
The UAE as a 
global platform
The UAE as a hub location 
for businesses operating in 
the Middle East and beyond



The UAE is increasingly gaining recognition 
as an attractive location for international 
businesses. It offers one of the best business 
enabling environments in the world, including 
state-of-the-art infrastructure, a qualifi ed and 
diverse workforce and a positive environment 
for innovation. 
When looking for an attractive hub jurisdiction, 
businesses will fi nd that the UAE is favorable in 
many key ways:
• It is an attractive location for qualifi ed expats, 

with high quality of life and zero personal 
income tax

• The UAE government has been heavily focused 
on creating an open business environment, 
supporting innovation through incubators and 
creating partnerships with foreign businesses 
for the development of the economy

• It provides businesses with a robust and 
fl exible environment with several free zone 
options, resulting in a favorable regulatory 
environment and internationally comparable 
legal protection for many activities

• The UAE is compliant with the Base Erosion 
and Profi t Shifting (BEPS) minimum standards 
while having a strong treaty network and an 
attractive corporate tax regime

In light of recent key tax developments, such as 
the United States tax reform, the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD)/G20 BEPS Action Plan implementation 
and the EU Anti-Avoidance Directives, new 
opportunities involving the UAE as a regional 
and global hub are attracting attention. With 
several of the world’s largest groups regional 
hubs already present in the country, many 
multinationals are considering the expansion of 
their UAE activities, such as owning intellectual 
property (IP) and undertaking global functions.
In this brochure, we provide insight on the 
UAE landscape in the context of hub activities. 
Our team of experienced EY member fi rm 
partners would be happy to connect with you for 
further information.
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Globally competitive environment 
attracting individuals and businesses
The UAE is known for its high quality living 
standards. Some of the factors that make 
the UAE an attractive place to live are:

• Outstanding education system, with some of the best 
international schools and universities present in the 
country

• Globally recognized healthcare with qualified 
professionals from all over the world

• Central time zone position (GMT +4), within a four 
hour difference from China, Singapore and the UK

• Easy access to all parts of the globe, with more than 
3,600 flights per week to more than 150 cities in 
80 countries

• No personal income tax

• Luxury housing

The UAE has been getting increased attention from businesses that wish to relocate their key management functions. Some of the 
reasons behind this trend are:

It has state-of-the-
art infrastructure 
and real estate, 
with a variety of 
business premises 
to suit business 
needs

It is a great 
location for global 
trading operations, 
with the 4th largest 
airline (Emirates) 
and 9th busiest 
port in the world 
(Jebel Ali port)

The UAE has an 
advance telecom 
infrastructure, 
ranking 2nd in the 
Telecommunication 
Infrastructure 
Index

There are no 
foreign exchange 
regulations in the 
UAE, making it 
easy to transfer 
funds

It has a growing 
financial sector 
with a strong 
regulatory 
environment

Source:
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/GCR2018/05FullReport/TheGlobalCompetitivenessReport2018.pdf
https://www.globalmediainsight.com/blog/uae-population-statistics/
https://www.dsc.gov.ae/en-us/Themes/Pages/Population-and-Vital-Statistics.aspx?Theme=42
https://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/doingBusiness/media/Annual-Reports/English/DB2019-report_web-version.pdf
http://sharik.ae/en/information-and-services/g2g-services/uae-e-government-development-index-egdi/telecommunication-infrastructure-index-tii
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UAE’s regulatory environment

Businesses looking to establish in the UAE need to consider whether to operate through a free zone company or a mainland limited 
liability company (LLC). 

There are over 35 different free zones in the UAE, each with regulation tailored for a specifi c sector. International businesses will 
typically establish hub activities in a free zone given the various benefi ts (e.g., ease of business set up, customs and value-added tax 
(VAT) exemptions, faster immigration services, common law legal environment and “ready made” offi ce space).

Some of the key differences between free zones and mainland LLCs are:

The selection of a free zone is usually a critical factor in establishing operations in the UAE. We provide below a (non exclusive) list of 
the free zones that are typically more focused on regional and global hub type activities: 

Free zones that facilitate hub activities

Free zone company/branch Mainland UAE company/branch

Regulated by a specifi c free zone jurisdiction

Generally permitted to do business only in the free 
zone and outside the UAE

Availability of specifi c tax, customs and VAT 
exemptions

Regulated by the Department of Economic 
Development (DED) in the relevant emirate

Permitted to undertake business across the UAE and 
globally

No exemptions for VAT and customs, but corporate 
income tax (CIT) not generally applied in practice

100%
foreign ownership 

permitted

49%
foreign ownership 

permitted*

*Recent developments have taken place in the Foreign Direct 
Investment Law (which has developed a framework for 
increasing foreign ownership for certain sectors)

Free zones:
• Dubai International Financial Centre

• Abu Dhabi Global Market

• Dubai Internet City

• Dubai Multi Commodities Centre

• Jebel Ali Free Zone

• Global Business Corporation

Business activities:
• Holding companies

• IP holding

• Banking, insurance

• Software and e-commerce

• Telecommunication and network

• Consultancy services

• Management services

• Investment activity

• Distribution and service center

• Procurement



UAE’s tax environment

The UAE continues to maintain an attractive tax environment for both individuals and businesses, while focusing on addressing 
international standards set out by the OECD.

Some of the key elements of the tax regime are provided as follows:

The UAE recently enacted economic substance regulations, introduced Country-by-Country reporting and ratified the OECD 
Multilateral Instrument (MLI), complying with the BEPS minimum standards.

>90
Tax treaties in force

>35
Tax treaties in various 
stages of negotiation 
renegotiation, 
ratification etc.

Extensive tax treaty network

Direct tax considerations

Indirect tax considerations

*Exception: oil and gas companies, branches of foreign banks

Tax type Description

Customs duty

• 5% customs duty (exceptions: tobacco and alcohol, and other 
exemption list items)

• Levied at the first point of entry to the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC)

• No export duty imposed on goods leaving the GCC

Excise tax
• Carbonated   drinks : 50% excise tax 
• Energy   drinks    and tobacco   products: 100% excise tax

VAT

• Broad VAT regime with standard 5% rate (minimal exemptions and 
0%)

• VAT registration requirement for businesses making taxable 
supplies of goods and services within the UAE (annual turnover of 
US$100,000 or AED375,000 in the UAE)

No CIT applied 
in practice*1 No capital gains 

taxation3No withholding 
tax (WHT)2



EY  |  Assurance | Tax | Transactions | Advisory

About EY
EY is a global leader in assurance, tax, transaction and advisory services. 
The insights and quality services we deliver help build trust and confidence 
in the capital markets and in economies the world over. We develop 
outstanding leaders who team to deliver on our promises to all of our 
stakeholders. In so doing, we play a critical role in building a better 
working world for our people, for our clients and for our communities.

EY refers to the global organization, and may refer to one or more, of the 
member firms of Ernst & Young Global Limited, each of which is a separate 
legal entity. Ernst & Young Global Limited, a UK company limited by 
guarantee, does not provide services to clients. Information about how EY 
collects and uses personal data and a description of the rights individuals 
have under data protection legislation are available via ey.com/privacy. For 
more information about our organization, please visit ey.com.

The MENA practice of EY has been operating in the region since 1923. 
For over 90 years, we have grown to over 7,500 people united across 
21 offices and 16 countries, sharing the same values and an unwavering 
commitment to quality. As an organization, we continue to develop 
outstanding leaders who deliver exceptional services to our clients and 
who contribute to our communities. We are proud of our accomplishments 
over the years, reaffirming our position as the largest and most 
established professional services organization in the region.
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specific advice.
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