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now the UK’s 10th largest export
market globally, up from 17th place
in 2004, further highlighting the
strong links between the two
destinations. Meanwhile, Ireland is
increasing its visitors to Dubai every
year including an 105 per cent
growth to 45,245 in 2006 compared
to the previous year.

An oasis of political stability, Dubai
is strategically located midway
between the east and the west,
providing an excellent base for
commercial operations. The emirate’s
unrivalled combination of incentives,
services and progressive infrastructure

offers investors and businesses state-
of-the-art facilities that are considered
among the best in the world, with
the most modern telecoms and
internet links, ports, roads and
airports in the region.

Dubai’s success is linked to its ability
to diversify, innovate and inspire. This
spirit is embodied by the
determination with which Dubai has
identified significant areas of growth,
retaining and enhancing its reputation
as one of the world’s leading
destinations today and for the future.

Baerbel Kirchner director, UK and
Ireland, Government of Dubai,
Department of Tourism and 
Commerce Marketing
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“Dubai is a world-class
business and tourism destination. It
boasts a strong and diverse economy,
with booming tourism and
progressive, forward-thinking
commercial centres across all sectors
of the economy, making it the
ultimate place to visit and invest.

Drawing the attention of a global
audience, the emirate continues to
create iconic developments and
pioneer new experiences, setting it
apart from its competitors. 

Dubai’s liberal but well-regulated
competitive environment and
entrepreneurial free zones have made
a major contribution to the
successful growth and
diversification of the emirate’s
economy in recent years. A
range of free zones are already
established, and more are in the
pipeline. Dubai is now home to
a well-balanced and diversified
economy, setting it on target to be a
global market leader awash with
opportunities second to none in the
region for UK and Irish businesses. As
a result, ever more international
companies are recognising Dubai as an
ideal location for developing their
business in the Middle East.

Dubai’s links with Britain have
always been strong and this is
illustrated by the fact that the UK
continues to lead as the main source
market for Dubai with a total of
687,000 visitors in 2006, constituting
more than 10 per cent of the global
market to the emirate. 

In addition, figures from UK Trade
& Investment show that Dubai is

“Dubai’s free zones have 
made a major contribution to
the successful growth of the
emirate’s economy”
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was up to 1,200. And in the summer of 1833 some 900
members of the Al Bu Falasah migrated from the vast
sands of the Empty Quarter to Dubai. At their head was
Sheikh Maktoum bin Buti. So began the rule of the Al
Maktoum dynasty that continues today, as well as the
function of Dubai as a trading port.

Sheikh Maktoum believed that commerce would be

the route to success. His eldest son, Sheikh Hasher,
established Dubai as a free trade port without import or
export taxes. Their successors continued the process,
expanding the commercial base to attract influential
merchants from Iran, the Indian subcontinent and
many of the Gulf countries. By the early 1900s, Dubai
was a thriving community with some 2,000 houses on
either side of the Creek in Deira and Bur Dubai.

The main source of revenue came from pearls. In the
early years of the 20th century pearl exports peaked at
a value of around £2m per annum and accounted for
95 per cent of Dubai’s income. 

The British interests then centred firmly on the
security of the Gulf waters and the exclusivity of their
trade routes to India. Trade with the Trucial Coast (as
the group of emirates was known), was of little
consideration until the discovery of oil. Dubai’s Sheikh
Saeed was the first Trucial ruler to sign an agreement to
allow exploration and exploitation of oil and gas
reserves. Yet Abu Dhabi was to reap far greater benefit
from the industry.

Sheikh Saeed’s son, Sheikh Rashid, realised the city’s
huge potential but his vision was not of oil. In 22 years
of rule he laid the infrastructure of modern Dubai. The
creek was dredged and excavated to accommodate
shipping and the deepwater harbour of Port Rashid was

constructed to accommodate the largest of ships. 
Jebel Ali, the world’s largest manmade port, followed,

and it was around this that Sheik Rashid built the first
free zone. Then came Al Maktoum Bridge, spanning
Dubai Creek and linking Deira to Bur Dubai. The
airport was duly expanded to take international
travellers and became home to the new Emirates airline

in 1985 as the foundations for modern Dubai were laid.
“It’s a safe destination and most Europeans feel safe

going there,” says Sidwell. “There’s a nice social
environment, a beach, shopping, indoor skiing…” And
Emiratis are the greatest networkers on earth: “You go
into a room and you’re introduced to everyone,
whether a prince or a businessman. The Emiratis are
very well educated, too. When it comes to the land of
opportunity, I really do think that Dubai has taken
over from Australia,” concludes Sidwell.

Director Dubai—driven by business
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Afew months before his death in January
2006, HH Sheikh Maktoum bin Rashid Al
Maktoum said of Dubai: “What you are

seeing is only 10 per cent of what there will be.” With
his brothers, Sheikhs Hamdan and Mohammed, Sheikh
Maktoum transformed Dubai into the prosperous,
diverse and glittering city that beckons visitors today.

So what’s the attraction (last year Dubai International
Airport handled 28.79m people)? From a UK or Irish
director’s perspective, opportunities are the main draw.

Fiona Sidwell is CEO of York-based firm Exclusive
Events. While she also has her eye on Bahrain, she says
of Dubai: “It has to be a growth market for any
company. The facilities are amazing, the service is
phenomenal and everything’s on your doorstep. From
our point of view, we have the ability to put on high
profile events out there. Dubai is the perfect place for
people coming from all over the place. As it’s so easy to
get people in and out, it makes our delivery easier.”

Dubai’s location is key. It lies on the warm waters of

the Gulf, on the western side of the United Arab
Emirates (UAE). In the northwest, Qatar and Bahrain
hug the coastline. It’s strategically located midway
between the Far East and Europe, on the east-west
trading routes. 

HH Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum,
Dubai’s current ruler and vice-president of the UAE, has
nurtured its spirit of enterprise to co-exist with pride of
heritage. Driven by a business mind, his vision has
certainly inspired dynamic growth. The Department of
Economic Development in Dubai cites a massive 236
per cent rise in GDP over the last decade. Economic
growth is expected to break the AED188bn (£25bn) in
2007 and to continue to rise. 

And according to figures released by the Department
of Statistics, Dubai’s population increased to over 1.4
million in 2006. It’s come a long way from the 1700s,
when it consisted of a few fishermen’s huts clustered
round the mouth of a long seawater inlet that cut its
way into the desert. Yet by the 1820s the population

The making of modern Dubai
Robert Flemming explains why Dubai has
earned a reputation for welcoming UK
companies and puts the city’s relations with
Britain in historical perspective

Under Sheikh
Mohammed’s
leadership,
Dubai’s mega-
growth has
escalated. Free
zones dedicated to
everything from
technology to
media and finance,
have been
established to
court foreign

companies and the emirate has opened up
sales of property to foreigners.

Dubai has attracted a massive influx of
investment in recent years, but what do
directors of small and medium-sized
enterprises based in the UK and Ireland 
think? Are they tempted by its dynamism 
or intimidated by its reputation for 

outdoing all that has gone before?
“Setting up there would be quite an

enterprising thing to do but it would require a
lot of market research,” says John Davidson
(left), managing director of West Drayton-based
business Gas-elec. 

A franchise company, Gas-elec has
considered expanding into Australia and
Europe, and was approached by another Arab
state, which Davidson did not pursue.

As with any new market, Davidson would
need to ensure there was demand in Dubai.
“The main driver would be to ensure that there
would be a return on the investment, to look at
the legislation and whether there is a need for
anything similar to our business out there. 
But the kudos of having taken a much 
needed and valued service over there and
building the brand—that would be a nice 
thing to do,” he says.

Far from being put off by the superlatives,

Fiona Sidwell
(right), chief
executive of York-
based firm
Exclusive Events, is
attracted to Dubai’s
business culture. As
a businesswoman
working at the coal
face, she says: “In
the UK, business is
driven by
shareholders but
companies become what they are because of
the people who do the work. There’s a very
different philosophy in Dubai. It’s very
opportunist and it’s about not losing face. It
takes time, but the deal is done on a
handshake, not on a 400-page contract. 

“Business is done on mutual trust, which has
to be earned, but it’s so much freer,” she says. 

Why Dubai? A UK director’s perspective

1830
The first major
settlement in Dubai
can be traced back
to a small fishing
village on the
Shindagha
Peninsula

1870
Through its
developing activity
in trade, Dubai
becomes the
principal port on the
Gulf coast

1940
Dubai becomes
known as the City of
Merchants, for its
trade in pearls and
gold

1971
Dubai joins the
emirates of Abu
Dhabi, Sharjah,
Ajman, Umm al-
Quwain, Fujairah
and Ras al-Khaimah
to form the United
Arab Emirates (UAE)

1985
The Jebel Ali Free
Zone, now home to
2,700 companies, is
established.
Emirates Airline
launched

1999
Burj Al Arab (above)
is the world’s tallest
hotel

2006
HH Sheikh
Mohammed bin
Rashid al Maktoum
becomes Dubai’s
ruler 

2009
Burj Dubai is still
under development,
but is expected to
be the world’s
tallest skyscraper

Vision extraordinaire:
the can-do attitude
of Dubai is thriving
under the dynamic
leadership of HH
Sheikh Mohammed
Bin Rashid Al
Maktoum

PA
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1)
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sectors, moving them to new frontiers. While the
diversity of Dubai’s economy is impressive, the future
will undoubtedly see greater specialisation as
comparative advantage results in the creation of more
specialised niche markets,” says Safar.

Property is still one of the main areas for foreign
investors, but is not the only opportunity. Tourism is a
focal point in Dubai’s future growth path and is
expected to grow regionally and internationally. 

Biotechnology, healthcare, education and financial
services are also high on the list of prime arenas for
business operations. The telecoms and IT sectors also
have high profiles in Dubai; multi-discipline
consultancy is in keen demand, and the construction
industry is ideal for skilled workers. Opportunities in
the service arena are also ripe for the picking. “It’s
strategic geographical location, supported by a world-
class infrastructure, makes it an obvious destination as
a commercial hub,” points out Safar.

The main decision for directors to consider when
assessing business opportunities is whether they wish

to establish their company in Dubai or in one of its
free zones. Dubai city is attractive due to the lack of
taxes and entitlement to repatriate capital and profits.
There are restrictions on ownership as foreign
companies can only own 49 per cent of a company
and therefore need a local sponsor.

“Given those restrictions, many direct investments in
Dubai city are joint ventures, although with varying
degrees of influence,” explains Safar. “Joint ventures are
a relatively new concept in the region; emerging

examples are in the banking industry, where the market
is seeing mergers and acquisitions for the first time.

“The free zones have a permissive regulatory
environment where all restrictions on ownership are
removed and attractive incentives are offered such as
complete exemption from taxes, customs and commercial
levies, low land rates and subsidised infrastructure.

“Companies in Dubai can benefit from the booming
Gulf economies; the local knowledge and expertise of
the region; the strategic geographical location and the
liquidity of local companies,” she says. 

Director Dubai—driven by business

and foreign firms to meet and discuss potential joint
ventures and other initiatives,” says Safar. 

Dubai’s economy is booming, she continues. “In
2006 it grew at an impressive 23 per cent nominal GDP
growth. High growth rates are distributed across the
majority of non-oil sectors, providing attractive
investment and business opportunities. Dubai is a
relatively new emerging economy with plenty of
opportunity. One of its main strengths is in the

breadth of its capacity. According to the government’s
Strategic Plan 2007-2015, Dubai will continue to
diversify its economy by creating new sectors of
strength with competitive advantage while
simultaneously deepening and expanding existing

The Dubai Chamber of Commerce and Industry
plays a crucial role in helping improve the
business climate of Dubai. Its mission is to

promote and represent Dubai’s business community;
provide “value added services” to create business
opportunities, and to “actively influence government
measures to improve the business climate”. In practical
terms, that means helping individuals and companies
setting up in Dubai.

As Nuha Safar, its director of marketing and
communication explains: “We serve local interests by
providing certificates of origin for re-exporters and we
also provide intermediation, especially between the
public and private sector as well as between companies
in the private sector.”

The International Arbitration Centre and Ethics
Resource Centre (which aims to improve business
ethics and corporate governance in the emirate) is
under the Dubai Chamber’s remit. And it also provides
resources for economic and business research. “The
Chamber sponsors events regionally and
internationally to provide a marketplace for domestic

“It’s strategic geographical
location and world-class
infrastructure makes it an
obvious destination as a
commercial hub”

“Companies in Dubai can
benefit from the booming Gulf
economies”

Welcoming business
to Dubai
International companies are increasingly attracted
by Dubai’s economic growth rate—it’s the Dubai
Chamber of Commerce and Industry’s role to
provide assistance

lTourist numbers continue to rise with hotels and hotel
apartments showing an increase of five per cent in 2006 over
the previous year. Nearly 6.5m guests stayed in over 300
hotels with an aggregate occupancy rate of 84.8 per cent.
Luxury all-suite hotel Burj Al Arab claimed 100 per cent
occupancy rate. 

lExpect to pay around AED102,000 (£13,600) a year for an
average-sized, two-bedroom apartment and AED72,000
(£9,600) for an ensuite bedroom in a shared villa. Villas with
two bedrooms or more are likely to come in at around
AED160,000 (£21,300) a year.

What a wonderful world the projects that
are attracting more people to Dubai...

Fabulous buildings and innovative
development projects are
synonymous with Dubai. Burj Dubai

(below), the stunning tower that will form
the centrepiece of the 500-acre Downtown
Dubai site, already exceeds the height of
Taipei 101, previously the 
world’s tallest building. 

The projected 195-floor building, due
for completion in 2009, is likely to be over
half a mile high.

Work is currently being carried out on
phase one of Dubailand, offering a wealth
of opportunities for British and Irish firms
at development and design stage.
Completion is expected by 2010.

A tourism, leisure, and entertainment
destination, it will be divided into six
‘worlds’. The attractions and experience
zone, for instance, will house theme and
water parks and a kids city. Downtown will

house the world’s largest shopping
mall, the Mall of Arabia.

Other exciting projects include
Dubai World Central (above), a city
centred around the world’s largest
airport. Some 750,000 people will live
and work in the city. 

The Bawadi project will be the
world’s largest hotel
complex. And
reclamation is afoot
for Deira Island,
which will form a
gateway to The Palm
Deira. 

Ninety per cent of
the 300 islands off
the coast of Dubai
that constitute “The
World” have been
reclaimed. “Ireland”
was purchased this
year by an Irish
consortium headed
by John O’Dolan.
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niche market in audio-visual production. “The
traditional way is that separate organisations deal with
video and audio. We do both,” he says. “It’s a concept
team that takes care of the job from inception to
realisation.” 

As the name implies, DMC’s business base ranges
from broadcasting and news services to publishing and
consultancy. It was the perfect environment for Monié
to base his business in.

“Strategically speaking, we knew that the place was
ideal for what we do,” says Monié. “It’s a superb hub
for turnkey media solutions. You can collaborate with
all kinds of people and companies; it makes everything
possible. The legal aspects, paperwork and licences
were handled through one channel. The procedure is
much simpler than it would be outside the free zone.
You may pay a bit more, but it’s worth it.”

Monié’s only slight hitch, he says, was the search for
office space. “There’s not enough space for all the
companies that apply so there’s a waiting list. We were
fortunate to find the right people who could push our
application forward quickly in terms of getting office
space. It can take four to six months to get the right
office; it depends on the size you need.”

Managing change
Who GME
Sector Media
Where Dubai Knowledge Village

A company can be established in Dubai as a Limited
Liability Company (LLC) with two or more individual
shareholders; a LLC with a corporate entity as the
shareholders; or as a branch office of a company based
outside the UAE. Simon Morris, joint managing partner
of management consultancy GME (soon to be based in
the learning community of Dubai Knowledge Village
[DKV], pictured above right) explains how he set up the
Dubai operation.

“We’re a management consultancy and training
organisation operating under a franchise agreement
with UK-based Glendinning Management Consultants,”
he says. “Predominantly, we’ll be working with clients
in retail and FMCG to build capability; a major
opportunity in this part of the world.

“The process starts with preparing a business plan
that has to be submitted to Tecom [a separate company
dealing with applications within several free zones],”
says Morris. 

“The next stage is to get the trading licence and for
the company to be incorporated as a LLC. Once the
office space is confirmed you fill in the forms yourself
and do your own business plan—but DKV has all the
standard forms. There’s no necessity for corporate
lawyers or legal assistance as I’m opening an individual
company. It would be quite different if I were to open a
branch office of an overseas company.

“Fortunately, the business plan sailed through
smoothly but they can be rejected. I made the
relationship with Glendinnings fairly distant otherwise
the business was really a branch office. And that would
have meant a lot more work and information,
production of UK accounts and using a lawyer.”

Now Morris is waiting for office space to become
available (due to the free zone’s popularity and
success). The highest demand is for small compact
offices; larger spaces are easier to come by and the
waiting time proportionately shorter.

“The office availability in DKV should be changing as
the universities slowly move out to Academic City (the
aim is to develop the region’s talent pool and accelerate
its move to the knowledge economy). But to an extent,
it’s about who you know and it’s important to keep
yourself at the top of their minds,” says Morris.

His advice for setting up in Dubai? “Talk to people
who have been through the process and have
successfully written business plans. Websites make it
look fairly straightforward but they don’t tell you
everything or mention all of the forms.”

Morris’s main reason for choosing a free zone was
the 100 per cent ownership factor and tax advantages.
Foreign companies offering professional or financial
services outside the free zones are not required to have
a local agent—Morris speculates that this could be
extended to other service industries. 
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Every company needs a full-time or consultancy-
based public relations officer (PRO), an Arabic-speaking
local who eases the way and deals with the various
government departments. “We have worked with two
different PROs who have been our local saviours,” says
Muir. “They sorted out the paperwork with charm,
humour, speed and integrity. Trusted recommendations
are far better than newspaper adverts. And when you
find them, keep them close.”

She says all firms should expect to pay ‘refundable’
deposits for telephones, visas and business licences. You
must also have a registered commercial office listed on
your commercial licence and an employee visa—which
costs around AED14,000—is required at the point of
employment. “It’s all part of the process of the
orientation to life in the Middle East,” she says.  

Muir and Boyle are enthusiastic about Dubai as a
base for their business and, after two years of building
their brand and reputation, are contributing to life in
the emirate in more ways than one. In 2006, Bluesail
won the Lloyds TSB Small Business Award for
Corporate Social Responsibility. 

Last year, in an effort to give the blind and visually
impaired the opportunity to focus on their abilities
rather than their disabilities, Bluesail, as well as the
general distributor for Mercedes-Benz in Dubai,
Gargash Enterprises, charity Tamkeen and Foresight, a

Dubai-based organisation working towards a cure for
blindness caused by hereditary eye disease, launched a
joint “Sailing for the Visually Impaired” programme.

Muir says: “The participants all exhibited a natural
ability to sail, and developed powers of skippering,
crewing, and team work. We’ve been amazed by the
motivation shown; their immense confidence on the
boat and in themselves was extremely inspirational.”

She adds: “The experience of living and working here
continues to be amazing. Dubai is run by one of the
world’s most charismatic leaders and we feel privileged
and fascinated to be part of one of the most amazing
modern demonstrations of vision, focus and informed
investment.”

For other small business directors she has this advice:
“Research your market and ensure you have a unique
selling point within Dubai. Expect to need twice the
capital that you estimated and twice as much time.
Budget well for marketing and consider unique forms
of promoting your brand. Networking is vital,” she
adds. “Get out and meet people who have already set
up a similar business. Talk, listen, question and learn.”

Sound and vision
Who JBM
Sector Media
Where Dubai Media City

What are the incentives for buying into a free zone?
For a start, there are no corporate taxes or personal
taxes and imports/exports are 100 per cent tax exempt.
There are no trade barriers or foreign exchange controls
and the local currency, the dirham (AED) is pegged to
the US dollar and fully convertible. Foreign nationals
have 100 per cent ownership and control.

Benjamin Monié, managing director of audio and
visual production company JBM, admits he was
tempted by the tax-free status. Now based in Dubai
Media City (DMC), Monié and his brother exploited a

Land of the free:
Benjamin Monie
has enjoyed tax-
free status

Blue sky thinking:
co-director of
Bluesail Greg Boyle
gets out on the
water

Learning fast: the
managing partner
of GME, Simon
Morris (above), has
sought advice from
firms already based
in the free zones




