
Doing Business 
in UAE



List of contents:

Introduction

UAE in numbers;

Economic overview;

Institutions for foreign investors;

The legal system;

Establishment of business

Introduction;

Trading from overseas;

Commercial Agencies;

Limited Liability Company (LLC);

Foreign Office Branch;



List of contents:

Establishment of business

Joint Venture (JV);

Acquisition;

Taxation

Income Tax;

Custom Duty;

Property Tax;

Import, Export and Intra GCC Supplies;

VAT;

Trade

UAE and Italy.



UAE in numbers

Introduction:

GEOGRAPHY (updated to 2021)

Capital Abu Dhabi

Area 83,600 sq km

Population 9,983,387 inhabitants

Density 118 per sq km

Language Arabic

Government Constitutional federation of seven Emirates

ECONOMY (updated to 2021)

Currency UAE Dirham (AED)

GDP (at market prices in 2019) 410,648 billion $

GDP growth in 2019 +1.1%

UAE is one of the 14 Member States of OPEC.

Source: https://unctadstat.unctad.org/CountryProfile/GeneralProfile/en-GB/784/index.html 

https://unctadstat.unctad.org/CountryProfile/GeneralProfile/en-GB/784/index.html


UAE in numbers

Introduction:

INFRASTRUCTURES (updated to 2021)

Railways 1,200 km (under construction)

Major airports

• Abu Dhabi International Airport

• Dubai International Airport

• Fujairah International Airport

• Ras Al Khaimah International 
Airport

• Sharjah International Airport

Major ports

• Jebel Ali, Dubai

• Mina Rashid, Dubai

• Mina Zayed, Abu Dhabi

• Mina Khalid, Sharjah

• Khor Fakkan, Sharjah

ICT (updated to 2021)

Telephone country code +971

TLD .ae
Source: https://u.ae/#/

https://u.ae/#/


Economic overview

United Arab Emirates was formed on December 2, 1971 and is today one of the youngest States in the

Middle East.

The United Arab Emirates was born as a federation that unites the governmental autonomies of seven

Emirates:

1. Abu Dhabi, whose capital is the UAE capital city of the same name;

2. Ajman;

3. Dubai;

4. Fujairah;

5. Ras Al Khaimah;

6. Sharjah;

7. Umm Al Quwain.
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Economic overview

The widespread oil fields found since the early 1960s in the UAE’s territory, mainly in the Emirates of

Abu Dhabi and Dubai, have strongly influenced the political choices of the State, strengthening its

economy and guaranteeing its independence.

The economic solidity and the desire for progress of the UAE have favored the rapid and significant

change of the national economy that has made it possible to achieve a partial independence from the

oil market and the iconic development in scientific, technological and many other sectors innovation.

Today the UAE is the most innovative Arab country and the 34th country with the highest innovation

and development index in the public and private sectors in the world, according to the Global
Innovation Index (GII) 2020 ranking.
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Institution for foreign investors

In the United Arab Emirates, local regulations, including those that define commercial activities, are

independently managed by each single Emirate, that is why there are not guaranteed single common

procedures that can be used throughout the national territory.

However, in the constituency of each Emirate, a foreign investor can easily find information regarding

the procedures for obtaining licenses and the necessary phases to establish a business in the chosen

Emirate by contacting local institutions in the area prepared to provide informational support

throughout the establishment of a business process.

Among the institutions for foreign investors there are Abu Dhabi Investment Office (ADIO) and Dubai
FDI that are respectively located in the Emirates of Abu Dhabi and Dubai.
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Why invest in UAE?

In general, the United Arab Emirates offers a strategic geographic position in the Arab Peninsula

recognized as a fundamental commercial hub and a natural gateway to access the Gulf and other Arab

countries. The UAE is also a sought-after investment destination due to its diverse and dynamic

economy.

Foreign investors may benefit from the advantages of the numerous Free Zones widespread

throughout the State.

Free Zones are industrialized areas subject to their own regulations that typically allow the

establishment of business entities operating in certain specific sectors.
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Why invest in UAE?

Establishing a business in a Free Zone guarantees the following benefits:

• 100% foreign ownership;

• No customs duty on imports;

• No corporate taxes;

• No income taxes.
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The legal system

The legal system of the UAE is based on the Civil Code and acts in full compliance with the Shari'ah
Law, that is the Islamic law established by the Quran and the Sunnah.

The Shari'ah Law is often used as a source of interpretation when it is necessary to intervene legally in

cases where no legal procedure is defined.

The Civil Code of the UAE develops around a solid Constitution that defines the relationship between

the federal government and the autonomous one of each Emirate.

Within the State, the Constitution is inviolable, uniquely valid for each Emirate and cannot be

contradicted by any other law or provision.
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The legal system

The Federal laws and regulations intervene to regulate specific sectors, such as security, and are

uniquely valid for each Emirate.

The Emirate laws and regulations are promulgated at the discretion of the governmental autonomy of

each Emirate and have a validity limited to the Emirate itself, they aim to regulate all sectors of local

interest for which there is no federal provision.
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Establishment of business:

Introduction

A foreign investor who decides to conduct a commercial activity or establish a business in the UAE can

proceed according to one of the following options:

1. Trading from overseas;

2. Commercial Agencies;

3. Limited Liability Companies (LLCs);

4. Foreign Office Branch;

5. Joint Ventures (JVs);

6. Acquisition.

The process of establishing a business in UAE can be relatively long and sometimes inconvenient due to

the necessary bureaucratic time even while the current administration procedures requires that the

documentation to be submitted will need to be notarized and legalized in the country of issue.



Establishment of business:

Trading from overseas

Trading from overseas allows a foreign company to conduct its business in United Arab Emirates

without the need to physically establish a presence in the country.

The UAE Companies Law also requires foreign investors residing abroad that, directly or indirectly, carry

out commercial activities in the United Arab Emirates to be duly registered in accordance with the

current provisions and in possession of the necessary licenses issued by the relevant UAE authorities.

Trading from overseas can be considered a relatively cheap option for foreign investors who will not

have to worry about the maintenance costs of a secondary headquarter, however, due to the absence of

that physical presence it is necessary to consider the limitations on the services and products that may

be traded and to be able to manage the complicated relationship with the customers.



Establishment of business:

Commercial Agencies

A Commercial Agency is any arrangement that, for a commission or profit, provides for an agent to

represent a foreign company through the sale and distribution of its products or services in the UAE.

The UAE Commercial Agencies Law (Federal Law No. 18 of 1981) regulates the delicate and

fundamental relationship between the local agent and the foreign investor who will be able to conduct

his commercial activity in UAE through the intervention of a third-party and without the need to

establish a physical presence in the country.

The Federal Law No. 18 of 1981 determines the different types of commercial agencies, among which,

the most widespread is the contractual agency which provides for the presence of a fixed agent who

takes the place of the foreign investor in the sale and distribution of products and services in the UAE,

the agent is also allowed to negotiate deals in return for a fee.



Establishment of business:

Limited Liability Company (LLC)

Law No. 26 of 2020 (New Law) in force since January 2, 2021 brings important amendments to 51

articles of the Commercial Companies Law No. 2 of 2015, among the most anticipated provisions that

now are finally in force there is the easing of the restrictions on the Limited Liability Company’s
foreign ownership, in fact currently a foreign investor can establish a Limited Liability Company on the

mainland (onshore) and have the possibility to own it 100%.

Generally, there is no minimum capital value required to establish an LLC in the UAE, but this may vary

according to the sector in which the LLC will be operating, in any case the total capital will be divided

into shares of the same value.



Establishment of business:

Foreign Office Branch

A foreign investor who owns an abroad based company can promote his business by establishing a

Foreign Office Branch in the UAE mainland (onshore).

The parent company and the branch will have to carry out the same activities and will have the same

legal identity, in fact in the UAE there is no Limited Liability Legal Protection for foreign office branches.

Following the entry into force of Law No. 26 of 2020 (New Law), the obligation for branches to appoint

a National Service Agent (NSA) was abolished, totally freeing up the full foreign ownership and

reducing the bureaucratic time frame needed for the establishment of the business entity which was

between 4 and 6 weeks.



Establishment of business:

Joint Venture (JV)

Foreign companies wanting to enter the UAE market or develop their existing operation beyond an

agency or distribution arrangement often favor a Joint Venture (JV). JV’s enable the foreign investor to

take an equity stake and role in the operation and management of their UAE entity whilst still

benefitting from the participation of a local partner.

The local partner may contribute financially or by way of technical skills or local connections and

reputation. Whilst the CCL allows for a particular type of entity to be used as a JV vehicle, in practice,

most JV’s are set up using either onshore or free zone limited liability companies.

As in all jurisdictions, choosing the right JV partner (s) is key to ensure that they will be able to

contribute to the JV in the way planned.



Establishment of business:

Acquisition

A final market entry strategy for foreign companies is to acquire or invest in an existing UAE company

or business. Both share and asset purchases are possible in the UAE.

Particular factors to bear in mind include:

• The very limited amount of publicly available information and so the need for thorough due diligence;

• The absence of provisional equivalent to the European transfer of undertaking regulations, and the

resulting need to deal with the transfer of employee contracts as part of any asset deal;

• The impact of UAE end of service benefits in the case of assets transfers.



Taxation:

Income Tax

The UAE currently has no system of federal income taxation.

Most of the Emirates constituting the UAE have their own corporate income tax decrees that provide for

tax to be imposed on the taxable income from business activities that are carried out in the relevant

Emirates at rates up to 55%.

Although the Decrees continue to apply and allow for corporate tax to be levied on all companies, in

practice, tax is only enforced on foreign oil companies engaged in upstream petroleum activities and

branches of foreign banks. Consequently, tax is generally not actually levied under the Decrees on most

companies operating in the respective Emirates. In addition, some of the Emirates have introduced their

own specific banking tax decrees which impose tax on branches of foreign banks at the rate of 20%.



Custom Duty

The UAE is part of the GCC Customs Union, which was established in 2003 to remove customs and trade

barriers among the GCC member States. The implementation of the GCC Customs Union is still in

progress.

The GCC member States apply a Common Customs Law and a Unified Customs Tariff with a standard

customs duty rate of 5% of goods’ cost, insurance and freight value, except for tobacco, alcohol and

goods subject to a customs duty rate of 0%. The GCC Customs Law does not levy export customs

duties.

UAE free zones are areas within the territory of the UAE but considered outside the Mainland UAE and

therefore outside the territory for customs purposes.
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Custom Duty

As a result, goods imported into a UAE Free Zone are not subject to customs duties. Customs duty is

suspended until the goods are imported into the GCC local market.

UAE free zones do not levy export customs duty and thus, goods leaving the free zone to a destination

outside of the GCC Customs Union should not incur customs duty. Goods within UAE Free Zones are

under the UAE customs authorities’ control; therefore, any transaction or disposal of goods must be

communicated to the customs authorities to avoid any non-compliance fines and penalties.

As the UAE is a member of the World Trade Organization and the World Customs Organization, most of

the applicable customs procedures, suspension arrangements, exemptions, etc. are in line with the

relevant international agreements and protocols.
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Property Tax

Most Emirates impose a municipality tax on properties, mostly by reference to the annual rental value. It

is generally the tenants’ obligation to pay the tax; however, the tenants’ employer will typically pay the

tax on behalf of the employee.

In some cases, separate fees are payable by both tenants and property owners. For example, in the

Emirate of Dubai, it is currently imposed at 5% of the annual rental value for tenants or at 5% of the

specified rental index for property owners.

Further, a registration fee may also be levied on transfer of ownership of land or property. For example,

a land registration fee is levied in the Emirate of Dubai at a rate of 4% of the sale value of the property

(shared between the buyer and seller), payable to the Dubai Land Department. These levies are imposed

and administered differently by each emirate.
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Import, Export and Intra GCC Supplies

Import of good entails the “entry” of goods within the UAE territory from outside the GCC while export

entails moving of such goods outside the UAE.

Import is charged VAT (unless items are exempted) on the importer of records for custom purposes

while export are zero-rated.

For “international” dealings, it is worth to stress that the sc. Designated Zones, “DZs” (that are not all the

Free Zones) are deemed to be outside the territory for VAT purposes. Entities established in DZs,

however, are called to register creating a level playing field between entities in the DZs and those based

in Mainland UAE.
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Import, Export and Intra GCC Supplies

Until the UAE does not recognize KSA and Bahrain as “implementing States” goods coming from these

two GCC States will be considered as “imported goods”.

The other way around, goods moving from the UAE to these two States are deemed to be export for

this transitional phase.

Once the Intra-GCC regime will be enforced, supplies between GCC Implementing States will be

regulated according to the Reverse-Charge mechanism.
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VAT

In line with the Gulf Cooperation Council VAT Agreement, the UAE adopted VAT the 1st of January 2018

at a standard rate of 5%.

VAT is regulated by Federal Law No. 8 of 2017 and Cabinet Decision No. 52 of 2017 on the Executive

Regulations on VAT. VAT is administered by the Federal Tax Authority (“FTA”) which has been issuing

many Guides since the implementation of VAT.
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Trade:

UAE and Italy

The UAE and Italy share a long history of economic and commercial exchanges. Today, the UAE Italy are

bound by even more solid economic and commercial relations, worth a total commercial interchange of

8,4 billion EUR.

In 2020, the UAE exported approximately 4,5 billion EUR of goods and services to Italy and imported, in

the same year, about 3,9 billion EUR.

According to the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, UAE exported mostly crude petroleum and oil-

derived products (more than 67 million EUR) and metallurgy products (approx. 4,188 million EUR).



Trade:

UAE and Italy

Italy on the other side, mainly exported industrial machinery (approx. 393 million EUR) and jewels &

worked precious stones (450 million EUR), Italy is also a “net investor” in the UAE.

In 2019, Italian Investments in the Emirates counted for approximately 10 billion EUR, whereas Emiratis

investments in Italy counted for 260 million EUR.

Italian FDI’s are mainly concentrated in the many Free Zones scattered throughout the country.
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Grazie!

ROMA

Via Nizza 53 00198

Tel +39 06 69484922

info@jiac.it

شكرا!

MILANO

Via G. Mameli 11 20129

Tel +39 02 70000353

milano@jiac.it
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