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OVERVIEW 
 
Dubai has the largest and most sophisticated financial services industry in the 
region. It has strong and growing banking, insurance and legal sectors. Dubai 
International Financial Centre aims to be universally recognised as a hub for 
institutional finance and a gateway for capital and investment to GCC, Middle East 
and North Africa. Abu Dhabi too has plans to become a player in the region. The 
vast amount of capital has encouraged a growing and thriving sector with many UK 
companies now being represented here. 

OPPORTUNITIES 
Opportunities for UK companies in both Abu Dhabi and Dubai exist in asset and 
wealth management, Islamic finance, insurance, accountancy and education & 
training.  
 
UKTI publishes international business opportunities gathered by our network of 
British Embassies, High Commissions and Consulates worldwide. These 
opportunities appear in the Opportunities portlet 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. 

CHARACTERISTICS OF MARKET 

 
The United Arab Emirates is made up of seven sheikhdoms (Abu Dhabi, Dubai, 
Fujairah, Ras Al Khaimah, Ajman, Umm Al Quwain and Sharjah) and has a total 
population of about 5.6 million.  The federal capital of the UAE is in Abu Dhabi that 
controls most of the UAE’s oil and gas reserves. Dubai is the country’s business 
hub. The UAE, and Dubai in particular, is looking for “its place on the wall” – a 
reference to filling the geographical and time gaps between New York, London, and 
Hong Kong/Singapore.  
 
Through Dubai the UAE is, already, the region’s financial, trade and tourism hub.  It 
has a significant infrastructure base and is very accessible – with over 170 shipping 
lines and about 100 airlines. It attracts about 8 million tourists every year. The 
expansion of infrastructure and entities such as Etihad is driving growth in these 
areas in Abu Dhabi.   
 
Economics 
 
The UAE promotes a liberal business environment and has a standard of living that 
continues to attract expatriates from around the globe (less than 20% of the 
population of the UAE is Emarati).  The UAE is looking to diversify its economy 
away from a reliance on oil and gas.  In Dubai contributions from that sector to the 
GDP have fallen from over 50% thirty years ago, to around 5% today. The UAE now 
ranks at 16th among 52 countries in the World Economic Forum’s inaugural 
Financial Development Index (released in October 2008).   
 
The global economic downturn will reduce growth in the UAE from its historic recent 
highs of over 10%.  Projections for 2009 vary from 1.5% (EIU), to 6% (Standard & 
Poor's – for Dubai), to 7-11% (Governor of the UAE Central Bank). But growth is 
what we are still likely to see, probably at the bottom end of that spectrum, with a 
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rally in 2010. The sectors hit most are likely to be construction, real estate and 
financial services.  
 
Fiscal Stimulus Initiatives announced so far include the setting up of a nine-man 
taskforce for Dubai to tackle the crisis chaired by the head of Emaar Properties 
Mohammed Ali Alabbar. Their remit is to look at Dubai's finances, including in 
financial services and real estate, and to make recommendations on how to 
navigate the global downturn. One initiative has been to bring all of Dubai's 
investments under the control of the Investment Corporation of Dubai (ICD) and 
Dubai World to facilitate better co-ordination. At a federal level, the Central Bank of 
the UAE has made funding available to help banks with liquidity issues to the tune 
of US$32.76bn (as of January 2009). 
 
In order to stimulate the economy, and keep strategically important infrastructure 
projects on track, the Emirate of Dubai has announced a 42% increase in public 
spending for 2009 to Dhs37.7bn. This represents a fiscal deficit of Dhs4.2bn. 45% 
of spending has been set aside for infrastructure and public transport development 
- a 33% increase on 2008. 22% of the Dubai budget is allocated for social spending 
including education and health with a further 19% on security, borders and the 
judiciary.  
 
The long term economic outlook for the UAE is positive. Abu Dhabi’s oil and gas 
driven wealth underpins economic development throughout the UAE – Abu Dhabi 
has proven oil reserves for 100 years, and revenues from that sector are projected 
to be some US$97 billion in 2009.  GDP per capita stands at around US$29,117.   
 
The UAE owns some of the world’s biggest investment funds, including the biggest, 
ADIA, which has estimated reserves of between US$500-900 billion. 
 
Within the UAE, financial services activity is focussed in Dubai and Abu Dhabi; both 
these emirates are actively seeking to play a more dynamic role in global financial 
services. Dubai is home to many banks and financial services firms.  
Within the Emirates, Abu Dhabi is where the real power - the oil and the money - 
resides.  More under-stated that its neighbour, Dubai, Abu Dhabi is starting to 
make its presence felt.  Its sovereign wealth fund, the Abu Dhabi Investment 
Authority (“ADIA”) has received considerable coverage in the Western press, 
topping the league tables for such government funds at an estimated $900bn.   
Some have commented on its new sense of openness, as compared with a number 
of years ago. 
 
Banking  
 
Relative to its size and population, the UAE has a large banking sector, with UAE 
banks accounting for around 20% of the total equity of the Arab banking market. 
The UAE has 52 banks, of which 24 are national (with 736 branches) and 28 foreign 
banks (with 149 branches). According to Fitch Ratings, foreign banks operating in 
the UAE represent 22% of the total market (of which HSBC and Standard Chartered 
accounting for 50% of total foreign bank assets).  
 
Foreign banks are required to have the legal form of a branch, licensed and 
regulated by the Central Bank.  
 
Foreign banks pay a 20% local emirate tax on profits in each emirate. There are no 
restrictions on the presence of foreign senior staff in foreign banks, but it is 
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reported that this is likely to change.  All banks in the UAE are required to employ a 
minimum of 10% UAE nationals in total staff (excluding auxiliary staff), and there is 
a proposal to increase this percentage in the near future.   Due to the demographic 
structure of the UAE, whereby UAE nationals represent only approximately 9% of 
the total workforce, few banks have achieved compliance with these regulations. 
However, the Central Bank and other authorities continue to encourage adherence, 
and have resorted to implementing penalties. 
 
UK banks are well represented, with Lloyds, Standard Chartered, Barclays, HSBC 
and RBS all established in the UAE. 
 
Insurance  
 
While the sector is recording impressive growth rates, insurance is not yet a main 
driver of financial services output in Dubai. Although penetration levels in the UAE 
are amongst the highest in the GCC, it is still underdeveloped market by 
international standards. It is very fragmented and highly competitive. The Emirates 
Insurance association had 51 listed members in May 2008, of which 24 were local 
and 27- foreign companies. Top three players control 40% of the market (The 
Oman Insurance Company, Abu Dhabi National Insurance and Arab Orient 
Insurance Company). The remaining 48 compete aggressively for remaining 60%.  
The sector is moving towards greater consolidation.  
 
Takaful (Islamic insurance) accounts for a small share of the business, but is seen 
as the driver for future growth.  
 
For the market size, life insurance segment is underdeveloped (16% of total annual 
premiums). This is mainly due to cultural reasons. None life market is leading the 
insurance industry in the UAE with local companies dominating the market. This 
inculdes motor, real estate and construction. 
 
The new healthcare regulations made 2008 an important year for non life insurers, 
when compulsory health insurance law was introduced in Abu Dhabi. New health 
funding scheme introduced by Dubai Health Authority opened a window of 
opportunities for health insurers. The market entry for new insurers, however, is 
somewhat restricted as the Ministry of Economy is currently not issuing new 
insurance licenses for foreign companies. 
 
Capital Markets  
 
Capital markets performed well in 2007 and first two quarters of 2008.There are 2 
equity and bond exchanges in Dubai: DFM, which trades local assets and Nasdaq 
Dubai (formerly DIFX), which part of the emirates financial services free zone - 
DIFC. Borse Dubai is the holding company for Dubai Financial Market (DFM) and 
Nasdaq Dubai. The purpose to create Borse Dubai in 2007 was to consolidate the 
two stock exchanges in Dubai (DFM & Nasdaq Dubai) as well as current 
investments in other exchanges to expand Dubai’s position as a capital market hub 
in the region. Nasdaq Dubai is a fully integrated electronic exchange and is now 
largest Bond/Sukuk Market in the Middle East.  
 
Abu Dhabi is home to Abu Dhabi Exchange.  
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Energy and commodities are also traded in the Dubai Mercantile Exchange. 
International derivatives and commodities negotiated at the Dubai Gold and 
Commodities Exchange (DGCX).  
 
Firms in the banking, financial, real estate and construction sector control 80% of 
the total capitalisation. The remaining share is split between firms in transport, 
telecommunications and insurance sectors.  
 
UAE debt market is small but growing. The government issued sovereign bonds to 
develop market for corporate bonds and short term debt. The Emirate of Ras Al 
Khaimah offered $272m worth of Islamic bonds in June 2008, while Abu Dhabi, 
which already sold a $1bn-denominated bond, announced a second bond on sale in 
the same month.  
 
 
Regulation 
 
Advice should be sought prior to commencing any new activity in the UAE financial 
services sector to ensure compliance with federal and local laws and UAE Central 
Bank regulations. 
 
The federal Emirates Security and Commodities Authority (ESCA) was established in 
early 2000 in order regulate and monitor the licensing of securities in the market. 
ESCA's role includes determining the conditions which should be met when 
launching securities. ESCA also regulates some exchanges, including DFM, ADX and 
DCGX.  
The Dubai International Financial Centre is regulated separately by the Dubai 
Financial Services Authority (“DFSA”), which strongly acknowledges the UK as the 
source of inspiration for its regulatory regime and design, plus the application of 
English common law to the DIFC. The DFSA is the integrated independent statutory 
regulator of all financial and ancillary service undertaken in or from the DIFC (but 
not outside of the DIFC, where the federal UAE regulator presides). 
 
Insurance services are also regulated at federal level under the authority of the 
Ministry of Economy and Planning.   
 
Banking and financial intermediation services are regulated at federal level by the 
Central Bank of the UAE. On August 2, 2009 the Central Bank issued a notice to all 
banks operating in the UAE, which now prohibits the sale of all Structured Products 
to retail clients (including high net worth individuals) unless explicitly approved by 
the Central Bank.  
 
Since the UAE has a large wealth management industry and because Structured 
Products are commonly involved in financial planning, it is understandable that the 
Notice will cause significant concern to the financial services community. 
 
 
Islamic Finance 
 
Dubai is shaping up to be one of the global centres for Islamic finance. The 2008 
launch of Dubai based bank with global ambitions -  Noor Islamic Bank and Abu 
Dhabi based Hilal Islamic bank shows the Emirates bid to become the world's 
capital of Islamic finance. It is believed that Islamic banks will soon have 1/3 of the 
UAE's total banking assets, and than number could reach 50% by 2020.  
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On a retail level, most conventional banks now also operate Sharia complaint 
windows.  
 
The Dubai Financial Market Company (DFM), the world’s first Shariah-compliant 
exchange was established in 2000. About $6bn in sukuks is traded on DFM and 
Nasdaq Dubai.  
 
Accounting and auditing services 
 
Accounting services are regulated at federal level. Accountants benefit from free 
movement within the UAE, enabling them to operate in an emirate other than the 
one in which they are registered, without requiring a special licence.  International 
Accounting Standards are applied in the UAE. 
 
Some 264 foreign individual auditors, 208 local (or GCC) individual auditors, 47 
local firms and 12 foreign firms operate in the UAE, the latter in the form of 
branches.  
 
Registration conditions for foreigners include a university degree in accounting or 
an equivalent degree; 3 years of experience in accounting; and fellowship or 
membership in a recognised auditing professional body such as the Institute of 
Chartered Accountants in England and Wales; and evidence of a partnership with a 
UAE citizen or company or a certificate of employment. Similar conditions apply to 
auditing firms. In particular, one of the partners or managers of a foreign auditing 
firm must be a UAE national registered as a practising auditor. 
 
Legal services 
 
The major sources of secular law in the UAE are French, Egyptian, and Roman. The 
Provisional Constitution gives primacy to Shari'ah law; in practice, Shari'ah courts 
are used to settle cases of family law, and some criminal appeals. Commercial law 
is dealt with by the secular courts. It should be noted that Dubai and Ras al Khamai 
are not fully integrated into the federal court system. In particular, the ultimate 
appellate tribunal in Dubai is the Court of Cassation; elsewhere, this role is played 
by the Federal Supreme Court. 
 
There has recently been a clampdown on which lawyers are permitted to appear 
before UAE courts, and the current situation is that only UAE nationals may do so. 
Foreign companies must therefore use local advocates (barristers), either taking 
them on as employees, or instructing them as clients. 
 
In Abu Dhabi, as in many Gulf States, foreign law firms must have a local associate. 
In Dubai, foreign legal services firms may establish themselves without a local 
sponsor. However, all businesses in UAE must be licensed by the Dubai Economic 
Department, and permission for opening a law office is at the discretion of this 
authority.  
 
Business and professional services  
 
The UAE’s labour market is generally open to foreigners: 91% of the UAE work 
force is foreign.  Foreign professionals are permitted to practice business services 
and professions, including auditing, legal practice and consultancies, provided they 
hold a valid UAE residence permit; obtain a professional licence from the 
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government of the Emirate in which they intend to operate; and have signed a 
service agency contract with a local services agent that is a UAE national, and that 
contract has been authenticated by the notary public. 
 
The UAE has made specific commitments under the GATS permitting cross-border 
supply, consumption abroad, and commercial presence for a number of professional 
services including accounting, auditing and certain taxation services. 
 
 
Education and training 
 
The DIFC created the DIFC Education Centre (DEC) and is promoting itself as the 
leading provider of executive education in the GCC region.  The London Business 
School was the first to announce its collaboration, and started an Executive Master 
of Business Administration program at the DEC in September 2007, and plans to 
add some non-degree executive education programs to this offering.  Cass Business 
School, (part of the City University) is also offering its own EMBA at the DEC from 
September 2007, with three main streams: Islamic Finance, Energy and General 
Management and Finance.   
 
In February 2007, the SII launched their new office in Dubai, which was donated by 
the Dubai branch of the UAE Securities and Commodities Agency (“SCA”).  
 
UK and the City still regarded as a partner of choice despite recent developments. 
Ifs School of Finance, Chartered Institute of Management Accountants, Middlesex 
University Dubai, The University of Bolton, Manchester Business School, Strathclyde 
Business school have presence in the UAE. 
 

KEY METHODS OF DOING BUSINESS 

 
Other background information on doing business in the UAE can be found on UKTI’s 
website. Simply go to the UAE country page where you will find information on: 
 

• Economic background and geography 
• Customs & regulations 
• Selling & communications 
• Contacts & setting up 
• Visiting and social hints and tips 

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, contacts and support during your visits overseas. 

 
• Export Marketing Research Scheme. Advice on market research and help 

to contact subsidised market research 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. 
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For further details, please contact: 
 
Victoria Cox, International Trade Advisor,  
Victoria.cox@fco.gov.uk, Tel: +97143094201 
 
Mohammed Al Bastaki, Trade & Investment Attache,  
Mohammed.albastaki@fco.gov.uk, Tel:+97143094213 
 
Ranjana Abraham, Trade & Investment Officer,  
Ranjana.abraham@fco.gov.uk, Tel: +97143094229 
 

PUBLICATIONS 
Banker Middle East 
www.bankerme.com 
 
Money Works 
www.getyourmoneyworking.com 
 
Arabian Banking 
www.itp.com 
 
UAE Banking Review 
www.sterlingp.ae 

 

EVENTS 
 

Global Islamic Trade Forum 
 
 
4th Annual Syndicated Loans Middle East Conference 
 
 

The Euromoney Middle East Debt Markets Conference 

 
 

Med Invest 2009 
 

Middle East Project Finance 2009 

 
 

The Middle East Money Summit 2009 
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Middle East Governance, Risk & Compliance (GRC) 
 
 
Middle East Capital Markets 2009 
 
 
World Islamic Retail Banking Conference 2009 
 
 
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  
• a 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 

 
Find out if you are eligible to apply to attend this event, and more about the 
support UKTI can offer, on the UKTI Market Entry web page. 
 
Details of TAP events can be found in the Events portlet on the UAE page. 
 
Other Market Visit Support may be available via your local International Trade 
Advisor. 

CONTACT LISTS 

 
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. 
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