2009).   Bahrain is home to the Arab Insurance Group (ARIG) which is the 
representative body for the insurance industry in the Gulf.   
 
There is strong growth potential for the Insurance market; gross premiums for 
2008 were BD183.3 million, an increase of 34% over 2007 (source; CBB) yet 
still only accounts for less than 2.5% of GDP, compared to a market of 8-12% 
in the UK.  Motor insurance is the leading segment with personal/family 
insurance the main growth market.  Plans to have compulsory medical 
insurance will increase gross premiums from BD11.6m in 2007 to an estimated 
BD 190m by 2015 (Source; CBB). 
 
The Islamic Insurance market (T’akaful and ReT’akaful) contributions as a % 
of Total Premiums written is estimated to increase from 11% in 2007 to 31.2% 
by 2015; the highest increase in the Gulf States (source; Swiss Re). Many 
conventional insurance companies have now added T’akaful arms (ie Allianz 
T’akaful Bahrain, Hannover Re T’akaful). 

 
• Capital Markets 

The Bahrain Stock Exchange (BSE) established in 1989 is small in comparison 
with other GCC states.  As of August 2009, market capitalization stood at 
US$16.56 billion, compared to Dubai, Kuwait and Cairo averaging US $100bn on 
a monthly basis.  However the Bahrain Financial Exchange (BFX), located in 
Bahrain Financial Harbour and launching in Q1, 2010, will be the first multi 
asset class exchange in the Middle East region and will be internationally 
accessible to trade cash instruments, derivatives, structured products and 
Sharia-compliant financial instruments. Access through the electronic trading 
platform and the BFX plug and trade trading floor, located at the Exchange, will 
allow market participants to raise capital, manage risk and enable investment in 
a secure environment with central counterparty clearing, settlement and 
depository.  The Exchange is also pioneering financial training at an 
international level to facilitate market understanding and development. 
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• Education and training as demand grows for expertise, there is an increasing 
need to boost the supply of qualified practitioners and professionals to the 
Kingdom.  Increasingly we are seeing the introduction of apprentice schemes 
and on-the-job training as well as the more traditional avenues of EQT.   The 
Bahrain Institute of Business and Finance (BIBF) is currently working on a 
number of initiatives with the UK to improve educational policy in a number of 
Financial Services roles. The Labour Fund (Tamkeen) are investing US$75m 
to provide over 11,000 Bahraini nationals with sector-specific skills training over 
the next four years.  Bahrain’s Government has introduced Education reforms 
that will continue to improve the quality of education and skills in line with the 
requirements of the private sector, adopting best practice from some of the 
world’s most successful educational models, creating a regional centre of 
learning. 

 
• A range of legal, consultancy and business services such as IT based 

products and services.  As the Middle East’s most liberal and open business 
environment there are increasing opportunities for Financial Services support 
industries.  This is especially true in relation to the number of firms who have 
set up in Bahrain to benefit from cross-border work with Saudi Arabia, 
especially in the lucrative Eastern Province which is closer to Bahrain than 
Riyadh.  The “Friendship Causeway” to Qatar should open up the Qatari market 
in a similar manner.  

 

UKTI publishes international business opportunities gathered by our network of 
British Embassies, High Commissions and Consulates worldwide. These 
opportunities appear in the Opportunities portal on the relevant sector and country 
pages on the UKTI website. By setting up a profile you can be alerted by email 
when relevant new opportunities are published. New or updated alert profiles can 
be set in My Account on the website. 
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CHARACTERISTICS OF MARKET 
Bahrain has benefited from being the first Gulf state to discover oil in 1932 and its 
subsequent diversification of the economy at a very early stage given its limited 
supplies of oil and gas has given it huge competitive advantage in the region. 
 
Location: Gateway to the Gulf 
Bahrain’s strategic location to some of the fastest growing economies in the world 
such as Qatar and Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) makes it the gateway to the 
Gulf.  Together with it’s reputation for cultural neutrality and good relations in the 
region, Bahrain provides a neutral platform for business, enabling companies to 
serve other markets in the Middle East with great ease; the perfect hub for 
operations in the fast-growing Gulf, Middle East and North Africa (MENA) markets. 
 
Bahrain has the shortest travel time between its seaport, airport and the logistics 
processing zone of anywhere in the Gulf enabling more efficient and faster 
processing of trade goods;  
• KSA is a 40 minute car drive (23km) via King Fahd Causeway from central 

Manama. Almost 500,000 trucks cross the causeway into Saudi Arabia every 
year; this figure is expected to grow. 

• As of 2015 (estimated completion date), the proposed Bahrain-Qatar Friendship 
Causeway will provide direct access to Qatar within 50 minutes by road & rail. 

• The Khalifa bin Salman Port, together with the Bahrain Logistics Zone, is 
designed to be one of the region’s largest shipping and transport hubs. Its port 
capacity will increase tenfold over the next three years, the investment of the 
port is approximately $500m and will service the estimated 100 million people 
living in KSA’s Eastern Province, Qatar, Kuwait, Iraq and Iran. (MEED Special 
Report: Bahrain – Vision 2030 plan takes shape). 

• Gulf Air has the most intra-regional connections of any airline in the Gulf.  
• Draft plans to expand Bahrain International Airport include Cargo Oasis. An 

expanded cargo handling facility that will treble Bahrain’s international air cargo 
to a capacity of one million tones per annum, a level comparable with London's 
Heathrow Airport and have capacity for 27 large cargo planes to be handled at 
any given time. 

 
 
Middle East’s Most Open & Liberal Business Environment 
 
Bahrain tops the Middle East in The Index of Economic Freedom, and rated is 
the 16th in the world, ahead of Japan, Belgium, Austria, German, Sweden and 
Norway (Source: 2009 Heritage Foundation/Wall Street Journal Index of Economic 
Freedom). The complete absence of income or corporate taxes in all industries 
except oil gives Bahrain a global competitive commercial advantage. Bahrain 
currently has bilateral trade and economic agreements with 43 countries, including 
the United Kingdom, China, France, India and Singapore, creating a huge market 
for goods and services. Bahrain was also the first Gulf country to put into force a 
Free Trade Agreement with the United States. 
 
The WEF Global Competitiveness Report 2009-2010 by the World Economic Forum 
ranked Bahrain’s macroeconomic environment as 5th most stable in the world (up 
from 20 in 2008) 
 
 
Proven Track Record  
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Bahrain also has a tried and tested legal and regulatory environment in which 
investors can trust to fairly protect their interests in an open and transparent 
manner.  Bahrain has prudently diversified its economy and invested in steady and 
sustainable growth rather than trade opportunistically, proving that dependability, 
sustainability and business wisdom count. 
 
Quality of Life  
Known as the most socially liberal country in the Gulf, Bahrain is the ideal location 
for families.  Expats and Bahraini nationals are well integrated and have a high 
quality of life.  Bahrain was the first country in the Gulf to start education for both 
males and females, and the Kingdom has a strong record for appointing women and 
religious minorities to public office.  In 2001 The Supreme Council for Women was 
established to promote the role of women within Bahrain. 
 
Cost competitive 
Bahrain has the lowest rate of inflation of the Gulf States at 3.5% (source: 
International Monetary Fund, Regional Outlook, Middle East & central Asia, May 
2009).  Together with low taxes and lowest operating costs for businesses in the 
Gulf (source: DTZ Global Occupancy Cost-Offices 2009), makes it an attractive 
location to base regional headquarters. 
 
Most educated, skilled Gulf Workforce 
Tamkeen (The Labour Fund) are investing US$75m to provide over 11,000 
Bahraini nationals with sector-specific skills training over the next four years.  
Bahrain’s Government has introduced Education reforms that will continue to 
improve the quality of education and skills in line with the requirements of the 
private sector, adopting best practice from some of the world’s most successful 
educational models. 
 

KEY METHODS OF DOING BUSINESS 
 
Bahrain’s business environment is the most open and liberal in the Middle East, 
ranking the 16th in the world (Source: Index of Economic Freedom, 2009).  The 
kingdom focuses on a fully transparent environment providing sustainability, skills 
and good governance.  Low operational costs, 100% foreign ownership, free 
movement of capital and a zero corporate tax policy together with the most 
educated and skilled workforce in the Gulf makes Bahrain one of the most 
competitive countries to set up Middle East Operations. 
 
There are: 
No corporation taxes 
No personal income taxes 
No wealth taxes or tax on capital gains  
No withholding taxes 
No death duties or inheritance tax 
No restriction on repatriation of capital, profits or dividends 
 
For all Financial Services Companies the Central Bank of Bahrain should be the first 
port of call as they will be the body who grants the licence to trade. The CBB 
oversees one of the largest banking sectors in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC).  
They provide detailed information on their web page on laws, regulation, licences, 
registration and policy. 
 

www.uktradeinvest.gov.uk   Page 9 of 13 

http://www.bahrain.com/business_environment.aspx
http://www.bahrain.com/business_environment.aspx


Financial Services – Bahrain 

Central Bank of Bahrain 
PO Box 27 
Manama  
Kingdom of Bahrain 
 
Tel: +973 1754 7777 
Fax: +973 1753 0399 
E-mail: info@cbb.gov.bh 
Website: www.cbb.gov.bh 
 
The Economic Development Board of Bahrain is a semi private autonomous agency 
with responsibility for formulating and overseeing the economic development 
strategy of Bahrain and for creating the right climate to attract direct investment 
into the Kingdom.  They have a department which focuses on Financial Services 
and have an in-depth website which provides good background to Bahrain as well 
as the EDB. 
 
Boyd Winton 
Director - Business Development 
Financial Services 
Bahrain Economic Development Board 
7th, 8th, 12th, 13th floor 
Seef Tower 
P.O. Box 11299 
Manama 
Bahrain 
 
T:+973 17 58 99 32 
F: +973 17 58 99 00 
E-mail: boyd.winton@bahrainedb.com 
Website: www.bahrainedb.com  
 
 
The Bahrain Investors’ Centre (BIC) offers an efficient and helpful one-stop-
shop for setting up a business.  Part of the Ministry of Industry & Commerce, BIC 
was established in order to provide investors with the most cost effective and 
efficient incorporation procedure.  The website can be reached at;  
www.moic.gov.bh/MoIC/En/More/Resources/BahrainInvestorsCenter/ 
 
Other background information on doing business in Bahrain can be found on UKTI’s 
website. Simply go to the Bahrain country page where you will find information a 
doing business guide. 
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MORE DETAILED SECTOR REPORTS 
Research is critical when considering new markets. UKTI provides market research 
services which can help UK companies doing business overseas including:  
 

• Overseas Market Introduction Service (OMIS). Bespoke research into 
potential markets, and support during your visits overseas 

 
• Export Marketing Research Scheme. In depth and subsidised service 

administered by the British chambers of Commerce on behalf of UKTI  
 
Contact your local International Trade Advisor if you are interested in accessing 
these services, or for general advice in developing your export strategy. 
 
When considering doing business in Bahrain, it is essential to obtain legal advice. 
The British Embassy Bahrain website has a complete list of up to date list of 
lawyers in Bahrain; www.ukinbahrain.gov.uk 
 
 

PUBLICATIONS & USEFUL WEBSITES 
 
• Arab-British Chamber of Commerce    www.abcc.org.uk 
 
• Arabian Business.com       www.arabianbusiness.com 
 
• Middle East Economic Digest (MEED)     www.meed.com 
 
• Middle East Business & Financial News    www.ameinfo.com 
 
• Middle East Association       www.the-mea.co.uk 
 
 
 

CONTACTS & USEFUL WEBSITES IN BAHRAIN 
 
• British Embassy, Bahrain    www.ukinbahrain.gov.uk 
 
• Government Website    www.bahrain.bh 
 
• Central Bank of Bahrain    www.cbb.gov.bh 
 
• Bahrain Economic Development Board  www.bahrainedb.com 
 
• Bahrain Investors’ Centre at  

Ministry of Industry & Commerce   www.moic.gov.bh  
  
• Bahrain Institute of Banking & Finance  www.bibf.com 
 
• Bahrain Stock Exchange    www.bahrainstock.com 
 
• Bahrain Financial Exchange   www.bfx.bh 
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• Bahrain Association of Banks   www.banksbahrain.org 
 
• Tamkeen (Labour Fund)    www.tamkeen.bh 
 
• Bahrain British Business Forum   www.bbbforum.org 
  
• Bahrain Exhibition Centre    www.bahrainexhibitions.com 
 
 
 

EVENTS 
 
World Islamic Banking Conference   06/12/09 – 08/12/09 
www.megaevents.com 
16th World Islamic Banking Conference held annually in Bahrain. Over 1200 
delegates from over 50 countries, it is considered the premier international 
networking event for Islamic Finance professionals.  UKTI will be hosting a pavillion 
at the event for the second year running, applications for UK companies to join 
UKTI at the pavillion should be directed to angelena.lee@ukti.gov.uk 
   
 
Birmingham Trade Mission    06/12/09 – 10/12/09 
Birmingham Chamber of Commerce envisage bringing circa 12 professional service 
companies, including lawyers, finance specialists (including Islamic Finance), 
architectural design firms, education providers and marketers. The visit would 
coincide with the WIBC so that interested Missioners can attend that before going 
into the programme for the Mission itself.  For further information on this Trade 
Mission please email S.Cunnane@birminghamchamber.org.uk direct. 
 
 
MEFTEC      February 2010 
Middle East Financial Technology Exhibition and Conference is the industry’s 
premier financial technology event. 
 
Lord Mayors Visit     February 2010 
The new Lord Mayor of the City of London, Nick Anstee, will visit Bahrain as part of 
his trip to the GCC in early 2010. 
 
 
UK Trade & Investment’s Tradeshow Access Programme (TAP) can help eligible UK 
businesses take part in overseas exhibitions. Attendance at TAP events offers 
significant benefits: 
 

• possibilities for business opportunities both at the show and in the future  
• chance to assess new markets and develop useful contacts  
• grants are available if you meet the criteria  
• UKTI staff overseas will be available to assist delegates 

 
 
Other Market Visit Support may be available via your local International Trade 
Advisor. 
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UKTI’s International Trade Advisers can provide you with essential and impartial 
advice on all aspects of international trade. Every UK region also has dedicated 
sector specialists who can provide advice tailored to your industry. You can trace 
your nearest advisor by entering your postcode into the Local Office Database on 
the homepage of our website. 
 
For new and inexperienced exporters, our Passport to Export process will take you 
through the mechanics of exporting. An International Trade Adviser will provide 
professional advice on a range of services, including financial subsidies, export 
documentation, contacts in overseas markets, overseas visits, translating 
marketing material, e-commerce, subsidised export training and market research. 
 
 
 
For any further information, please contact: 
Myrna Almehaiza 
Trade & Investment Officer 
British Embassy Bahrain 
Email: myrna.almehaiza@fco.gov.uk 
Tel: (+973) 1757 4129 
Website: www.ukinbahrain.gov.uk 
 

mailto:Mark.ellam@fco.gov.uk
http://www.ukinqatar.fco.gov.uk/
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