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This Guide has been prepared jointly by HSBC Group and Grant Thornton for the purposes of providing a high-level general overview of the business environment in the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) for the information of businesses who may be interested in transacting or investing in the UAE. Any transaction or investment in the UAE, 
however, should only be undertaken based on professional advice specific to such transaction or investment.  



This guide to doing business in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) is designed to provide potential investors 
with an overview of business practice in the UAE and insight into the key aspects of operating in the UAE. The 
country’s large oil revenues have brought it to international prominence and the government’s pro-business 
attitude has attracted investors from across the world.  

The UAE has a population of just 
over nine million and a GDP of 
USD399.5 billion (in 2014), which is 
the seventh highest GDP per capita 
in the world. This GDP is 236 times 
higher than in 1971 when the UAE 
was formed, and demonstrates 
the remarkable growth the region 
has shown.

The UAE is one of the world’s 
largest oil and natural gas exporters. 
The UAE has the seventh largest 
proved reserves of oil and gas in the 
world, and currently exports over 
3.5 million barrels per day. It is the 
world’s fourth largest oil producer 
and was the third largest net oil 
exporter in 2014.

The UAE has a strong economy 
which was founded on oil and gas 
revenues, but has more recently 
been characterised by strong 
diversification, particularly focused 
in Abu Dhabi and Dubai. As part of 
a wider effort to diversify, the UAE 
has invested heavily in infrastructure 
targeted at the non-oil economy as 
part of a programme to reduce oil 
dependence by 2030. The UAE has 
become a leading financial centre 
in the area, invested heavily in its 
industrial sector and become a 
leading luxury tourism destination, 
all of which has resulted in a stable 
and diversified economy.

The economic outlook for the UAE 
is positive as the economy has 
made a steady and strong recovery 
after the challenges it faced in 2009. 

The UAE has experienced 
consistently high growth since 
2006, maintaining an average 
growth of 3.7 per cent1. Economic 
growth of the UAE is estimated to 
have reached 4.6 per cent in 2014. 
In October 2015, the IMF predicted 
GDP growth of three per cent for 
2015, showing great optimism for 
the area and further predicts 3.1 per 
cent growth for 2016. 

Foreign investment is welcomed 
by the UAE government who have 
implemented sizable incentives for 
businesses to locate in the UAE. 
Some competitive advantages 
offered include:

• Dedicated Free Trade Zones in 
which regulation is streamlined 
and capital restrictions are lifted

• Excellent infrastructure

• Low tax

• Good geographical access 
to eastern markets and 
shipping routes

The UAE’s currency, the Arab 
Emirate Dirham, is pegged to the 
United States Dollar at a fixed rate of 
AED3.673: USD1. The country’s 
currency peg to the U.S. dollar 
limits the central bank from using 
interest rates to target loan growth. 
The central bank has not changed 
interest rates since February 2009, 
when it cut the repurchasing rate by 
50 basis points to one per cent.

In 2013, the UAE won the bid 
to host the World Expo 2020; a 
world trade and culture exhibition 
which runs over the course of 
six months. It is estimated that 
this win could add USD24 billion 
to the UAE economy and create 
innumerable opportunities due to 
the increased demand in various 
sectors namely leisure and tourism 
(with an estimated 25 million visitors 
expected to arrive), construction 
and logistics. 

The Northern Emirates
The “Northern Emirates”, which 
include Sharjah, Fujairah, Ajman, 
Umm Al Quwain and Ras Al 
Khaimah, are less developed than 
Abu Dhabi and Dubai. Though 
less wealthy and potentially less 
attractive to foreign investment, 
each emirate has a port and 
a national airport, which have 
allowed them to take steps to 
develop their economies. 

While this guide makes reference to 
some of the most common issues 
investors might face, it must be 
noted that certain industries, such 
as the financial services sector, 
are subject to special regulation 
and therefore companies wishing 
to invest in this area should seek 
legal advice.

The information in this publication is 
current at December 2015.

1 World DataBank
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Ease of Doing Business 
Topics 2016 rank 2015 rank Change in rank

Starting a business 60 57 -3

Licenses and Permits 2 3 1

Getting Electricity 4 4 No change

Registering property 10 10 No change

Financing 97 90 -7

Protecting Investors 49 64 15

Paying Taxes 1 1 No change

Trading Across Borders 101 100 -1

Enforcing Contracts 18 27 9

Resolving Insolvency 91 90 -1

Source: World Bank Group (Doing Business)

Country profile
Capital City Abu Dhabi

Area 83,600 sq. km

Population 9,445,000 (Approx.)

Language Arabic

Currency Emirati Dirhams (AED)

International dialling code +971

National Holidays 2016 1 January – New Year’s Day

5 May – Lailat Al Miraj (Ascension of the Prophet)

7 July – Eid Al Fitr

10 September – Arafat (Haj) Day

11 September – Eid Al Adha

2 October – Al Hirja (Islamic New Year)

2 December – UAE National Day

3 December – Martyrs’ Day

12 December – Milad Al Nabi (The Prophet’s Birthday)
* the above dates are subject to change dependent upon the sighting of the moon, which will 
confirm the public holiday and will be announced by the government closer to the date.

Business and Banking hours Business hours: 08:00 to 17:00

Government operation hours: 07.30 to 14.30pm

Banking hours: 08:00 to 15:00

Stock exchanges Dubai Financial Market (DFM)

Abu Dhabi Securities Exchange (ADX)

NASDAQ Dubai

Dubai Gold and Commodity Exchange (DGCX)

Political structure Federation

Doing Business rank 2016 31
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Legal overview
Political and legal system
The UAE is a constitutional 
federation of seven emirates; Abu 
Dhabi, Dubai, Sharjah, Ajman, Umm 
al-Qaiwain, Ras Al Khaimah and 
Fujairah. Each emirate is its own 
principality governed by a hereditary 
monarchy. The federation was 
formally established in December of 
1971. The head of state is the ruler 
of Abu Dhabi, who is the President 
of the United Arab Emirates, while 
the head of the government is the 
ruler of Dubai; the Prime Minister of 
the United Arab Emirates. 

The UAE political system, which 
is a unique combination of the 
traditional and the modern, has 
underpinned the success and 
stability of the federal government, 
enabling the country to develop a 
modern administrative structure, 
whilst ensuring that traditions are 
maintained, adapted and preserved.

Operations of UAE government are 
distributed between federal and 
local institutions which often work 
in conjunction. The federal system 
includes The Supreme council, 
the Council of Ministers, and the 
Federal National Council (FNC), 
which is a parliamentary body. The 
Supreme Council is formed of the 
rulers of the seven emirates, and 
operates as the highest executive 
and legislative authority in the 
UAE. The seven members elect 
the president and vice president to 
serve five year terms. The Council of 
Ministers is the executive authority 
which is headed by the Prime 
Minister, who is chosen by the 
President in consultation with the 
Supreme Council.

The UAE has a federal legal system, 
based on principles of both civil law 
and Sharia law. 

The federal courts hold exclusive 
authority over substance areas of 

law including civil, commercial, 
corporate and penal matters, 
but allow individual emirates to 
determine other matters related to 
their own territory. Consequently, 
several emirates, most notably 
Dubai, have slightly differing legal 
systems; however, most leave the 
majority of legal administration to 
the federal court.

The legal authority in the UAE 
comes from the Constitution of 
the UAE, and is enacted through 
codified civil laws. 

Sharia law, which is the divine 
code of conduct in the religion of 
Islam, plays a large role in the lives 
of citizens and residents. It relates 
to more personal issues such as 
marriage, inheritance, domestic 
relations and behaviour. 

Data protection
There is no federal level data 
protection in the UAE, nor is 
there a single data regulator. The 
constitution of the UAE stipulates 
a basic right to privacy that could 
include data, but only applies 
to approximately 10 per cent of 
UAE nationals. 

However, within the Dubai 
International Financial Centre (DIFC), 
the Data Protection Law and its 
Amendment for 2012 (DIFC Law 
No. 5 of 2012 enacted a ‘new’ 
Data Protection Law. The rules and 
regulations outline the collection, 
handling, disclosure and use of 
personal data in the DIFC, the rights 
of individuals to whom the personal 
data relates, and the role of the 
DIFC Authority with regard to data 
protection.

In addition to this, there are 
sector-specific laws relating to 
cybercrime, telecoms and the 
privacy of consumer information, 
which include:

The constitution 
of the UAE 
stipulates a 
basic right to 
privacy that 
could include 
data, but only 
applies to 
approximately 
10 per cent of 
UAE nationals. 



Federal Law by Decree No (3) – 
Telecommunications Law

This limits the extent that 
telecommunication providers can 
obtain information, and establishes 
the Telecommunications Regulatory 
Authority (TRA) to oversee the 
industry and protect consumer 
best interests.

Federal Law be Decree No (5) – 
Cybercrime

This explicitly prohibits the 
unauthorised acquisition of digital 
information by hacking, fraud or 
theft. It also specifically prevents 
the deliberate invasion of individual 
privacy via technology, photo or 
eavesdropping.

Money laundering regulations
The UAE has taken clear steps 
to criminalise and restrict illegal 
financial flows in recent years. 
Having previously been considered a 
high-risk area for money laundering, 
the UAE has implemented new 
regulation and established a new 
investigatory unit. Money laundering 
has been officially criminalised since 
2002, but new, stricter legislation 
was enacted in 2014 introducing 
larger prison sentences and fines. 

The laws that form the basis of 
the UAE’s anti-money laundering 
regime are:

• The Anti-money Laundering Law

• The Counter-terrorist 
Financing Law

The Central Bank of the UAE 
operates the Anti-money Laundering 
(AML) and Suspicious Cases Unit 
(AMLSCU), which investigates and 
enforces AML regulations.

Money laundering offences 
can include:

• The conversion of transfer of 
funds to conceal or disguise an 
illicit origin

• The concealment of the original 
ownership or location of funds

• The acquisition of possession of 
illegally obtained funds

Breach of these laws can result 
in seizure of assets and property, 
and criminal prosecution by the 
attorney general.

Intellectual Property Rights
The UAE developed a large and 
comprehensive body of law and 

regulation to protect intellectual 
property, as a part of its drive to 
become a global business hub. 
Local and federal authorities respect 
the importance of intellectual theft 
such as counterfeiting. The UAE is a 
signatory on a range of international 
treaties relating to copyright and 
intellectual property, including:

• The WIPO Convention (General)

• The Gulf Cooperation Council 
(Trade Marks) Law

• The Paris Convention (Patents and 
Trade Marks)

• The Patent Cooperation Treaty 
(Patents)

• The Berne Convention 
(Copyrights)

• The WIPO Copyright Treaty 
(Copyrights)

• The WIPO Performances and 
Phonograms Treaty (Copyrights)

• The Rome Convention 
(Copyrights)

• TRIPs under WTO

Protections afforded by the UAE 
intellectual property regime include: 
Trade-marks, Patents and Utility 
certificates, Industrial designs, 
Copyrights and Domain names.

6
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COPYRIGHT

Copyright can protect: literary work, dramatic works, musical works, artistic works, layouts and typographical 
arrangements, recordings, broadcasts and scientific achievements. It is an automatic right; therefore it is not necessary to 
apply for it.

Protection 
granted  

Federal Law No. (7) of 2002 pertains to Copyrights and Neighbouring rights and states that 
copyright is automatically granted for stipulated works and once granted, the producer hold 
exclusive rights to ownership and subsequent rights to sale, distribution etc.

Infringements Copyright applies to any medium, thus copyright protected work cannot be reproduced in any other 
medium. Acts that infringe the copyright include the copying of the whole or a substantial part of 
the work, issuing copies to the public, etc. without the consent of the copyright owner. Authorising 
an infringement is in itself an infringement.

Duration 50 years on all accepted copyrights, with the exceptions of:

• Applied arts – 25 years

• Broadcasting organisations – 20 years

PATENTS

Patents protect inventions which can be applied in an industrial environment. For a patent to be granted, the invention 
must be new, have an inventive step which is not obvious to someone with experience in the subject and capable of 
being used in an industry. Pure discoveries and scientific or mathematical formulae cannot be patented.

Protection 
granted 

Patents must be submitted to UAE Ministry of Economy, Intellectual Property Protection 
Department.

A patent gives its owner the ability to take legal action to stop others from copying, manufacturing, 
selling and importing the invention without the inventor’s permission. It also allows the owner to 
sell the invention and all the Intellectual Property Rights, license the invention to someone else 
while retaining the IP rights, discuss the invention with others and set up a business based around 
the invention.

Infringement Infringing a patent means manufacturing, using, selling or importing patented products or 
processes without the owner’s permission. It is not necessary to know that an invention is 
patented to infringe the patent.

Duration 20 years from the filing date (subject to annual fees).
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TRADE MARKS

A trade mark is a sign capable of distinguishing goods and services of one undertaking from those of another 
undertaking. The signs can be: words, personal names, designs, letters, numeral slogans, sounds, smells, signs and 
distinctive colours.

Protection 
granted 

The owner can obtain protection in the UAE by registering with the Trade Mark Section of the 
Ministry of Economy, after which it can be published in the Trade Mark Journal.

Infringement Some examples of infringement of a trade mark are: 

• Using an identical or similar trade mark for identical or similar goods and services to a registered 
trade mark creating a likelihood of confusion on the part of the public

• Where a mark has a reputation, infringement may arise from the use of the same or a similar 
mark which damages or takes unfair advantage of the registered mark

Civil courts deal with Trade Mark infringements.

Duration 10 years (can be renewed indefinitely)

DESIGNS

A design is legally defined as being “the appearance of the whole or part of a product resulting from the features of, in 
particular, the lines, contours, shape, texture or materials of the product or ornamentation”. Designs registered must be 
new, innovative, usable in an industrial context and not violate the public order or morals of the UAE.

Protection 
granted 

Registering a design grants the owner exclusive rights to use the design or manufacture or import 
products derived from the design.

Infringement A design right is infringed by an unauthorised person making an article exactly or substantially 
similar to the protected design or by making a design document for the purpose of making 
unauthorised copies.

Duration Registered designs are protected for 10 years, subject to renewal fees.
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Business entities 
The UAE is continuously evolving 
its legal and regulatory framework 
to continue positioning itself as 
the hub of the Middle East. The 
primary law governing commercial 
companies is Federal Law no 2 of 
2015 (new Companies Law) which 
came into effect on 1 July 2015, 
replacing the Federal Law No.8 of 
1984. Under the Federal Law No. 
(2) of 2015, the eight categories of 
business are: General Partnership, 
Simple Limited Partnership, Joint 
Participation (Venture), Public Joint 
Stock Company, Private Joint 
Stock Company, Limited Liability 
Company, Holding Companies and 
foreign Branch.

The new Companies Law sets out 
various amendments that impact 
commercial companies within 
the UAE. 

The new Companies Law does not 
apply to companies established 
in free zones of the state. As an 
exception to this provision, such 
companies shall be subject to the 
provisions of the law if their laws 
and regulations allow the exercising 
of activities beyond the free zone. 
The Cabinet will issue a decision 
determining the conditions for 
entry and registration of companies 
operating in free zones of the 
State and wishing to exercise 
their activities in the State outside 
free zones.

The following companies are 
exempt from the new Companies 
Law, companies excluded by 
resolution of the Federal Cabinet, 
companies wholly owned by federal 
or local government and companies 
held in full by such companies (if 
a special provision to this effect 
is contained in the company’s 
Memorandum of Association (MOA) 
and companies operating in certain 

oil, gas or power sectors in which 
the federal or local government 
directly or indirectly holds 25 
per cent if a special provision is 
contained in the company’s MOA.

The law also states that the 
Minister of Economy is set to 
issue a regulation setting out the 
activities and functions of the 
Companies Registrar. This Registrar 
shall primarily supervise the trade 
name register and maintain public 
company records. 

Foreign entities carrying out 
activities in the UAE must be 
registered with the relevant 
authorities. Foreign businesses who 
wish to establish a formal presence 
in the UAE have seven options:

• Create a permanent establishment 
(Sole Establishment )

• Establish a Branch/ 
Representative Office

• Create a civil company (Dubai and 
Sharjah only)

• Setup a Limited Liability Company 
(LLC)

• Joint Ventures

• Create an entity in a UAE free 
trade zone

• Offshore company (available in 
UAE free trade zones)

Sole Proprietorship
A Sole Proprietorship is a business 
owned by a single person, and is 
legally inseparable from that person. 
The owner is fully responsible and 
liable for the actions and obligations 
of the company.

• A Sole Proprietorship can only 
be owned by an individual, not a 
company. This person will own 
100 per cent of the business, 
control all of its operations and 
keep 100 per cent of any profits

• A professional-type Sole 

Proprietorship can be owned by 
an individual of any nationality

• A Sole Proprietorship that is a 
commercial or industrial business 
must be owned 100 per cent by a 
UAE or Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) National 

• A Sole Proprietorship requires 
a Local Service Agent 
(LSA) if the owner is not a 
UAE-National (applicable only for 
professional license)

Branch
The Commercial Companies Law 
covers the formation and regulation 
of Branches and Representative 
Offices of foreign companies in the 
UAE and stipulates that they may 
be 100 per cent foreign owned, 
provided a LSA is appointed. 

A Branch established by a foreign 
entity under the Companies Law 
is not considered a separate 
company but rather a part of the 
foreign entity. Thus, the foreign 
entity is considered to be directly 
doing business in the UAE and has 
unlimited liability for the operations 
of the Branch Office. Key provisions 
for a foreign Branch include:

• The Branch should appoint a 
manager who will be responsible 
to operate and manage the 
Branch

• The Branch can conduct selected 
services and professional 
activities, but cannot import 
goods into Dubai; this will be 
managed by a local trade or 
commercial agency. The Branch 
Office must have an independent 
budget, its own profit/loss 
statements and must appoint a 
UAE-accredited auditor. 

• A Branch of a foreign company 
also requires a LSA, who can be 
a UAE National. The LSAs are not 
involved in the operations of the 

Conducting business  
in the UAE
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company but assist in obtaining 
visas, labour cards, etc. and are 
paid a lump sum fee per annum

• Foreign Companies, licensed to 
operate within the UAE, cannot 
commence business before 
registration at the Ministry 
of Economy and Economic 
Department

Representative Office
A Representative Office for 
Commercial Activities is not a 
business structure in its own right 
but it is a business activity that 
a Branch can conduct. It has its 
own criteria, which include the 
authorisation to promote and market 
the parent company’s business – but 
not conduct business operations.

The same rules and conditions for 
the foreign Branch Office are applied 
except for the business activity. 
The main difference between 
a Representative Office and a 
Branch Office is that the former is 
limited to gathering information and 
soliciting orders and projects to be 
performed by the company’s head 
office. In this regard, Representative 
Offices are also limited in the 
number of employees they may 
sponsor (typically three or four). A 
Representative Office serves as 
an administrative and marketing 
centre for the foreign company. 
By contrast, a Branch Office is a 
full-fledged business, permitted to 
perform contracts or conduct other 
activities as specified in its license.

Civil Company
A Civil Company is a special form 
of business partnership that is used 
by professionals in recognised fields 
such as doctors, lawyers, engineers 

and accountants. The company 
can be 100 per cent owned by the 
foreign professional partners.

Civil companies require a Local 
Service Agent (LSA) if there 
is no UAE-National partner 
in the business. The LSA is a 
UAE National who manages 
licensing requirements and other 
government-related matters for the 
business, in exchange for an annual 
fee. The LSA has no responsibility 
for the business and no financial 
commitment to the business or its 
activities in Dubai or elsewhere.

A Civil Company for engineering 
must have one partner who is a 
UAE National, who owns no less 
than 51 per cent of the business and 
must be an engineer of the same 
type as the business’s activity.

Limited Liability Company (LLC)
Limited Liability Company is the 
most popular form of business for 
foreign investors. Under the UAE 
Federal Commercial Companies 
Law (No. 8 of 1984 as amended), 
a Limited Liability Company may 
engage in any lawful activity except 
banking, insurance and investment 
of money for others. 

The Limited Liability Company is 
a company with no less than two 
and no more than 50 partners; each 
partner is held liable to the extent 
of his capital share. One citizen, 
whether a natural or legal entity, 
may incorporate and own a limited 
liability company. The owner of 
the company’s capital shall be held 
liable only to the extent of the capital 
stated in its MOA, and are subject 
to the provisions set out in the 
Commercial Companies Law. 

Name
The LLC’s name should be derived 
from its objects with “Limited 
Liability Company (LLC)” to be 
annexed to the company’s name.

Business activity 
LLCs can conduct any industrial 
or commercial business, except 
banking, insurance or investment. 
LLCs cannot practice law, auditing, 
accountancy or any other type of 
consulting service.

Capital requirements
Pursuant to UAE commercial law, 
the minimum share capital required 
to establish a Limited Liability 
Company is AED150,000 but it can 
be less if it is sufficient to achieve its 
objectives. The shares of a Limited 
Liability Company are neither open 
for subscription by the public nor 
negotiable.

The capital of the company shall be 
composed of either a contribution in 
cash or equivalent in contribution in 
kind. The partner may not contribute 
in work rendered, unless he is a 
joint partner. The contribution of 
the partner may not consist of his 
reputation or influence. 

Shareholders 
At least 51 per cent of the equity of 
the company has to be in the hands 
of a UAE national. Any transfer of 
the title of any share of a partner 
that may affect the percentage 
as set out above shall be invalid. 
Nevertheless, foreign investors 
may undertake the management of 
the company.

The profits may be divided on 
a ratio agreed by the parties in 
the MOA, the minimum profit 
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percentage entitled to local 
shareholders as stipulated in the 
MOA cannot be less than 20 per 
cent of the LLC’s profit.

No fictitious profits may be 
distributed to partners or 
shareholders. If the company 
distributes any profits in violation 
of the provisions of this law and 
decisions issued by the regulator, 
the partner or shareholder shall 
refund whatever profits he received 
in violation of such provisions. The 
company’s creditors may mandate 
each partner or shareholder 
to refund any profits received 
under such agreement, even if in 
good faith. 

Partners or shareholders may 
not be deprived from real profits 
they have received, even if the 
company sustains losses during the 
following years.

If a partner’s share in profits 
and losses is not determined in 
the company’s MOA, it shall be 
determined as per the percentage 
of his share in the capital. If the 
company’s MOA only provides for 
profit sharing, then the partner’s 
share in loss shall be equivalent 
to the profit share agreement and 
vice versa. 

If a partner’s share in the company 
is limited to his work, then his 
share in profits and losses must 
be determined in the MOA. If, 
in addition to physical work, the 
partner contributes with cash or 
in-kind share, he shall have a share 
in profits and losses against physical 
work and another share against cash 
or in-kind share. 

If it is agreed in the Company’s 
MOA to deprive a partner from 
profits, exempt him from losses or 
grant him a fixed interest against 
his share in the Company, the MOA 
shall be null and void. 

It may be agreed to exempt a 
partner from losses if he/she only 
contributes by effort, provided that 
the remuneration is determined 
against such effort.

Management
The LLC shall be managed by one 
or more managers to be selected 
from amongst the partners, or 
others. The managers shall be 
appointed in the memorandum or by 
a separate contract for a limited or 
an unlimited period.

If the managers are not appointed 
in the manner stipulated in the 
preceding paragraph, they shall be 
appointed by the partners’ general 
assembly.

The LLC shall have a General 
Assembly consisting of all the 
partners. The General Assembly 
shall be convened by an invitation 
from the manager or the board of 
directors at least once in a year 
during the four months following 
the end of the financial year of the 
company. Invitation to convene 
the General Assembly may be 
given by registered letters or by 
any other means as provided by 
the Memorandum of Association, 
at least 15 days prior to the date 
as scheduled to hold the General 
Assembly, or within any shorter 
period as agreed by all the partners. 

Among other decisions, the 
company’s General Assembly 
shall determine the percentage 
of net profits to be distributed 
to shareholders, after deducting 
statutory and operational reserves. 

Statutory reserve
It is obligatory for all companies to 
allocate 10 per cent of their annual 
net profits to create a statutory 
reserve. Contributions to this 
reserve may be suspended in the 
event that the value of the reserve 
reaches half that of the company’s 
share capital. 

Filing requirements
Each company shall maintain 
accounting records at their relevant 
head offices showing transactions, 
provided that such records 
would accurately and at any time 
demonstrate the company’s financial 
standing. The records must enable 
the partners and shareholders to 
verify that company’s accounts are 
maintained as per the provisions of 
the Commercial Companies Law. 

Each company shall maintain its 
accounting records at its head office 
for at least five years as from the 
company’s fiscal year end date. 

Under the Companies Law, most 
companies and Branch Offices in 
the UAE are required to submit 
their accounts to audit by local 
operators. The auditor is obliged to 
submit a report of their finding to 
the appropriate Emirate authorities 
which, combined with a set of fees 
based on the type of business, 
serve to renew the company’s 
annual business licence.

Under the Companies Law the 
auditor is obliged to submit a report 
of their finding to the General 
Meeting, which is required to be 
convened within four months of 
financial year end and the auditor 
shall deliver copies of their report 
to both the Ministry and the 
Concerned Authority. 

Dissolution
The company can be dissolved in 
the following circumstances:

• Expiration of the period specified 
in the Memorandum or the 
Articles unless this period is 
renewed in accordance with 
the rules stipulated in the 
Memorandum or its Articles

• Exhaustion of the objects of 
incorporating the company

• Depletion of all or most of the 
company assets which makes 



the beneficial investment of the 
remainder impossible

• Amalgamation

• The unanimous approval of 
the partners to terminate its 
duration, unless the company 
memorandum provides that a 
specific majority shall suffice

• Under certain circumstances, a 
court can order the dissolution 
of a company, at the request of a 
partner, if they conclude that the 
circumstances demand it

• The LLC shall not be dissolved 
upon the withdrawal or death 
of a partner or the decree of a 
judgment for his interdiction, 
bankruptcy or insolvency, 
unless otherwise provided in 
the company memorandum. If 
the losses of a Limited Liability 
Company amount to half the 
capital, the managers must refer 
the dissolution of the company 
to the General Assembly of 
the partners. However, the 
resolution of dissolution should 
be adopted by the same majority 
required for the amendment of 
the company memorandum. 
If the losses amount to three 
quarters the capital, partners 
holding one quarter of the capital 
of the company may request 
its dissolution

• With the exception of joint 
participation, the dissolution of 
the company must, in all events 
be declared by registering it in 
the Commercial Register and 
publishing it in two local daily 
newspapers. Dissolution of the 
company may not be pleaded 
towards third parties except from 
its date of de-registration

• The liquidation shall be performed 
by one or more liquidators 
(registered Auditor in UAE) 
appointed by the partners, by the 
General Assembly or by the court

Joint Ventures (JV)
A Joint Venture is a type of company 

formed between two or more 
partners to share the profits or 
losses of one or more commercial 
businesses being performed by one 
of the partners in his own name. 
The company shall be confined 
to the relationship between the 
partners and will not be effective 
towards third parties. 

• The contract of joint participation 
should regulate the rights and 
obligations of the partners and the 
distribution of profits and losses 
between them

• The JV agreement will not be 
subject to registration in the 
Commercial Register, nor is it to 
be declared

• A JV may not issue shares or 
negotiable instruments

• Third parties shall not have the 
right of recourse except towards 
the partner with whom they had 
dealt with. If an action performed 
by the partners might inform third 
parties of the existence of the 
company, it may be considered 
a real company in which the 
partners will be jointly liable 
towards third parties

• Decisions in a JV have to be made 
by the unanimous consensus 
of the partners unless the JV 
agreement provides that a 
majority will suffice. In this case, 
the majority will be numerical, 
unless otherwise provided in 
the memorandum

• Decisions concerning the 
amendment of the agreement 
shall not be valid unless made by 
a unanimous vote of the partners

Offshore Companies
Offshore Companies should be 
established in one of the offshore 
business centres. In the UAE, Jebel 
Ali Free Zone was the first body 
offering such legal entities, but 
these are now offered by RAK Free 
Trade Zone and Ras Al Khaimah 
Investment Authority (RAKIA). An 

Offshore Company does not need 
a minimum capital for incorporation 
and it is optional to appoint a 
managing director. However, the 
company must be founded through 
an agent (each offshore centre has a 
list of certified agents). An offshore 
company is deemed to exist in an 
offshore jurisdiction; neither the 
shareholders nor the directors (if 
any) can obtain a residence permit 
under an offshore company. An 
offshore company is restricted 
from carrying out business in the 
UAE, whether inland or in a Free 
Zone area; it can only carry out 
its activities abroad. It, however, 
can open a bank account in the 
UAE in order to carry out business 
transactions. 

Holding companies 
The concept of a holding company 
is now recognised in UAE. Limited 
Liability Companies and Joint Stock 
Companies are now permitted to be 
established as holding companies 
to conduct business solely through 
their subsidiaries. The objectives of 
a Holding Company shall be limited 
to the following: 

• To hold shares or stocks in Joint 
Stock Companies and Limited 
Liability Companies

• To provide loans, guarantees and 
finance to its subsidiaries

• To acquire the movables and real 
estates required to commence 
its activity

• To manage its subsidiaries

• To acquire industrial property 
rights from patents on invention, 
trademarks, industrial marks, 
royalties and other rights in 
kind and to utilise and lease the 
same to its subsidiaries or to 
other companies

Holding companies may not conduct 
their activities other than through 
their subsidiaries.

12
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The UAE is a federation of seven emirates, each of which 
retains the right to adopt federal oversight or implement 
their own taxes. While the federal government retains 
authority over state matters, such as defence and foreign 
affairs, individual emirates are free to implement their own 
tax systems. The UAE is unique in the region for having 
almost no federal taxation legislation (except for Branches 
of foreign banks and oil exploration companies). A number 
of taxes are not federally applicable in the UAE, including:

• Personal Income Tax

• Capital Gains Tax

• Value Added Tax

• Withholding Tax

• Corporate Tax

Most emirates have implemented their own tax decrees, 
which means that taxation will vary from emirate to 
emirate. Tax is calculated on the concept of territoriality; 
therefore profits are taxed based on the territory in which 
they are perceived to be earned.

The undersecretary from the Ministry of Finance (MoF) 
in the UAE announced in July 2015 that they were 
conferring to draft a new law which relates to possibly 
introducing corporate tax and value added tax within the 
Emirate. The law is currently being drafted and no formal 
announcement has yet been made.

Other taxes
Bank and Petroleum Taxes 
With the exception of banks and oil companies, no 
corporate income tax is payable by businesses in the 
UAE. Oil exploration companies pay up to 55 per cent tax 
on UAE sourced taxable income whereas foreign banks 
pay 20 per cent tax on taxable income generated in the 
Emirate. The taxable income of banks is as per the audited 
financial statements, whereas that of oil companies is as 
per the concession agreement. Oil companies also pay 
royalties on production. 

Customs duty 
Customs duty is calculated on cost, insurance and freight 
(CIF) value at the rate of five per cent. This means that 
the cost of the item plus the amount paid for insurance 
plus the transportation cost to move the freight to the UAE 
is taken in total and then duty is assessed at the applicable 
rate for the commodity classification.

Municipality taxes 
Municipal taxes are imposed on certain hotel, leisure and 
property rentals. Annual rental income from residential 

tenants is taxed at five per cent and that of commercial 
tenants is taxed at 10 per cent. 

Employment and immigration fees
The Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs charges fees 
for the processing and approval of employment visas and 
permits for a company’s staff. 

Tourism Dirham 
The Tourism Dirham, a minimal charge recognised by the 
industry to help fund Expo 2020 projects in the UAE, will 
be applied to guests staying in all hotels, hotel apartments, 
guesthouses and holiday homes, and will range from 
AED7 to AED20. The fee, which will be applied per room, 
per night, depends on the type of hotel. 

Housing fee
Tenants in Dubai must pay a yearly tax calculated at five 
per cent of the rent paid and property owners must pay 
a fee of five per cent of the rental revenue attributed to 
the category of property. This value is determined by the 
Annual Rent Index issued by the Real Estate Regulatory 
Agency (RERA). The housing fee is collected by the Dubai 
Electricity and Water Authority (DEWA).

Other emirates are considering implementing similar 
systems.

Pension contributions
Residents of the UAE are required to pay a compulsory 
pension contribution for all UAE nationals. Social security 
or pension (as mentioned later) is applicable to UAE and 
GCC national employees only. The pension contribution 
is calculated based on 12.5 per cent of the ‘contribution 
calculated salary’ by the employer and five per cent by the 
‘contributed calculated salary’ of the employee.

Tax system
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Labour law in the UAE is governed 
primarily by Federal Law No. 8 of 
1980, referred to as The Labour 
Law. The law applies to employees 
working in the private sector in 
the UAE but does not apply to the 
following categories of individual:

• Officials or employees who are 
employed in federal government

• Employees of municipalities, 
public bodies and public 
institutions

• Members of the armed forces 
and police

• Domestic servants

• Agricultural workers

Employment contract
The UAE Labour Law imposes 
standard provisions on the rights 
and responsibilities of employers 
and employees from the time of 
employment up to termination. 
It also provides guidelines on 
remuneration, holidays and other 
statutory benefits for employees. 
Labour law is enforced by the 
Ministry of Labour.

Some free zone authorities have 
their own employment laws and 
regulations, such as the Jebel Ali 
Free Zone Authorities (JAFZA) 
and Dubai International Financial 
Centre (DIFC). 

Minimum wage
There is no minimum wage 
specified in UAE but, as per the 
Labour Law, wages shall be paid 
on a working day and at the place 
of work in the lawfully circulating 
national currency which is UAE 
Dirhams (AED). 

Effective on September 2009, the 
Ministerial Decree No. (788) of 2009 
on Protection of Wages requires 
all institutions registered with the 
Ministry of Labour to pay their 
workers wages once a month, at 

least, or on the dates specified in 
the work contract. 

Wages shall be transferred to 
banks and financial institutions in 
the UAE via the Wages Protection 
System (WPS). 

The system, developed by the 
Central Bank of the UAE, allows 
the Ministry of Labour to create 
a database that records wage 
payments in the private sector 
to guarantee the timely and full 
payment of agreed-upon wages. It 
aims to promote job security in UAE, 
strengthens the employer-employee 
relationship and reduces labour 
disputes pertaining to wages. 

The WPS has been expanded 
to cover salary payments for 
employees working for companies 
registered under the Jebel Ali Free 
Zone Authority (JAFZA), in addition 
to the existing institutions under 
the Ministry of Labour (MOL) 
which took effect in the first quarter 
of 2012. There are also plans to 
implement the system to other Free 
Zone Authorities.

Working time and leave
The normal working hours for 
employees are eight hours per day, 
except for employees in commercial 
establishments, hotels, restaurants 
or other similar operations which 
may be increased from eight hours 
per day as determined by the 
Ministry of Labour. 

Employees can be asked to work 
for an additional two hours beyond 
the standard eight, which are 
considered as overtime. In this 
case, the employee shall be paid 
125 per cent of their normal working 
hour’s rate.

If the employees work between 
21:00 to 04:00, they are entitled to 
the normal working hours plus 50 
per cent of the normal hourly rate. 

 

There is no 
minimum wage 
specified in 
UAE but, as 
per the Labour 
Law, wages 
shall be paid 
on a working 
day and at the 
place of work 
in the lawfully 
circulating 
national 
currency which 
is UAE Dirhams 
(AED). 

Labour
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Friday is the normal weekly holiday 
and if the employee is required to 
work on Friday, they shall be granted 
one day off for rest or be paid 150 
per cent of the normal working 
hour’s rate. This is also applicable 
to employees who have worked on 
public holidays or on their respective 
rest days other than Friday.

Employees may not work more than 
48 hours per six day week, unless 
the employer has express written 
consent from the employee.

Employees are entitled to annual 
leave which may not be less than: 

• Two days per month – if the 
employee works more than six 
months and less than one year 
of service

• 30 days per year if the employee 
exceeds one year of service

Each employee is entitled to official 
leave with full pay on the following 
Public Holidays: 

Hijra New Year One day

Christian New Year One day

Eid Al Fitr Two days 

Eid Aid Al Adha and 
Waqfa Day

Three days

Birthday of the 
Prophet

One day

Ascension Day One day

National Day One day

Martyrs Day One day

If an employee works on holidays 
or rest days they shall receive their 
normal wage plus 50 per cent. 

Employees shall be entitled to sick 
leave not more than 90 days for 
each year of service computed 
as follows:

• The first 15 days with full pay

• The next 30 days with half pay

• The subsequent period 
without pay

The employee is not entitled to 
any paid sick leave during the 
probationary period.

A female employee is entitled 
to maternity leave of 45 days 
which includes the time before 
and after her delivery. She shall 
be entitled to full pay if she has 
completed at least one year of 
continuous work with the company. 
If she has completed less than 
one year of work, her maternity 
leave shall be half pay only. An 
additional period of 100 days, 
consecutive or non-consecutive, 
can be granted following the 45 
days to the employee without 
pay upon providing a medical 
certificate evidencing her illness 
which prevents her from resuming 
her work, or if it is confirmed by 
a competent health authority that 
the illness was caused by the 
employee’s pregnancy or delivery. 

During the 18 months following 
the delivery, a nursing mother is 
entitled to two breaks of not more 
than 30 minutes each in addition 
to her daily break which have no 
effect on her remuneration. There 
is no compensation in lieu of 
maternity leave. 

Social security 
Pensions and social security 
schemes in the UAE are governed 
by the Pensions & Social Securities 
Law, Federal Law No. (7) of 1999, 
as amended. The law is applicable 
to all UAE and Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) nationals who hold 
a UAE Family Book (that is, a book 
documenting the lineage of a family 
in the region) either working in 
private and public sector. 

The employee is required to pay 
a monthly contribution to social 
security at a rate of five per cent of 
their salary. Employers in the private 
sector must pay 12.5 per cent of the 
salary of the employee as a social 
service contribution. Contributions 
for GCC nationals vary, depending 

on the requirements of the relevant 
GCC country. 

The employer is responsible for 
collecting all employee social 
security contributions which should 
then be provided to the General 
Authority for Pensions and Social 
Security (GPSSA). The Government 
pays its contribution directly to 
the GPSSA. Contributions shall 
be payable every first day of the 
month following the month in which 
contributions became due, beyond 
this there is a grace period of 15 
days after which penalties for late 
payment will be levied. 

Healthcare and benefits
Healthcare
As of 2014, the federal authority 
has enacted a law to have a 
mandatory health insurance for 
every employee. Employers of 
over 1000 people must have put 
coverage in place by the end of 
2014 and employers of between 
100 and 1000 people must have 
provided healthcare insurance by 
the end of 2015. The law ensures 
health insurance for all employees in 
the country with a risk of minimum 
fine of AED10,000 for each 
uncovered worker. The law also 
states that a fine will be imposed 
on any employers who require their 
employees to pay for their health 
insurance. Additionally, employers 
will also be required to submit 
proof of cover for each employee to 
relevant authorities. 

Transportation/car allowance 
Transportation/car allowance is 
provided for employees who were 
not provided with transportation 
services. Some employers however 
provide a company car as part of the 
employment package, especially to 
high ranking employees in lieu of 
transportation allowance.

Air ticket benefits
If the employee is an expat 
they will be entitled to a return 
passage to his home country in the 
following cases:
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• The completion of the contract’s 
duration

• If the employer has terminated 
the contract, the employee in this 
case will be entitled to get a return 
ticket to their home country

• If the employee has completed 
one year of service, s/he will be 
entitled to a yearly ticket from the 
UAE to their home country

Dismissal
Notice Period 
The minimum notice period is 
30 days. Employees can agree to 
longer notice periods, but it cannot 
be shortened to less than 30 days. 

If the notice period is intentionally 
breached by either employer or 
employee, they will owe the other 
party compensation in lieu of notice. 
Employees can be dismissed 
without notice or end of service 
gratuity if they commit certain 
misconduct as stated on Article 120 
of the UAE Labour Law. Examples 
of this gross misconduct include:

• Forging documents

• Incompetence

• Unsafe practice

• Failure to perform duties

• Revealing company secrets

• Being found drunk or under 
the influence of drugs in the 
workplace

• Absence from the workplace

• Assault or other violent interaction

Severance payments
If an employee has worked for a 
continuous year for an employer, 
they are entitled to an end of service 
gratuity payment on termination of 
their employment. 

This pay is calculated as follows: 

• 21 days’ pay for each year of the 
first five years of service

• 30 days’ pay for each additional 
year thereafter

Compensation pay 
If the employer has terminated 
the employee with limited period 
for reasons other than those in 
Article 120 of UAE Labour Law, the 
employer is obliged to provide full 
pay for the employee for a period of 
up to three months. However, if the 
employee terminated the contract 
on their own accord for any reason 
other than those provided in Article 
121, they will be liable to pay the 
employer an amount not exceeding 
half a month’s pay for a period of 
three months. Article 121 states 
that the employee may terminate 
his contract of employment without 
notice if the employer has not 
fulfilled his obligations towards 
him as provided in the contract or 
if the employee is assaulted by the 
employer of his legal representative.

Repatriation expenses 
At the end of the contract, 
employees are entitled to 

repatriation to their place of origin or 
any other place agreed upon by both 
parties. However, if at the end of 
their contract the employee should 
take up employment with another 
company, the new employer shall 
pay for the repatriation expenses. 
If the cause of the termination 
of contract is attributed to the 
employee, their repatriation will be 
arranged at the employee’s own 
expense if they have the means 
to pay. 

Employment protection 
legislation 
UAE nationals are protected by 
law in employment and cannot be 
terminated without the approval 
of the Minister of Labour. There 
are no other protections granted to 
employees on a federal basis, but 
within individual emirates, there 
are regulations and precedent that 
afford employees some protection 
against abuse and termination.

Employment of resident and 
non-resident employees
The Labour Law and various 
ministerial decisions contain the 
provisions that favour UAE nationals 
for employment. 

UAE nationals have priority to 
work in the UAE ; if there are no 
UAE nationals available for the 
position, preference must be given 
to nationals of an Arab country, 
and then to persons of other 
nationalities. 
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Companies employing unemployed 
nationals must notify the Labour 
Department in writing within 15 
days of the date of employment. 
Non UAE nationals may only be 
employed in the United Arab 
Emirates after approval of the 
Labour Department. They must 
obtain a work permit from the 
Ministry of Labour and Social 
Affairs or from the Labour 
Department of the respective 
Free Zone Authorities. There 
are certain limitations on the 
ability of companies to dismiss 
UAE nationals. 

The above preference provisions 
have not been fully enforced to date. 

However, through the Ministerial 
Resolution No. 1187 of 2010, the 
Ministry of Labour has begun 
to impose certain minimum 
UAE national employment 
requirements on specific companies 
or for certain job sectors, often 
referred to as “Emiratization”. 
The Ministry of Labour generally 
imposes different levels of fees on 
companies for Ministry of Labour 
transactions depending on the level 
of compliance.

Immigration and Visas
It is a mandatory requirement that 
all companies register with the 
Ministry of Labour and Department 
of Immigration in order to employ 
a foreign workforce. Business 

travellers are allowed to visit and 
can obtain a visa prior to travel 
from any reputable and registered 
agent to attend meetings, training, 
exhibitions etc. Citizens from the 
following countries can obtain a 
visa on arrival which is valid for 
30 days and can be extended for 
another 30 days from the Ministry 
of Immigration: Andorra, Australia, 
Austria, Belgium, Brunei, Denmark, 
Finland, France, Germany, Greece, 
Hong Kong, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, 
Japan, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, 
Monaco, New Zealand, Norway, 
Portugal, San Marino, Singapore, 
South Korea, Spain, Sweden, 
Switzerland, The Netherlands, 
United Kingdom, US and Vatican. 

GCC country residents 
Residents of the GCC who have 
a valid residence visa for at least 
180 days can obtain a visa on arrival 
for 30 days which can be extended 
for an additional 30 days. 

Applying for a visa due to work 
All applications for employing 
foreign nationals must be approved 
by the Ministry of Labour. Every 
company is required to register 
and obtain the Establishment Card 
from the Ministry of Labour. Once 
the application has gone through 
clearance, the Dubai Department 
of Immigration will issue the entry 
permit. The employee will be 
required to undergo a medical check 
and obtain a cleared medical report. 

Once the cleared medical report 
has been obtained, the employee 
will be issued with a two year visa 
(three year in a free zone) which 
can be renewed pending approval 
from the employer. The employer 
will then need to apply for a Labour 
Card which will allow the employee 
to commence employment for the 
respective company. 

Emirates ID card
Once the visa has been obtained, 
the company will put in a respective 
application for an Emirates ID card. 
The employee will be required to go 
to the relevant office (as mentioned 
when undergoing their medical 
test), to have their picture taken 
and fingerprinting done. Once this 
procedure has been completed, 
they will receive their Emirates 
ID card within 30 working days. 

Investor visa 
A partner of a Limited Liability 
Company (LLC) or a professional 
firm can obtain an investor 
visa which is issued from the 
Immigration Department. They 
require no further approval and 
this can be obtained without 
authorisation from the Ministry 
of Labour. 

Trade unions 
Establishing any form of labour 
union is not permitted in United 
Arab Emirates.



In accordance with the UAE 
Commercial Companies Law, public 
and private shareholding companies, 
Limited Liability Companies, 
Branches of foreign companies and 
free zone establishments have to 
file their financial statements within 
90 to 120 days of year-end. They are 
required to have an audit conducted 
by a locally registered auditor. Filing 
is done with the Federal Ministry 
of Economy and Commerce and 
with the local licensing authority 
(ie the Economic Department or 
the municipality). At present, the 
requirement to submit financial 
statements to the Federal Ministry 
is not always rigorously applied and 
certain licensing authorities request 
audited financial statement as part 
of the license renewal process. 

Accounting standards 
The new 2015 UAE Commercial 
Companies law requires companies 
governed by this law to use 
international accounting standards 
as the accepted accounting 
framework. Such international 
accounting standards, which are 
widely known as International 
Financial Reporting Standards 
(IFRS), will need to be applied by 
Limited Liability Companies and 
Private Joint Stock Companies. 
Accordingly, a conversion to IFRS 
will be needed by the users of local 
generally accepted accounting 
principles (GAAP) as defined in the 
financial statements.

The Central Bank of UAE has made 
it mandatory for banks to prepare 
their accounts as per International 
Financial Reporting Standards 
(IFRS). All listed companies must 
prepare their accounts as per IFRS. 
Other entities normally apply IFRS 
in the preparation of their financial 
statements. 

Most of the practicing firms apply 
International Standards of Auditing 

in the conduct of audit of financial 
statements. 

Accounting records
The manager of a company shall 
prepare the annual budget and the 
profit and loss account, and shall 
also prepare an annual report on 
the affairs and financial position 
of the company and provide his 
recommendations on the distribution 
of the profits of the General 
Assembly, within three months from 
the end of the financial year. 

Books are usually maintained in 
English; however there are no 
set restrictions which stipulate 
that they must be in a particular 
language. Each company shall 
have a fiscal year determined in 
its MOA, provided that first fiscal 
year may not exceed 18 months 
and may not be less than six 
months. This time is calculated 
from the company’s registration 
date in commercial register with the 
Competent Authority. 

The following fiscal years shall be 
deemed as successive periods 
of 12 months each commencing 
immediately from the expiry date of 
the preceding fiscal year.

A fine of at least AED50,000, but 
not more than AED500,000 shall 
be imposed on the national or 
foreign company that fails to keep 
accounting records for the company 
to state its deals.

Filing and submission of 
statutory financial statements 
Listed companies are required to 
file quarterly reviewed financial 
statements and annual audited 
financial statements in both English 
and Arabic with the Securities and 
Commodities Authority (SCA).

Limited Liability companies and 
other entities governed by the 
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new UAE Commercial Companies 
Law are required to hold an Annual 
General Meeting (AGM) within 
120 days of the financial year end 
wherein the annual audited financial 
statements are to be approved 
amongst other matters.

Free Zone establishments in the 
Jebel Ali Free Zone and in the 
DMCC free zone are required to 
submit their annual audited financial 
statements to the respective 
regulatory authority within 90 days 
from the financial year-end. 

Banks and financial institutions have 
to submit their financial statements 
to the UAE Central Bank. 

Audit requirements
Audit of entities in Non-Free 
Zone area 
Entities in the non-free zone area 
are governed by the Commercial 
Companies Law (Federal Law no 
2 of 2015). A company formed 
under this law must be in one of the 
following forms:

• General partnership

• Limited partnership

• Limited Liability company

• Public joint stock company

• Private joint stock company

The appointment of an auditor is 
mandatory for all joint stock and 
limited liability companies. The 
auditor must conclude a report 
on the results of the audit. The 
respective company must deposit 
a copy of accounts and auditors 
report with the SCA and competent 
authority within seven days from the 
General Meeting at which accounts 
and auditors report was submitted. 

Content of the auditor’s report
• The position of the company 

at the end of the financial year, 
particularly the balance sheet of 
the company

• The profits and losses account

• That the company keeps regular 
accounts

• Whether the company has 
purchased any shares or stocks 
during the financial year

• Whether the statements in the 
Board report are consistent with 
the books and records of the 
company

• A statement of the deals or 
financial transactions made 
between the company and any 
of the related parties and the 
procedures taken in that respect

• To state whether, within the 
limit of the information made 
available to the auditor, any 
contraventions of the provisions 
of the commercial companies 
law or the Articles of Association 
of the company have occurred 
during the financial year so as to 
adversely affect the activity or 
financial position of the company, 
whether such contraventions 
still exist or not and whether 
there are any penalties imposed 
on the company due to such 
contraventions

• To state whether there are 
penalties imposed on the 
company due to contraventions 
of the commercial companies law 
or the Articles of Association of 
the company during the ending 
financial year and whether such 
contraventions still exist

• In the event of accounts of any 
group, to state the financial 
position at the end of the financial 
year and the profits and losses 
account of the holding company 
and its subsidiaries, including 
the consolidated statements as 
a whole, in connection with the 
relevant parties in the holding 
company

Issuance of auditor’s report 
Subject to provisions of Federal Law 
regulating the auditing profession, 
as amended, auditors shall issue a 
report on audited accounts. If the 
company has more than one auditor, 

they shall distribute functions inter 
se, and each of them shall submit a 
separate report addressing the task 
entrusted to them. 

Consequently, the auditors shall 
submit a joint report for which they 
shall be jointly liable, and auditor 
shall state his name and affix his 
signature on such report. 

The report must demonstrate 
whether the company’s accounts 
are maintained according to the 
provisions of the Commercial 
Companies Law and whether they 
fairly reflect the company’s financial 
standing. 

Subsidiary’s auditor
A subsidiary and its auditor must 
provide such information and 
explanations as demanded by the 
auditor of its holding company for 
the purposes of an audit.

Audit of entities in Free 
Zone area 
Regulations pertaining to audit 
are covered by the Free Zone 
Regulations. Audit is mandatory 
for entities established within the 
Free Zone regulations such as Free 
Zone Establishment (FZE), Free 
Zone Company (FZC) and Free Zone 
Limited Liability Company (FZ LLC). 

In case of Jebel Ali Free Zone 
Authority, audited financial 
statements have to be filed with 
JAFZA within three months from 
the end of the financial year. Similar 
provisions are applicable for other 
free zones. 

Audit of Dubai Offshore 
Company 
In the case of a Dubai Offshore 
Company, accounts must be 
prepared and examined by auditors 
and laid before a general meeting 
together with a copy of the auditors’ 
report, within six months of the end 
of the financial period.
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There are no 
restrictions on 
profit transfer 
or capital 
repatriation, 
import duties 
are low (less 
than four per 
cent for virtually 
all goods) and 
non-existent 
in the case of 
items imported 
for use in the 
free zones.

Foreign Direct Investment
The UAE has remained a liberal 
and lucrative market, with very few 
trade barriers and dedicated Free 
Trade Zones which offer attractive 
conditions for foreign firms. The 
UAE has a firm, long term ambition 
of becoming a major trading hub 
in the gulf area, and establishing a 
strong diversified economy with 
reduced oil dependence.

International companies wanting 
to trade directly with the UAE by 
supplying goods and services from 
abroad should appoint a commercial 
agent who is already established in 
the market. The agent must be a 
UAE National or a company solely 
owned by a UAE National. The 
foreign principal and the agent in 
the UAE are required to enter into 
a commercial agency agreement 
specifying the products and the 
territories to be covered by the 
contract. They should also comply 
with the relevant provisions of the 
Federal Commercial Agency Law 
and the procedures and conditions 
prescribed therein. It should be 
noted that a commercial agent 
cannot carry out activities in the 
UAE unless its name is entered in 
the Commercial Agency Register 
maintained at the Ministry of 
Economy and Commerce.

The UAE is a contracting party to 
the General Agreement on Tariffs 
and Trade (GATT) since 1994 and 
a member of the World Trade 
Organization (WTO) since 1996. It is 
also a member of the Greater Arab 
Free-Trade Area (GAFTA) in which 
all Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
states participate. 

The UAE concluded Free Trade 
Agreements with Singapore and the 
ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA) bloc 
in 2008 and 2009 respectively and 
is now cooperating with the GCC’s 
negotiating team to conclude Free 

Trade Agreements with the EU, 
Japan, China, India, Pakistan, Turkey, 
Australia, Korea and the Mercosur 
bloc comprising Brazil, Argentina, 
Uruguay and Paraguay.

Government incentives
The UAE government offers a 
number of incentives for foreign 
firms to invest in the UAE, both 
directly and via intermediary zones.

There are no restrictions on profit 
transfer or capital repatriation, 
import duties are low (less than four 
per cent for virtually all goods) and 
non-existent in the case of items 
imported for use in the free zones. 
Labour costs are competitive, 
corporate taxes and personal taxes 
are zero and numerous double 
taxation agreements and bilateral 
investment treaties are in place. 

These factors, combined with 
a strategic, accessible location 
for major regional markets, an 
excellent reliable infrastructure 
and an, stable and safe working 
environment are key elements in 
attracting foreign investment. 

Trade
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Imports
For firms or individuals wishing to 
import goods into the UAE, certain 
restrictions apply. Imports into 
the UAE can only be undertaken 
by those importers who have 
the appropriate trade license. 
The importer must obtain a valid 
importer code from Customs and 
goods must be in conformity with 
the activity of the licensed company. 
Import permission from the relevant 
authority is required depending on 
the type of the goods.

UAE imports reached USD262 
billion in 20142, surpassing Saudi 
Arabia as the largest consumer in 
the region.

Exports
Owners of the goods transport 
vehicles (including cargo ships and 
aircraft), will be need to submit the 
manifest to the customs office and 
will need to obtain exit permission, 
whether or not the goods are loaded 
or unloaded.

Exporters of goods shall proceed 
with the goods to be exported to the 
relevant customs office and will be 
required to declare them in detail.

The UAE is a large oil exporter, 
producing around 3.5 million barrels3 
per day; approximately one third of 
their GDP comes from oil revenue. 
As well as this, non-oil trade has 
grown hugely in recent years, and 
the UAE economy has diversified 

considerably, becoming a global 
centre for business and trade.

Free Trade Agreements 
The UAE has agreement with the 
GCC Gulf Cooperation Council GCC 
according to which it is required to 
levy 10 per cent duty on all luxury 
goods. By law, approximately 
70 goods have been exempted 
from tariffs, including medicines, 
agricultural machinery, un-worked 
silver and gold, iron and steel for use 
in construction, and raw or partially 
worked materials for use by local 
manufacturers. Goods produced 
within the GCC are also exempt 
from duties as are goods destined 
for a Free Zone.

Free Trade Zones
The introduction of Free Zones has 
transformed the economic market 
of the UAE within the last 20 years, 
bringing about tremendous 
change in the industrial scene 
of the nation. Free Trade Zones 
are dedicated geographical areas 
which have separate regulations 
and an independent regulatory 
authority, usually formatted with 
the intention to facilitate a particular 
business sector.

Free Zones contain various 
incentives to establish 
manufacturing industries in the 
UAE. These are primarily focused on 
exemption from all taxes and duties 
levied on profits or production. 

The major incentives offered by the 
UAE Free Trade Zones are: 

• 100 per cent foreign ownership 
with 100 per cent repatriation of 
capital and profits

• No corporate taxes 

• No personal income taxes

• Exemptions from customs duties 

• Absence of currency restrictions

The pioneer in the Free Zone in 
the UAE is Jebel Ali Free Zone, 
which was started in Dubai on 9 
February 1985. As the first Free 
Zone in the country, Jebel Ali Free 
Zone has created the benchmark 
for regulations and incentives. Its 
rapid growth has also provided a 
powerful economic inspiration to 
the other Emirates, which have set 
up their own Free Zones to attract 
investment. With the number 
of Free Zones increasing, their 
impact on the UAE economy has 
deepened. The primary UAE Free 
Zones are listed hereunder and each 
provide differing incentives: 

• Jebel Ali Free Zone, Dubai 
(JAFZA) 

• Dubai International Financial 
Centre (DIFC)

• Dubai Airport Free Zone (DAFZA) 

• Dubai Multi Commodities Centre 
& Jumeirah Lake Towers (DMCC 
& JLT) 

• Dubai Internet City (DIC) 
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• Dubai Media City (DMC) 

• Dubai Healthcare City 

• Dubai Studio City (DSC) 

• Dubai International Academic City 
(DIAC) 

• Dubai knowledge village (DKV) 

• International Media Production 
Zone (DMPZ) 

• Dubai Biotechnology & Research 
Park ( DuBiotech) 

• Dubai Outsourcing Zone (DOZ) 

• Dubai World Central (Dubai 
Logistics City) 

• Dubai Gold & Diamond 
Park,(DGDP) 

• Abu Dhabi Airport FZ 

• Twofour54 – Abu Dhabi 

• MASDAR City – Abu Dhabi 

• Khalifa Industrial Zone (Kizad) - 
Abu Dhabi 

• Sharjah Airport International Free 
Zone (SAIF Zone) 

• Hamriyah Free Zone, Sharjah 
(HFZ) 

• Ras Al Khaimah Free Zone (RAK) 

• Ajman Free Zone (AFZA)

• Fujairah Free Zone (FFZA)

The differing incentives these 
free zones provide are illustrated 
further herein:

Jebel Ali Free Zone, Dubai 
(JAFZA)
JAFZA is the world’s most dynamic 
commercial crossroad, where 
goods traverse a seamless logistics 
infrastructure.

JAFZA’s products offer various 
elements which include plots of 
land, warehouses, showrooms, 
customised development solutions, 
offices, retail outlets, a business 
park and even on-site residences.

Dubai International Financial 
Centre (DIFC)
DIFC is an off shore financial centre 
strategically located between the 
east and west, which provides a 

secure and efficient platform for 
business and financial institutions. 
DIFC fills the time-zone gap for a 
global financial centre between the 
leading financial centres in the west 
and the east. 

DIFC is unique in that it has a 
legislative system consistent with 
English common law. Given its 
construct, DIFC has its own set 
of civil and commercial laws and 
regulations and has developed a 
complete code of law governing 
financial services regulation. As part 
of its autonomy, DIFC has created 
an independent judicial system. 
The DIFC courts are the entity 
responsible for the independent 
administration and enforcement of 
justice in DIFC. The Courts have 
exclusive jurisdiction over all civil and 
commercial disputes arising within 
DIFC and or relating to bodies and 
companies registered in DIFC (as 
referenced later). 

DIFC has been designed as a 
‘city within a city’ that provides 
a complete range of business 
and lifestyle facilities for today’s 
professionals.

Dubai Airport Free Zone (DAFZA) 
Dubai Airport Free Zone was 
established as a free economic 
zone in 1996 as part of the Dubai 
Government’s strategic plan to be an 
investment driven economy. Today 
it is one of the fastest growing free 
zones in the region contributing 4.7 
per cent of Dubai’s GDP.

The inner-city DAFZA is currently 
home to 1,600 companies 
from across the globe. These 
companies cover a vast number 
of key industry sectors including 
electronic and electrical, IT and 
telecommunications, pharmaceutical 
and cosmetics, engineering and 
building materials, aerospace 
and aviation, logistics and freight, 
food and beverage, jewellery 
and precious stones as well as 
luxury items.

The free zone itself stretches over 
an area of 696,000 square meters, 
which includes 13 buildings and 
256 warehouses; however, when 
it was first established, it was 
only two central buildings and one 
warehouse facility.

Dubai Multi Commodities Centre 
& Jumeirah Lake Towers (DMCC 
& JLT) 
DMCC is the master developer and 
licensing authority for the Jumeirah 
Lakes Tower (JLT) Free Zone, one of 
the largest free zone developments 
in Dubai.

JLT offer a number of factors that 
attract investors, which include:

• Fit for purpose regulatory 
framework

• Modern infrastructure

• Freehold property

• Innovative product and cost 
efficient value–added services

These attract key participants 
throughout the entire value chain of 
wide range of commodities sector 
along with range of business from 
shipping management, IT, project 
management and more.

Companies or individuals interested 
in setting up and licensing a new or 
existing company in JLT can choose 
a trade or services license from a 
wide range of business activities.

Dubai Internet City (DIC)
DIC is an information technology 
park created by the government 
of Dubai as a free economic zone 
and a strategic base for companies 
targeting regional emerging markets. 
The economic rules of DIC allow 
companies to avail themselves of 
a number of ownership, taxation 
and custom related benefits which 
are guaranteed by law. One model 
of operation includes 100 per cent 
foreign ownership. The benefits 
granted by DIC have led many 
global information technology firms, 
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such as Microsoft, IBM, Oracle 
Corporation, Cisco, HP, Nokia, as 
well as UAE based companies such 
as i-mate, Acette, to move their 
regional base to the DIC. 

DIC presently has over one and 
half million square feet of prime 
commercial office space. There are 
25 low, mid, and high-rise office 
structures in the area. 

Dubai Media City (DMC) 
Dubai Media City is a part of Dubai 
Holding, and is a tax-free zone 
within Dubai. The DMC was 
established in 2000. It was built 
by the Dubai government to 
boost UAE’s media foothold, and 
has become a regional hub for 
media organizations including 
news agencies, publishing, online 
media, advertising, production, and 
broadcast facilities. 

DMC is the hub for the media 
industry in the GCC and Middle 
East, with more than 1,300 
companies registered, from where 
they serve the entire region. It also 
houses the International Cricket 
Council, the governing body of the 
game of cricket in the world. 

Dubai Healthcare City 
Dubai Healthcare City is a healthcare 
free economic zone situated 
in the Emirate of Dubai. DHCC 
was launched in 2002 and was 
mandated by the government to 
meet the demand for high-quality, 
patient-centred healthcare. 

Through strategic partnerships, 
DHCC provides a wide range 

of services in healthcare, 
medical education and research, 
pharmaceuticals, medical equipment, 
wellness and allied support.

DHCC comprises two phases: 
Phase 1, is dedicated to healthcare 
and medical education and covers 
4.1 million square feet. Phase 2, 
is under development, will be 
dedicated to wellness and will cover 
19 million square feet.

Dubai Studio City (DSC) 
DSC is part of Dubai Media City in 
Dubai, UAE. DMC and DSC both 
belong to Dubai Holding subsidiary 
TECOM Investments. Dubai Studio 
City following the footsteps of DMC, 
will have pre-built studios, sound 
stages, workshops, stage areas, a 
broadcast centre housing offices 
and post-production studios, and 
a business centre for freelancers. 
The cluster will also house film 
and television academies, location 
approval services, entertainment 
and retail spaces, and hotels and 
residential facilities to accommodate 
crews and casts. 

Dubai International Academic 
City (DIAC) 
DIAC was built near Al Ruwayyah 
along the Dubai-Al Ain Road in the 
city of Dubai, DIAC is located within 
Dubai Academic City, which spreads 
over an area of 129,000,000 square 
feet (12,000,000 square metres). 
The project was launched in May 
2006 as an area where educational 
institutions from within Dubai 
Knowledge Village will move to. The 
purpose of DIAC is to be a base for 
schools, colleges and universities. 
More than 12,000 students study 

in 13 international higher education 
institutes in DIAC. By 2015, Dubai 
Academic City expects to have 
40,000 students.

Dubai Knowledge Village (DKV) 
DKV is a human resources 
management, professional learning 
and educational free trade zone 
campus in the city of Dubai that 
provides facilities for corporate 
training and learning institutions to 
operate with 100 per cent foreign 
ownership. There are over 400 
companies and institutions operating 
within it, which include occupational 
assessment and testing providers, 
universities, computer training 
providers, professional centres, 
executive development providers 
and HR consultancy companies. 

International Media Production 
Zone (IMPZ) 
The Dubai IMPZ is a free zone and 
freehold area that caters to media 
production companies. 

As a master developer, IMPZ will 
provide an environment of growth 
by building key facilities, investing 
in infrastructure, and forming a 
unique free zone that incorporates 
industrial, commercial, residential, 
and community service projects 
under its mantle. The vast complex 
will be housed on a territory of over 
43 million square feet of land, in the 
heart of commercial Dubai.

The Dubai government has plans 
to convert this area into the next 
generation of Dubai Media City, 
and to be the global media hub. As 
such, it will provide a pro-business 
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environment, sophisticated 
technology and community 
infrastructure to support and foster 
the growth of media production.

Dubai Biotechnology & Research 
Park (DuBiotech)
The DuBiotech is a science and 
Business Park dedicated to the 
biotechnology and pharmaceutical 
industry and is modelled on the 
free zone concept. DuBiotech is a 
subsidiary of the Government of 
Dubai’s holding company, Dubai 
Holding. It will support innovation in 
the sciences by helping companies 
utilise cutting-edge technology 
and information to foster growth 
and change in the areas of human 
science, plant science, material 
science, environmental science and 
energy science. 

Dubai Outsourcing Zone (DOZ) 
Dubai Outsource Zone (DOZ) is 
known as the perfect base for 
companies that provide mid to 
high-end outsourcing services and 
captives as well as serving as an 
offshore centre for disaster recovery 
facilities. Being at the centre of 
trade, DOZ is well-positioned to 
cater to offshoring requirements 
from Europe, the US, the Middle 
East, Asia and Africa.

Some of the key sectors that 
can thrive in DOZ are; call 
centres, IT, finance, insurance, 
healthcare, logistics, tourism, 
real estate, and energy with 
knowledge processes, research 
and development, and business 
continuity and planning as the 
primary outsource functions.

Dubai World Central (Dubai 
Logistics City)
Dubai World Central is the world’s 
first truly integrated logistics 
platform, with most transport 
modes, logistics and value-added 
services, including manufacturing 
and assembly, in a single free 
economic zone.

At the heart of this huge new 
community is the Al Maktoum 
International Airport, planned as the 
world’s largest passenger and cargo 
hub, spans over 220 sq. km (85 sq. 
mi), is ten times larger than Dubai 
International Airport which covers 
an area of 34 sq. km (13 sq. mi) and 
Dubai Cargo Village combined.

The new airport is referred to as 
“the world’s first purpose-built 
aerotropolis”, with a projected 
annual capacity of 12 million tonnes 
of freight and between 160 million 
and 260 million passengers, an 
ambitious goal that is twice the 
capacity of any other planned 
development worldwide.

Dubai Gold and Diamond Park
Dubai Gold and Diamond Park was 
established in 2001. Famously 
known as the golden gate; this area 
offers good opportunity for those 
looking to get additional benefits 
from the ever blooming Gold and 
Diamond market. There are various 
incentives which attract investors 
such as 100 per cent foreign 
ownership, no corporate or income 
tax amongst others. 

Abu Dhabi Airport FZ 
Abu Dhabi Airports Company 
(ADAC), the owner and operator 
of Abu Dhabi International Airport 

is set to establish a logistics park 
next to the airport which is planned 
to operate as a free zone facility 
called Abu Dhabi Airport Free 
Zone (ADFZ). Its creation marks 
a milestone in Abu Dhabi’s plans 
to establish itself as a dynamic 
business centre. The logistics 
park will take advantage of Abu 
Dhabi International Airport’s 
strategic geographical position on 
the crossroads between east and 
west, and the large-scale economic 
development of the Emirate.

Twofour54 – Abu Dhabi 
Twofour54 is named after the 
geographical co-ordinates of 
Abu Dhabi, twofour54’s vision 
is to enable the development 
of world class Arabic media 
and entertainment content, by Arabs 
for Arabs, and to position Abu Dhabi 
as a regional centre of excellence 
in content creation across all media 
platforms including film, broadcast, 
music, digital media, events, gaming 
and publishing.

MASDAR City – Abu Dhabi 
Masdar City is the first global clean 
tech cluster to be located in one of 
the most sustainable cities in the 
world. It is home to the Masdar 
Institute of Science and Technology 
and the International Renewable 
Energy Agency (IRENA).

The 6-sq-km city, located near Abu 
Dhabi International Airport and 
17km from downtown Abu Dhabi, 
is emerging as a global centre for 
the sale, marketing, servicing and 
demonstration of renewable energy 
and sustainability technologies, as 
well as research and development, 
and investment in these fields.
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Khalifa Industrial Zone (KIZAD) - 
Abu Dhabi 
KIZAD was unveiled in November 
2010 by Abu Dhabi Ports Company 
(ADPC) in Abu Dhabi and 
officially opened in September 
2012. When completed, the 
418-square-kilometre (161 sq. mi) 
KIZAD site will become one of 
the Middle East’s largest industrial 
free-trade and non-free trade zones. 
As part of its efforts to achieve 
economic diversification by 2030, 
the Abu Dhabi Government drew 
up plans to launch a multi-billion 
dollar industrial park and ports 
operation on a 418-square-kilometre 
(161 sq. mi) greenfield site in 
Taweelah (adjacent to the newly 
built Khalifa Port) which would 
become the emirate’s first industrial 
free zone offering 100 per cent 
foreign ownership. By 2030, 
KIZAD is expected to contribute 
up to 15 per cent of the emirate’s 
non-oil GDP.

Sharjah Airport International 
Free Zone (SAIF Zone)
The Sharjah Airport International 
Free Zone (SAIF-ZONE) was set up 
in 1995 and is the premier business 
destination of the UAE. Situated 
in the Emirate of Sharjah, the 
industrial powerhouse of the UAE, 
the SAIF-Zone services over 2,900 
companies from 91 countries.

SAIF-Zone is also conveniently 
located adjacent to the Sharjah 
International Airport, the largest air 
cargo hub in the Middle East and 
North Africa. 

Hamriyah Free Zone, Sharjah 
(HFZ) 
Hamriyah Free Zone is located in 
the emirate of Sharjah. Sharjah is 
the only one of seven emirates 
with ports on the Arabian Gulf’s 
west and east coasts with direct 
access to the Indian Ocean, and an 
International Airport. Sharjah offers 
extensive transportation links to the 
Gulf States, Indian subcontinent and 

the emerging markets in Asian and 
African nations. These services are 
made possible by the “Sharjah link”.

Hamriyah Free Zone is challenged to 
provide competitive incentives and 
unique opportunities to establish 
businesses. The free zone manages 
an area of approximately 22 million 
square meters of prime industrial 
and commercial land and a 14 meter 
deep water port which includes 
scope for expansion.

Ras Al Khaimah Free Zone (RAK) 
Ras Al Khaimah free zone is 
approximately 45 minutes 
from Dubai.

Ras Al Khaimah Free Trade Zone 
Authority has created a system of 
four unique Free Zone Parks that 
will suit and serve every investor 
according to their requirements. 
The Four Parks concept includes 
the Business Park, Industrial Park, 
and Technology Park and Al Ghail 
Park, offering the offices, equipped 
warehouses and land facilities. 
Situated at different locations across 
the Emirate of Ras Al Khaimah, each 
Park caters to the specific business 
interests and activities of the RAK 
FTZ investors.

Ajman Free Zone (AFZA)
AFZA has been named as the sole 
regulatory agency for Free Zone 
in the Emirate of Ajman. It was 
formed in 1996 and was given great 
impetus to industrial activity in the 
Free Zone which has resulted in 
quadruple growth in the number of 
companies during the last few years. 
Ajman Free Zone with its package 
of unbeatable advantages is widely 
recognized as entrepreneurs’ haven 
today. A massive multi-million 
Dirhams development plan on 
over a million square meter area 
is under progress at the Free 
Zone, which on completion will 
be able to accommodate 4,000 
companies. Strategically situated 
at the entrance of the Arabian Gulf, 

Ajman’s proximity to Sharjah and 
Dubai provides easy accessibility to 
the two international airports and 
four ports. Ajman Port, serves over 
1,000 vessels per year.

Fujairah Free Zone (FFZA)
FFZA is adjacent to the Port of 
Fujairah. Companies established 
here have easy access to all Arabian 
Gulf ports, the Red Sea, Iran, India 
and Pakistan on weekly feeder 
vessels. FFZA is also close to 
Fujairah International Airport which 
is the only airport serving the UAE 
East Coast as well as northern 
Oman. This fortunate combination 
of the geographic location, with 
access to world’s major shipping 
routes, a fine port and airport, and 
streamlined procedures, make the 
Free Zone of Fujairah an ideal place 
for business. Investors benefit from 
the triple FFZ advantage, namely 
the ACE – Accessibility, Connectivity 
and Economy.

Fujairah Free Zone offers a unique 
connectivity – logistic link to the 
world; by air through Fujairah 
International Fujairah Free Zone 
(FFZ) offers an unmatched economy 
– cheaper tariffs, and minimum start 
up time. Reduced establishment 
expenses, and lower overheads, 
make FFZ a very cost effective 
investment proposition.

Dubai International Finance 
Centre 
The Dubai International Finance 
Centre, most commonly known as 
DIFC, houses some of the largest 
financial services, banking, legal 
and accountancy firms in the world. 
It was developed and resembles 
the financial hubs in New York, 
London and Hong Kong. Its primary 
aim is to serve the vast region of 
the Middle East, North Africa and 
South East Asia, which allows many 
to believe that Dubai is soon to 
become the MENA business hub of 
the world. 
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The Dubai International Finance 
Centre was established to create 
a regional capital market, offering 
investors and issuers of capital world 
class regulations and standards. The 
hallmarks are integrity, transparency 
and efficiency. 

The DIFC offers organisations that 
reside there a highly attractive 
investment environment including: 

• 100 per cent foreign ownership 

• Zero tax on income and profits 

• Wide network of double 
taxation treaties available to UAE 
incorporated entities 

• No restrictions on foreign 
exchange or capital/profit 
repatriation 

• Transparent operating 
environment with high standards 
of rules and regulations 

• Strict supervision and enforcement 
on money laundering laws 

• State of the art infrastructure, data 
protection/security 

However, unlike ‘offshore’ tax 
havens, DIFC is a fully fledged 
‘onshore’ capital market, 
comparable to Hong Kong, London 
and New York. 

The Dubai Financial Services 
Authority (DFSA) 
As the independent regulator of 
financial and ancillary services 
undertaken in or from the DIFC, 
the DFSA licenses, authorises and 
registers businesses and individuals 
who wish to conduct these services 
in the Centre; supervises their 
activities and will enforce the law 
where necessary. 

Dubai International Financial 
Centre (DIFC) Courts
The DIFC Courts were established 
under two laws enacted by the 
late Ruler of Dubai His Highness 
Sheikh Maktoum bin Rashid 
Maktoum. The laws establishing 
the DIFC Courts were designed 
to ensure the highest international 
standards of legal procedure thus 
ensuring that the DIFC Courts 
provide the certainty, flexibility and 
efficiency expected by the global 
institutions operating in, with and 
from Dubai and the UAE. 

The laws enacted provide for a court 
system capable of resolving all civil 
and commercial disputes, ranging 
from sophisticated, international 
financial transactions to debt 
collection and employment disputes. 

The DIFC Courts deal exclusively 
with all cases and claims arising 
out of the DIFC and its operations, 
and any other claims in which all 
parties agree in writing to use the 
DIFC Courts. The DIFC Courts have 
jurisdiction over civil and commercial 
matters only. The DIFC Courts do 
not have jurisdiction over criminal 
matters. All criminal matters are 
referred to the appropriate external 
authority. The DIFC Courts have 
the power, in matters over which it 
has jurisdiction, to make any orders, 
including interlocutory orders and to 
issue or direct the issue of any writs 
it considers appropriate. Orders may 
be made in relation to restitution, 
disgorgement, compensation, 
or damages.

2 CIA The World Factbook

3  Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting 
Countries
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Capital markets
Dubai Financial Market 
Dubai Financial Market (DFM) was 
established as a public institution 
having its own independent 
corporate body. DFM is operating 
as a secondary market for trading of 
securities issued by public joint-stock 
companies, bonds issued by the 
Federal Government or any of the 
Local Governments and public 
institutions in the country. The DFM 
commenced operations on 26th 
March 2000. Currently, there are 
95 companies listed on the DFM (as 
of 2015). 

The Requirements for an IPO listing 
on the DFM are as follows: 

• Primary local companies listing 

• Minimum free float of 55 per cent, 
except family owned business, 
which require 30 per cent 

• 51 per cent UAE minimum 
ownership 

• Lock in period for founders of 
two years 

• Offer structure new shares 
(capital increase) 

Abu Dhabi Securities Exchange 
The Abu Dhabi Securities 
Exchange (ADX) was established 
on 15 November 2000. ADX has 
76 listed securities and a market 
capitalization of AED418 Billion 
(USD114.8 billion) at the time of 
writing (November 2015).

In 2010, the ADX became the first 
market in the region to introduce 
Exchange Traded Funds (ETFs) 
trading platform. It listed NBAD’s 
(National Bank of Abu Dhabi) 
‘OneShare Dow Jones UAE 25’ ETF, 
under the ticker symbol 1UAE, and 
hence established the necessary 
infrastructure for diversified 
investment vehicles.

In alignment with the Abu Dhabi 
Government’s Economic Vision 
2030, ADX aspires to become the 
dominant stock exchange in the 
GCC (Gulf Cooperation Council). It 
aspires to achieve this by leading the 
development of capital markets in 
the United Arab Emirates and by a 
well-organised lawful environment 
that ensures integrity, transparency 
and disclosure. 

NASDAQ Dubai 
NASDAQ Dubai is the international 
financial exchange in the Middle 
East. It allows companies to benefit 
from a unique investor pool that 
combines regional and international 
wealth. 

A key advantage of NASDAQ Dubai 
is that owners can retain a majority 
of the shares after their IPO, and 
thus keep control of the company. 
No more than 25 per cent of the 
shares need to be sold. In 2012, 
the DFSA reduced the minimum 
market capitalisation requirement for 
companies to list to USD10 million, 
from USD50 million previously. 
This change has enabled small and 
medium-sized enterprises to list, 
including family owned businesses. 
Currently, there are eight equities, 
49 sukuk, 18 conventional banks and 
two funds listed on NASDAQ Dubai. 

Banking system 
The UAE banking sector was 
severely affected by the 2008 
financial crisis, and experienced 
reduced growth for a number of 
subsequent years. In 2013 the 
outlook was negative, but 2014 
and 2015 figures showed a marked 
turnaround. Reports showed that the 
twelve month rolling sum profits for 
the listed banks in the UAE reached 
almost USD10bn at the end of Q1 
2015, which illustrates a year-on-year 
growth of 18.4 per cent for Q1.

There is a positive outlook for the 
banking sector, with loans expected 
to maintain high growth. The UAE 
continues to remain buoyant post 
the global financial crisis and saw 
a positive return in 2013, with 
continued growth since, further 
evidencing the resilient financial 
market.

The UAE has 23 local banks and 
28 foreign banks. These financial 
institutions, through their Branch 
networks and affiliate service 
centres, cater to the financial 
needs of the UAE population of 
approximately 9.3 million. 

The Central Bank of the UAE is 
the banking regulatory authority 
in the country and its main 
responsibility is the formulation and 
implementation of banking, credit 
and monetary policies. Additionally, 
the Dubai Financial Services 
Authority (‘DFSA’) is the regulatory 
authority for other financial entities 
including, investment banks and 
asset managers established in 
the free-zone; Dubai International 
Financial Centre (‘DIFC’).

Access to local credit financing
A bank may grant credit facilities 
to a customer depending on the 
customer’s credit rating and the 
credit appetite of the bank. 

Key documents required by 
banks in order to open accounts are 
as follows: 

• Copy of valid trade license or 
certificate of incorporation 

• Copy of the Memorandum 
of Association/Articles of 
Association.

• Copy of the power of attorney or 
Board resolution 

• Passport copies, including 
resident permits of key people

Finance
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Other sources of finance
The Private Equity industry in the 
UAE continues to lead the Middle 
East and North Africa (MENA) area. 
The UAE is a large and dynamic 
market, which makes it particularly 
attractive within the MENA area.

According to the eighth annual 
report of the Mena Private Equity 
Association, growth in the MENA 
region was flat in 2013, and the total 
number of investments dropped 
significantly between 2012 and 
2013. The private industry continues 
to be impacted by aspects of the 
2008 financial crisis and, as a result, 
2013 saw a number of key metrics 
decline compared to 2012 figures. 
The total funds raised declined 14 
per cent from USD863 million in 
2012 to USD744 million in 2013. 
Nonetheless, the industry retains a 
solid base and certain key sectors, 
including technology, media, 
telecoms and healthcare, have seen 
considerable growth and investors 
are optimistic about continued 
growth and strength in these areas.

Insurance industry
The UAE insurance industry is the 
largest in the GCC, according to a 
2013 study by Moody’s, and has 
continued to grow and innovate 
despite the effects of the 2008 
financial crisis. The industry has 
grown to writing AED33.5 billion 
by 2014; a 13.5 per cent over 2013, 
making it very attractive to external 
investors. The UAE insurance 
market is the dominant market in 
its area, and its size and security 
makes it likely to hold this position 

in the future. Total equities of UAE 
national insurance companies 
amount to AED19.8 billion, which 
provide a vital investment into the 
UAE finance economy.

New laws have been enacted to 
make health insurance provision by 
employers mandatory. Employers 
of over 999 people must provide 
coverage by 2014, and employers 
of between 100 and 1000 people 
must have coverage by 2015 and 
companies with less than 100 
employees must have coverage by 
30 June 2016, which has sparked 
noticeable growth in the life and 
medical insurance sector.

The insurance industry in the UAE is 
governed by the Insurance Authority, 
a regulatory body formed under 
Federal Law No.6 of 2007. It serves 
as regulator and promoter of the 
insurance industry in the Emirates.

Investment management 
industry
As a centre for business in the 
area, the UAE (particularly Dubai 
and Abu Dhabi) is home to a large 
number of companies operating in 
asset management and investment 
management. Dubai’s finance 
oriented Free Zones attracted large 
numbers of companies to the area. 
Recently, more stringent laws have 
been implemented to better regulate 
asset managers and funds. The 
UAE has made clear its ambition to 
become the world capital for Islamic 
finance and is the third largest issuer 
of Sukuks in the world4. 

Key to this is Dubai International 
Financial Centre (DIFC) which 
continues to attract asset 
management companies to 
the Emirate.

Investors are more confident in 
the stability and attractiveness of 
the UAE as an investment market. 
According to a Schroders Confidence 
Report, more than half of potential 
European investors are looking 
to invest in the UAE and more 
than 70 per cent of UAE investors 
are confident in investing within 
the UAE.

Islamic finance
Islam is the dominant religion in the 
UAE, and this cultural environment 
has seen a high rise in demand 
for specialised investing products 
that comply with Sharia law. Sharia 
Law is the moral code of Islam that 
dictates Muslim behaviour and forms 
the basis of national legislation in a 
number of countries.

To comply with Sharia law, 
investments must not involve 
interest of any sort. All Sharia 
compliant investments must be 
certified by expert Sharia Scholars, 
who issue approvals on all activities 
of an investment fund. Incomes 
from non-compliant sections of 
a business can be ‘purified’ by 
donation to charity. 

4 UAE Banks Federation
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The overall quality and reliability of 
infrastructure is a critical factor for 
businesses across all sectors.

The UAE has a highly developed 
infrastructure network that has 
grown considerably in the last few 
years as the UAE has seen more 
tourism and international business. 
There is high quality infrastructure 
in education, healthcare, tourist 
facilities, electricity, water 
generation, telecommunications, 
ports, airports and roads, and plans 
continue to be made for future 
expansion.

The UAE has invested 
considerably in its Information 
and Communication Technology 
(ICT) infrastructure. National 
Telecom Policy was implemented 
to encourage foreign investment 
to develop ICT infrastructure, and 
the ICT Fund was established to 
stimulate industry growth.

Key features of the UAE’s ICT 
infrastructure include:

• Average broadband speed of 
9.4 Mbps

• Ranked second in the world in the 
Networked Readiness Index (NRI)

• Best mobile network coverage in 
the world (According to NRI)

• High government focus on 
developing ICT infrastructure in 
the future

The geography of the UAE means 
that water security is a critical 
infrastructure concern, particularly 
as water scarcity has caused 
problems in the past. This problem 
has been met with investment into 
desalination alongside conventional 
energy investment. The energy 
cost of desalination has forced 
the UAE to look progressively at 
energy, and increasing investment 
into renewable energy shows a long 

term focus in infrastructure stability. 
Abu Dhabi leads the area in solar 
power, currently producing around 
seven per cent of its power from 
solar sources.

The UAE has good international 
transport links, with airports 
located in Abu Dhabi, Dubai and 
Sharjah. Dubai airport serves as 
one of the major international hubs 
in the Middle East, which allows 
it to contribute to the economy 
with current figures showing that 
it “supports over 250,000 jobs in 
Dubai and contributes over USD22 
billion, which represents around 
19 per cent of total employment in 
Dubai, and 28 per cent of Dubai’s 
GDP”5. The aviation industry 
continues to grow, with forecasts 
predicting continued growth up to 
2020 in this industry.

The national airline carrier, Emirates 
Airlines, which is operated from 
Dubai International Airport, has 
over 140 direct routes which further 
connect the UAE to the world. It is 
estimated that passenger numbers 
are projected to reach 78.4 million 
in 2015 and 103.5 million by 2020 
in Dubai International Airport (DXB) 
alone6. In addition to this, Dubai 
World Central (DWC) Airport is 
servicing an additional 250 million 
passengers which is projected 
to increase. 

The UAE ranks 21 in the World Bank 
LPI infrastructure index.

5 Dubai Airports Strategic Plan 2020

6 Dubai International Airport

7 Ibid 5

The energy cost 
of desalination 
has forced the 
UAE to look 
progressively 
at energy, and 
increasing 
investment 
into renewable 
energy shows a 
long term focus 
in infrastructure 
stability. 
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