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Part 1: Resilience
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Dubai’s GDP displayed modest growth of 2.2% in 2019, an 
uptick from 2% in 2018. While significantly lower than the 
4.5% expansion witnessed in 2014, pre-pandemic sentiment 
suggested that this was the start of a more stable era of 
economic expansion for Dubai. The economic slowdown in 
the broader UAE that began in 2014 was heavily influenced by 
the global decline in oil prices. Although the UAE will always be 
sensitive to such developments, forward-thinking policymakers 
at both the emirate and the country level have put policies 
in place over recent years that have allowed Dubai to further 
diversify its economic activities, putting the emirate in a strong 
position to withstand the disruption of Covid-19.
  
While oil continues to form the backbone of the UAE economy 
– accounting for around a quarter of GDP in 2019 – the 
figure was just 1.6% in Dubai during the first half of that year. 
Indeed, Dubai is perhaps best known as a globally competitive 
shopping and lifestyle destination, with wholesale and retail 
activity contributing 25.4% to the emirate’s GDP in the first 
six months of 2019, the most of any sector. Wide-ranging 
diversification has been propelled by sustained efforts to 
enhance Dubai’s standing in global competitiveness rankings 
for ease of investing and doing business. Significant pre-

pandemic developments at the national level include the 
2019 rollout of long-term residence visas for entrepreneurs, 
investors and professionals, and the opening of 122 economic 
activities to 100% foreign ownership, formally approved in 
mid-March 2020, at the start of the pandemic. 

On the back of a raft of legislative changes introduced in 
2018, the first quarter of 2019 saw a 35% year-on-year rise 
in the number of business licences that were issued in Dubai. 
Although real estate prices in the emirate were down roughly 
30% from their 2014 peak as of 2020, over the medium term 
the influx of foreign nationals and businesses should drive 
demand for both residential property and surplus grade-A and 
grade-B office space as the pandemic subsides. 

The success of reforms was reflected in robust inflows of 
foreign investment in 2018 and 2019, while a 7% increase in 
non-oil trade was fuelled by a 30% jump in export value. In 
addition, a vast sovereign wealth fund, high GDP per capita, 
advanced medical facilities, a youthful population and major 
infrastructure spending in anticipation of Expo 2020 – delayed 
to October 2021 – ensured that Dubai was well prepared to 
address the myriad challenges of a global pandemic.

Macroeconomic Overview
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Part 1: Resilience

Dubai has an internationally competitive medical 
sector, overseen by the Dubai Health Authority 
(DHA). Over the past few decades policies and 
initiatives have sought to attract private and 
foreign investment to Dubai, and health care has 

been one of the key beneficiaries of this drive. A 
strong dynamic of public-private collaboration has 
fuelled sector growth, and been instrumental in 
establishing and maintaining medical facilities and 
digitalising health care processes and procedures – 

with several reputable foreign private hospitals 
announcing plans to initiate or expand operations 
in the year before the pandemic. 

The DHA’s current overarching policy framework 
is the Dubai Health Strategy 2016-21, which 
comprises four parameters: health and lifestyle, 
excellence in service provision, smart health care 
and governance. At the national level, running 
counter to Dubai’s robust medical infrastructure 
and preparedness, the World Economic Forum’s 
“Global Competitiveness Report 2019” ranked the 
general health of the UAE’s population 92nd out 
of 141 countries, illustrating challenges related to 
non-communicable disease management. Under 
the aegis of the Dubai Health Strategy 2016-21, 
numerous health-awareness programmes have 
been established to combat unhealthy lifestyles; 
cardiovascular disease, diabetes and cancer are 
among the most prevalent non-accidental causes 
of death in Dubai. Between 2000 and 2019 life 
expectancy at birth in the UAE rose from 74 years 
to 78 years, demonstrating progress towards 

a healthier population – an important factor 
for pandemic resilience. In general, the UAE 
experiences relatively high (30%) annual turnover in 
health care staff. Dubai, however, appears to have 
bucked this national trend in recent years, with its 
rate reported to be in the single digits, reflecting 
both the opportunities afforded to skilled medical 
professionals and the sector’s overall progress. 

Medical personnel retention is vital in the context 
of population growth – the emirate’s headcount 
virtually quadrupled between 2000 and 2020 – as 
well as the DHA’s pre-pandemic target of attracting 
500,000 medical tourists per year by 2021. 

As of 2019 Dubai was home to 10,223 physicians 
and 18,968 nurses, but given the rate at which the 
sector is expanding, investment bank Alpen Capital 
expects another 8300 and 8800, respectively, will 
be required by 2025. Infrastructure capacity is, 
however, well placed to handle future demand, 
as Dubai had a surplus of medical facilities and 
hospital beds prior to the Covid-19 outbreak.

Health Care and Demographics
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The UAE’s diversification drive, which began in the 1980s, sought 
to harness the country’s natural resources to fuel industrialisation. 
While Dubai followed this model to an extent, its oil reserves were 
significantly lower than those of other emirates. As a result, Dubai 
made sizeable early investments to cultivate a thriving service 
economy, now regarded as the most diverse in the region. The 
emirate has capitalised on its strategic location to become one of the 
world’s most important transport and logistics hubs, home to both 
the largest airline in the Middle East and the Jebel Ali container port. 
While Dubai’s tourism and trade flows are already substantial, further 
bolstering its tourism offering and expanding the range of import 
and export activities remain priorities. 

The Dubai Industrial Strategy 2030, launched in 2016, has put 
industrial expansion back into the spotlight, earmarking 75 
areas for investment. It seeks to leverage Dubai’s standing as a 
transport and logistics epicentre, with maritime and aerospace 
activities given primary importance, while pharmaceuticals and 
machinery and equipment are also seen as offering considerable 
opportunity. Preparation for Expo 2020 – currently slated to 
begin in October 2021 – has aided diversification, benefitting the 
construction, business and financial services, transport, storage and 
communications sectors. Dubai is also home to 24 free zones that 

aim to encourage investment in specific sectors by offering business 
ownership incentives and long-term tax breaks; many of the zones 
focus on attracting digital technology enterprises. 

Digital and technological transformation has been under way for 
several decades and is at the heart of the government’s Smart 
Dubai 2021 programme, which was rolled out in 2017. Dubai has 
the highest mobile teledensity-to-population ratio in the world, at 
2:1, and several mobile apps have already been launched under the 
Smart Dubai 2021 banner to enhance public services and increase 
transparency. One such app, Dubai Now, brings together 55 services 
from 22 government departments, and others have been created 
specifically to cater to younger demographics. These developments 
helped the emirate achieve the 2021 target of 100% paperless 
government processes by March of that year. The two major telcos, 
Etisalat and du, have both launched 5G services in Dubai, while 
blockchain technology and digital services such as security, data and 
cloud solutions were experiencing major growth pre-pandemic. 

As a diverse and highly digitalised economy, Dubai was not only able 
to absorb the economic shock of the pandemic across a broad range 
of sectors, but was also well placed to enable the necessary shift to 
remote working, online learning and e-commerce in the emirate. 

Diversification and Digitalisation 
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Following the UAE’s first recorded cases of Covid-19 
on January 29, 2020, precautionary measures were 
implemented nationwide in order to contain the disease. 
Officials enforced sanitation processes and social 
distancing, encouraged remote learning and working, and 
implemented a national food security initiative. Dubai’s 
government moved swiftly to enact its own measures 
to slow the spread of Covid-19 and facilitate a prompt 
economic reopening. Mass testing was carried out in 
neighbourhoods throughout the emirate; high-capacity 
field hospitals were established; private medical facilities 
were enlisted to treat Covid-19 patients; and agricultural 
drones were utilised to disinfect streets. Non-essential 
businesses and educational institutions were closed, and 
on April 4, 2020 Dubai went into full lockdown for one 
month, with residents permitted to leave home only for 
essentials such as food or medicine. Between the start of 
the pandemic and January 2021 the Dubai government 
injected around Dh7bn into the economy to ease pressure 
on households and businesses.

The emirate’s high level of digitalisation played a 
prominent role in its response to the health crisis. 

The swift adoption of track-and-trace procedures and 
Covid-19 advice apps helped with early detection efforts, 
and ensured consistent communication between the 
government and residents. Moreover, Dubai’s digital 
infrastructure also facilitated the large-scale shift to 
remote work and online education. 

While the Dubai authorities have been keen to kick-
start economic activity, mask-wearing in public, social 
distancing and limited business hours were still in force 
as of mid-2021. Regular inspections are conducted at 
locations likely to attract crowds, such as shopping 
malls, with fines and business closures imposed for non-
compliance. The Dubai Consumer app allows members 
of the public to report breaches of Covid-19 restrictions. 
The early success of preventive measures spurred 
Dubai to reopen to international tourism in July 2020, 
while maintaining testing, screening and quarantine 
regulations. Amid a surge in cases in early 2021, the 
emirate prioritised vaccination. As of January of that year 
Dubai was vaccinating thousands of residents a day at 
120 vaccination centres, and was on course to immunise 
its entire population by the end of the year. 

Covid-19 Stringency Index as of June 15, 2021

 The Oxford Covid-19 Government Response Tracker (OxCGRT) is a composite measure based on nine response indicators 
including school closures, workplace closures and travel bans, rescaled to a value from 0 to 100 (100=strictest). If policies 
vary at the subnational level, the index is shown as the response level of the strictest subregion. 
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Dubai government budget, 2017-21 (Dh bn)The Central Bank of the UAE (CBU) acted swiftly at the 
onset of the pandemic to reduce disruption to businesses, 
unveiling a series of initiatives to support individuals and 
enterprises. In 2020 the CBU lowered its policy interest 
rate by a total of 125 basis points, and in March of that 
year it introduced a package of loan and tax adjustments 
valued at Dh256bn – or 20% of GDP – to protect banks, 
businesses and homeowners. As of early June 2021 the 
UAE government had implemented fiscal policies worth 
around Dh32bn – equivalent to 2.8% of GDP – aimed at 
supporting the private sector. 

On March 12, 2020 the government of Dubai introduced 
a fiscal package comprising 15 initiatives worth Dh1.5bn 
in relief for businesses, most notably in the commerce, 
trade, energy, retail and tourism sectors. The package 
included reductions on a range of government and 
municipality fees, Customs tariffs and utility bills. A 
second package followed in July of that year, when the 
authorities announced another Dh1.5bn stimulus. The 
second package included the cancellation of government 
fines, tax reimbursements and the rollout of multiple 
banking facilities. Additional packages of Dh500m and 

Dh315m were announced in October 2020 and January 
2021, respectively, with the emirate’s public financial 
institutions taking a leading role in relief efforts. Small and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) account for more than 
99% of Dubai’s registered businesses and around 50% of 
both its workforce and GDP, according to a 2019 report by 
Dubai SME, an integrated division of the Department of 
Economic Development that offers support and advisory 
services to small businesses. The office injected Dh192m 
into Dubai’s ecosystem of entrepreneurs and start-ups 
over the course 2020 in a bid to ease pandemic-related 
pressures and facilitate business continuity.

These multi-pronged fiscal initiatives and a commitment 
to keeping the economy open helped Dubai limit the 
economic impact of the pandemic. However, vast public 
outlays, alongside border closures and the severe 
curtailment of tourism and other service sectors, caused 
the government to reduce the size of its 2021 budget to 
Dh57.1bn, 14% below the Dh66.4bn originally planned for 
2020. However, with an efficient vaccination programme 
well under way and the global economy gradually 
reopening, Dubai’s GDP is forecast to grow by 4% in 2021. 

Fiscal and Monetary Measures

Part 2: Response
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Early in the pandemic the UAE government advised 
the medical community to isolate and treat infected 
patients with the help of digital tools and algorithms. 
Contact-tracing apps such as ALHOSN, which was 
collaboratively designed by the Abu Dhabi and Dubai 
health authorities, facilitated early case detection and 
became the UAE’s official testing channel. 

The emirate’s advanced medical infrastructure has 
proven key to managing caseloads. Field hospitals were 
established to handle the initial outbreak of Covid-19 
and ease the strain on medical facilities. The first of 
these opened in April 2020 in the Dubai World Trade 
Centre with 3000 beds, 800 of which were for intensive 
care. Private facilities also adapted to the unique  

requirements of Covid-19 treatment. Mass testing was 
at the core of the UAE’s initial approach to tackling the 
outbreak, with drive-through Covid-19 test centres 
opened for added convenience. As of March 20, 2020 
the country ranked sixth in the world in terms of tests 
administered, and over the following nine days its 
testing rate increased by 76%.

In September 2020 the cost of polymerase chain 
reaction tests – commonly known by their acronym 
PCR and considered to be the most accurate type of 
testing for Covid-19 – was lowered in Dubai in order to 
make them more widely accessible. By mid-June 2021 
the UAE had a testing capacity of 23.6 tests per 1000 
people, up from 4.8 and 14.5 tests on April 8, 2020 and 
December 30, 2020, respectively. The total number 
of tests conducted in the country reached 54.3m as 
of June 15, 2021. At that time, it registered 202.8 new 
Covid-19 cases per 1m residents, down from 379.7 
cases per 1m residents on January 30 of that year. 

Dubai’s pro-active approach to testing resulted in a 
test-to-population density of 22,900 per 1m people, the 
second highest in the world at the time. 

Infographic source: National Emergency Crisis and Disasters Management Authority

Health Care Response Case Study 
Headquartered in Dubai, NewBridge 
Pharmaceuticals is a regional specialty company 
that was established to bridge the gap in 
access to medicines and other therapeutics. 
The company partners with large international 
pharmaceutical and biotech companies to 
in-licence and commercialise innovative 
therapeutics approved in the MENA region 
by the US Food and Drug Administration and 
the European Medicines Agency. Its current 
focus is on oncology, hematology, immunology, 
neuroscience, gastrointestinal and metabolic 
diseases, and rare diseases.

The Covid-19 pandemic strengthened 
NewBridge’s commitment to help patients access 
treatment options, while ensuring the health and 
sustainability of their workforce and surrounding 
communities. The company assembled a crisis 
team to manage the impact of the pandemic on 
business performance by providing measures 
and solutions that addressed business needs. 
Regular calls and emails from human resources 
and management were also established to 

update all teams on the company’s progress and 
country measures. NewBridge implemented fully 
remote work protocols for its staff in mid-March 
2020 in line with recommendations from public 
health officials worldwide.

The pandemic triggered a company-wide 
transformation that focused on digital tools 
to ensure business continuity. The shift was 
executed in three main initiatives. First, the 
company invested in upgrading and revamping 
online communications and video-conferencing 
software, and conducted a week-long training 
for team members that enabled employees to 
commence work and conduct business meetings 
remotely. Second, it used these tools to facilitate 
the onboarding of new employees, allowing 
their process of integration and instruction 
to continue uninterrupted. Third, NewBridge 
replaced traditional conferences and other large 
meetings – where client contact traditionally 
takes place – with a series of webinars with 
leading physicians from each specialty, an 
initiative that was well received by clients.

Part 2: Response
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Vaccines administered per 100 people as of June 15, 2021The UAE ranked second out of 41 countries on 
the Pandemic Resilience Index 2021, issued by 
the Consumer Choice Centre, an international 
non-profit organisation, suggesting a high level 
of preparedness. In addition to comprehensive 
Covid-19 testing, Dubai was well positioned for the 
rollout of a comprehensive vaccination campaign 
offering both Sinopharm and Pfizer-BioNTech jabs.  

The emirate started its vaccination campaign with 
the Sinopharm option in early December 2020, 
and began offering Pfizer-BioNTech later that 
month. The country targeted people with chronic 
conditions, the disabled, frontline health workers 
and other essential workers in the first phase. 

As of June 21, 2021 the UAE had the world’s 
highest rate of vaccination, having administered 
approximately 14.5m doses of Covid-19 vaccine, 
for a rate of 146.7 per 100 people. This meant 
that roughly 83% of the emirate’s population – or 
2.3m people – had received at least one dose of 
the vaccine, while 64% had received two doses. 

Health officials said at the time that if the rate 
of the rollout was maintained, Dubai would meet 
its target of inoculating all eligible citizens and 
residents by the end of the year.

According to statistics from the Dubai Health 
Authority released in June 2021, eight out of 10 
residents recently infected with Covid-19 and nine 
out of 10 admitted to the hospital or intensive care 
units remained unvaccinated. However, with the 
vaccination campaign ramping up, in mid-2021 the 
emirate stated that only fully vaccinated individuals 
would be permitted to participate in various public, 
sporting, cultural and other events. 

The emirate’s quick response in containing and 
combatting Covid-19, combined with efforts to 
keep the economy open, is expected to put Dubai 
at an advantage as activities normalise around the 
world. Looking to the future, government spending 
will likely be more prudent after 2021, but the 
long-lasting benefits of hosting Expo 2020 should 
provide a springboard for recovery and growth. 

Vaccine Rollout

Part 2: Response
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Case Study 

University Hospital Sharjah (UHS) is a consultant-
led, 200-bed hospital in Sharjah City, serving 
patients from the emirate and beyond. The hospital 
is equipped with 22 intensive care units (ICUs), 
making it the largest private facility in Sharjah for 
intensive care. It has also developed a number of 
assets to deepen its offering in key areas such as 
fertility, and spine and joint care. Maternity and 
paediatrics form a core pillar of UHS, which hosts a 
20-bed, technologically advanced neonatal ICU.

UHS played a key role in the emirate’s health 
response to Covid-19 by treating patients, although 
the pandemic had a negative impact on the 
hospital’s bottom line due to the halt in elective 
surgeries mandated by the UAE authorities at 
the beginning of the outbreak. Once elective 
interventions resumed, the hospital continued to 
support local response efforts by treating Covid-19 
patients, which reduced resources for revenue-
generating services. Moreover, the cost of supplies 
increased amid global logistics disruptions, with 

high demand also affecting the price of certain 
items, namely personal protective equipment.

The short-term response of UHS was centred 
on cash conservation, postponing large, non-
critical investments. Together with this, it sought 
to expand existing revenue streams and tap into 
new ones with low development costs. First, it 
broadened its range of treatments and increased 
the visibility of the HimChan Spine and Joint Centre. 
Established in 2018, the centre brings advanced 
medical procedures developed by South Korea’s 
HimChan Hospital, a UHS partner, to Sharjah. 
The centre introduced total hip replacement 
surgery and a minimally invasive method to treat 
trigger finger syndrome in 2020, and total ankle 
replacement surgery in 2021.

Second, building on its familiarity with the South 
Korean health care system and experts, UHS now 
offers plastic surgery services provided by Dr 
Hyung Joo Noh, a reputable specialist. UHS aims 

to fill a gap in high-quality and advanced plastic 
surgery, catering to an up-market segment that is 
not completely covered by players in Sharjah.

Moving forwards, UHS is basing its strategy on 
attracting experienced medical consultants – 
including those from medically advanced markets – 
to continue to improve its provision of consultant-
led medical care. Success in realising this depends 
on ensuring an adequate volume of patients. “The 
economics of consultant-based medical institutions 
requires a sufficiently large volume of patients to 
ensure the productivity of medical consultants, 
which are a relatively costly asset,” Dr Ali Obaid 
Al Ali, CEO of UHS, told OBG. To achieve this, UHS 
plans to increase its bed capacity and patient 
attraction efforts to maintain profitability.

Beyond this objective, the leadership at UHS 
believes that measures introduced at the 
regulatory level could help to decrease market 
fragmentation in the UAE health care sector; 

for example, by creating a centralised electronic 
registry of patients’ medical records to both 
facilitate patient mobility and improve coordination 
across different health care facilities and providers.

Part 2: Response
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Part 3: Recovery

Dubai’s GDP recorded robust growth of 2.2% 
in the year before the pandemic, and the 
array of changes to business and investment 
legislation introduced by the government at 
the federal and emirate levels in recent years, 
alongside multiple policy roadmaps designed 
to enable comprehensive future economic 
growth, were expected to facilitate broad-
based expansion before Covid-19 hit.

Given the emirate’s dependence on 
tourism, retail and services, and the 
interconnectedness of those areas of the 
economy, the pandemic severely curtailed 
Dubai’s economic activity: according to 
government estimates, GDP contracted by 
6.2% over the course of 2020. 

However, the successful vaccination campaign 
in the UAE and an uptick in global demand 
bode well for recovery. Dubai’s government 
is projecting growth of 4% in 2021, while the 
IMF is forecasting economic expansion of 

Growth Prospects

Top-five contributors to Dubai's GDP, Q1 2020 (%)
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of focus. In the short term Dubai is likely to 
experience uneven growth and the possible 
fragmentation of certain sectors, with the latent 
effects of the pandemic lingering longer in some 
areas of the economy. However, as the disruption 
experienced in 2020-21 subsides – albeit with 

new variants of Covid-19 likely to continue to 
pose a threat – the solid foundations laid pre-
Covid-19, the immediate and lasting benefits of 
hosting Expo 2020, and the continued pursuit 
of long-term visions should enable a steady 
recovery in the emirate in the coming years.

3.1% and 2.6% in 2021 and 2022, respectively, for 
the UAE as a whole. The country is one of several 
GCC members to have introduced a 5% value-
added tax (VAT) in recent years. VAT receipts will 
support government revenue during the recovery 
phase and help fund the long-term provision 
of public services, as well as various economic 
advancement programmes. 

While there were some early concerns that the 
introduction of VAT could damage Dubai’s retail 
trade or deter businesses from locating in the 
emirate, several activities qualify for full or partial 
exemptions, and the rollout has been smooth.

Diversification and technological innovation 
are at the core of Dubai’s development plans. 
The Dubai Industrial Strategy 2030 illustrates 
the government’s intention to capitalise on the 
emirate’s position as an international transport 
and logistics hub to drive industrial growth, 
with the high-tech and lucrative maritime and 
aerospace manufacturing industries key areas 

OBG Covid-19 Recovery Roadmap
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Part 3: Recovery

Case Study 

Maybank Islamic, a subsidiary of Malaysia’s 
Maybank, is the largest Islamic bank in the 
Asia-Pacific region. In July 2019 Maybank 
Islamic commenced operations at its first 
overseas branch, located in the Dubai 
International Financial Centre (DIFC). Licensed 
by the Dubai Financial Services Authority, 
Maybank Islamic’s DIFC branch targets the 
GCC market and focuses mainly on wholesale 
banking, with an emphasis on corporate 
financing, capital markets and trade finance.

However, the pandemic created challenges for 
the development of wholesale Islamic finance 
in the GCC and other markets. Currently, the 
GCC’s share in the global sukuk (Islamic bond) 
market is relatively small compared to that of 
Asia Pacific. Although 2020 saw an increase 
in the value of sukuk issuances from the 
region, driven by high-profile sovereign and 
corporate titles, subdued economic activity 

hindered the deepening of the segment. 
Beyond debt, the global drop in consumer 
demand across retail segments, coupled with 
supply chain disruptions, slowed international 
trade activity, which resulted in a decrease in 
revenue from trade finance.

To support the segment’s recovery in the 
years ahead, the Maybank Islamic branch 
in Dubai will focus on identifying new 
opportunities to cater for the financing 
needs of its target customers, which include 
sovereigns, government-related entities 
and financial institutions. “Underpinning our 
activities in the GCC will be a focus on the 
linkages between GCC and Asian markets, as 
well as promoting Maybank’s sustainability 
goals, which are synonymous with the 
objectives of maqasid al sharia (Islamic 
principles),” Nik Joharris Nik Ahmad, country 
head of Maybank Islamic in Dubai, told OBG.

Financing the Rebound
Already an established financial centre, Dubai is 
intent on leveraging its digital economy to become 
a global financial technology (fintech) leader, while 
fortifying its position in Islamic financial services (IFS).
The emirate’s financial services market started 2020 
on a strong footing, with 4.8% year-on-year (y-o-y) 
growth in the first quarter, representing 11.9% of 
GDP. Although the downturn that followed has had a 
negative impact on asset quality and profitability, the 
sector’s fundamentals remain strong, aided by robust 
capital buffers, a strong core customer deposit base 
and limited reliance on external funding.  

The Dubai International Financial Centre (DIFC) is a 
special economic zone and leading financial centre 
in MENA and South Asia. In the first half of 2020 it 
attracted 310 new businesses, up 25% y-o-y. It now 
houses over 2500 active companies, including 17 
of the world’s 20-largest banks. Fintech companies 
have a significant presence in the DIFC, with 87 new 
arrivals in the first six months of 2020, marking a 74% 
y-o-y increase. The DIFC Fintech Hive – a programme 
offering access to mentoring and advice from leading 

financial bodies – received a record 600 applications 
in 2020 from small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs) in various fintech segments. In terms of IFS, 
by 2019 the global market’s collective assets topped 
$2trn, with the UAE comprising $227bn, making it the 
fourth-largest arena. This rapid increase has proven 
attractive to traditional players, with both Deutsche 
Bank and Standard Chartered having joined Dubai’s 
IFS market. Notably, in January 2020 Dubai Islamic 
Bank (DIB), the world’s second-largest Islamic bank, 
acquired Noor Bank.

While the central bank’s June 2021 decision to raise 
the overnight deposit rate by 5 basis points amid 
fears of resurgent inflation encourages caution in 
unprecedented times, the dynamism, capacity for job 
creation and resilience of Dubai’s financial sector will 
ensure it remains a driver of growth and recovery. 

The DIFC attracted 310 new businesses 
in the first half of 2020, up 25% y-o-y

87 of the new arrivals were fintech firms
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Many Gulf countries have plans to harness their digitalisation initiatives 
and youthful demographics to diversify their economies and reduce 
their dependence on oil, with job creation forming a cornerstone of 
those plans. Dubai’s economic diversification and digitalisation are at 
an advanced stage, positioning it as something of a regional leader. 
During the pandemic its mature digital economy allowed for a smooth 
transition to remote learning and working, as well as widespread 
e-commerce adoption when the early stages of the spread of Covid-19 
necessitated restrictions on physical interactions.

The UAE’s pursuit of comprehensive artificial intelligence (AI) 
implementation is guided by the UAE Strategy for AI, which highlights 
the financial services, transportation, health care, education, 
environment and renewable energy sectors as key beneficiaries. 
Widespread AI adoption could add $182bn in annual gross value added 
to the UAE’s economy by 2035, according to consultancy Accenture’s 
2018 “Pivoting with AI” report. The report predicts that the UAE’s 
financial services sector alone stands to account for $37bn of the 
aforementioned figure, and as a global financial and fintech epicentre, 
Dubai is poised to both benefit from and drive that value. 

Of the emirate’s population of 3.4m, more than 2m are under the age of 
35, with over 1m falling within the 25-35 range. Dubai’s focus on digital 

innovation has directly benefitted from this youthful cohort, and the 
opportunities presented by a burgeoning fintech sector and thriving 
ecosystem of tech start-ups and SMEs are proving to be a draw for 
highly skilled Emirati and foreign workers and entrepreneurs – a trend 
that is likely to continue in the coming years.

The Smart Dubai 2021 programme successfully ushered in the digital 
transformation of government-to-government and government-to-
citizen transactions, increasing cross-sector efficiency. Multiple other 
smart-tech initiatives, including the Dubai Data Strategy, the Dubai 
Blockchain Strategy and the Dubai Internet of Things Strategy, have 
been formed under the Smart Dubai umbrella. 

Expo 2020, now taking place from October 2021, will showcase Dubai 
as an international centre for technological innovation. Following the 
event, its main site, District 2020, will form the nucleus of a new smart 
and sustainable city. At the same time, the 5G rollout across Dubai and 
neighbouring emirates is enabling the uptake of disruptive technologies, 
and has helped the country achieve the fastest mobile download speeds 
in the world. With medium- and high-tech projects accounting for 
nearly 46% of the $14.67bn worth of foreign direct investment (FDI) 
recorded in the emirate in 2019, Dubai is well positioned to reinforce its 
status as a global standard bearer for digitalisation and innovation.

Digital First 
IT sector value added, 2015-19 (Dh bn)
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Mediclinic, an international private health care 
services group founded in 1983, entered the 
UAE market in 2007 via the acquisition of a 
controlling interest in Emirates Healthcare, 
which was followed by the purchase of the 
remaining minority interest in 2012. A merger 
with Abu Dhabi-based Al Noor Hospitals Group 
in 2016 further expanded its portfolio of 
hospitals and clinics in the country. 

In March 2020 Mediclinic implemented its 
Working with Covid-19 plan to ensure business 
continuity alongside strict health and safety 
protocols, which helped the company mitigate 
the economic challenges of the pandemic while 
supporting the national health care response. 

During the pandemic, Mediclinic strengthened 
its relationship with the government and 
regulatory entities, which helped to address 
sector-wide shortages of medical supplies. 
As a result of strategic decisions taken by 

management, Mediclinic has been able to avoid 
reductions in its local workforce, ensuring 
that high levels of health care are available 
for Covid-19 patients and supporting long-
standing efforts to cultivate a skilled pool of 
domestic medical professionals.

“The Covid-19 pandemic has highlighted the 
importance of having the highest-quality 
health care professionals in the industry. 
This has been one of our main strategies for 
growth, and we see it having a positive impact 
in terms of the availability of top-level medical 
professionals in the future,” David Hadley, CEO 
of Mediclinic Middle East, told OBG.

The pandemic has underlined the need for 
the UAE more broadly to pursue excellence 
in the health care sector. Mediclinic remains 
confident that its core focus on quality service 
will help it to emerge from the pandemic in a 
stronger position than before.

Case Study 

Dubai July 2021

The pandemic has stimulated collaboration between 
health care organisations and tech companies to 
develop and deploy effective, data-driven algorithms 
to identify Covid-19 patients at risk of hospital 
admission and mortality, and predict the future 
course of the pandemic. Both the Dubai Health 
Authority and private medical organisations aim to 
harness this blend of data, advanced technologies 
and innovation to improve outcomes and 
performance across the health care spectrum. 

The sector was already at an advance stage of 
development pre-pandemic. Health insurance for 
residents was made compulsory by law in 2013, and 
since then the number of policies in the emirate has 
risen from 600,000 to over 5.1m. This has seen both  

demand and operational dynamics evolve. For 
example, there has been a shift towards more beds 
at specialised hospitals, centres of excellence and 
outpatient surgical centres, rather than traditional 
hospitals. At the same time, insurance models have 
largely transitioned to fixed-sum payments for 
specific treatments, which has given rise to concerns 
about premature hospital discharge and subsequent 
complications. Insurers, however, believe it offers a 
fairer model based on high-quality service.

While the market is already competitive, real estate 
services firm Colliers estimates that high-quality 
private specialists can still achieve 15-20% net profit 
margins. Demographics also bode well for growth: 
Dubai’s population is expected to exceed 5m by 2030, 
and its medical tourism market – currently the sixth 
largest in the world – is primed for expansion. Given 
Dubai’s medical preparedness in the face of the 
pandemic, its advanced health care infrastructure 
and continued ability to attract highly skilled medical 
staff, health care looks set to improve its contribution 
to GDP in the coming years, supporting efforts to 
mitigate the long-term effects of the Covid-19 crisis.

Healthy Future 

Since health insurance was 
made compulsory for Dubai 
residents in 2013, the number 
of health policies has risen 
from 600,000 to over 5.1m
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Dubai’s construction and real estate sectors were negatively 
affected by the oil price decline starting in 2014, but the 
announcement that the emirate would host Expo 2020 allowed 
both to regain momentum. Meanwhile, several amendments to 
investment and visa legislation brought increased demand for 
residential properties, further stimulating a pre-pandemic period of 
relative stability for the two interconnected industries. 

With the major Expo 2020-related infrastructure projects now 
complete, construction sector growth has slowed, contracting 
by 2.1% y-o-y in the first half of 2020. Nevertheless, before the 
outbreak of Covid-19 some analysts believed that over the coming 
years the industry would undergo considerable expansion, making 
it the primary driver of GDP growth through to 2023. At the root 
of this expectation are the government’s plans to develop the 
emirate’s transport and logistics infrastructure in support of its 
comprehensive industrial diversification initiative, tourism-related 
projects and continuing growth in the size of the local population 
– factors that serve to benefit both the construction and real 
estate industry. Indeed, early 2019 saw marked growth in both off-
plan and ready property sales, with lower prices, the new visa and 
investment laws, and attractive mortgage plans for first-time buyers 
cited as catalysts. However, in the immediate term, oversupply 

is likely to exert downward pressure on prices across the board 
in Dubai. The retail and office segments were already witnessing 
lower rents and rising vacancies going into the pandemic, and 
2020 saw these trends intensify as work and commerce moved 
online. Residential rental prices declined in the first half of the year, 
while the sale of real estate units during the same period yielded 
significantly narrower profit margins relative to a year earlier. 

Although Dubai’s real estate activities contributed 8%, or Dh15bn, 
to real GDP in the first six months of 2020, this represented a 3.7% 
y-o-y contraction. These headwinds have seen real estate operators 
switch focus in the short term to attracting domestic end users 
rather than international investors – hence the introduction of 
favourable mortgage packages – with Dubai’s government stating 
that lower rental and purchase prices make the emirate more 
competitive and attractive as a place to live and work.

Infrastructure remains at the heart of many of Dubai’s development 
plans. As the government of the emirate presses ahead with policy 
initiatives such as its Dubai 2040 Urban Masterplan, the Dubai 
Industrial Strategy 2030 and ongoing efforts to expand tourism 
offerings, a robust pipeline of major projects should help boost 
employment and GDP growth over the long term.      

Building Back

Construction sector employees in Dubai, 2015-19 (000)
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Case Study 

Launched in 1998 and listed on the Dubai Financial 
Market, Tabreed is the UAE’s first developer of 
district-cooling infrastructure and helped to 
pioneer its use in the GCC. Tabreed has expanded 
to Bahrain, Oman, Qatar and Saudi Arabia, and 
currently operates 84 networks across the region. 

At the beginning of the pandemic, Tabreed’s 
main challenge was to ensure the continuity 
of its operations. In addition to safeguarding 
the health of its workforce through enhanced 

safety protocols, the company handled supply 
chain disruptions through additional inventory 
reviews and managing the level of stocks. Tabreed 
also capitalised on its technical capabilities and 
prior investments in digitalisation and remote 
monitoring, leveraging big data analysis. The 
pandemic reaffirmed the company’s digital strategy 
that was initiated two years prior and allowed it to 
push towards centralised operations. 

Uncertain growth prospects in the real estate 
sector led Tabreed to accelerate expansion plans 
in several high-growth developments. Capturing 
divestment opportunities offered by the real estate 
sector, Tabreed leveraged these opportunities 
to accelerate the acquisition of district-cooling 
networks within developments such as Dubai 
Downtown, Saadiyat Island and Masdar. Moving 
forwards, the company is gearing up for further 
expansion, targeting opportunities in densely 
populated areas in Egypt, Saudi Arabia and India. 
As it taps into new opportunities, Tabreed aims to 
achieve greater efficiency gains through research 

and development with international and local 
partners, eyeing innovation in concept design, 
control philosophy, and the application of new 
technologies such as carbon nanotube materials 
for heat transfer and demand-side management 
powered by artificial intelligence. “Energy efficiency 
has always been central to our business, and we 
are now actively engaging with universities and 
other partners to make further improvements in 
this area,” Atef Al Breiki, senior vice-president of 
operations at Tabreed, told OBG.

The issuance of the first comprehensive regulations 
for district cooling in the MENA region by the Abu 
Dhabi Department of Energy in 2019, together with 
the ensuing licensing activity, is cementing the UAE 
as a leader in the global drive for sustainability. The 
publication of Tabreed’s first annual environmental, 
social and governance report in 2021 further 
supports national and global sustainability efforts. 
According to the report, the company generated 
electricity savings of 2.26bn KWh in the previous 
year – enough to power 128,443 homes annually.

Dubai

The issuance of the first 
comprehensive regulations for 
district cooling... is cementing 

the UAE as a leader in the global 
drive for sustainability
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Ready to Fly
Dubai’s airport passenger numbers were unaffected by 
economic headwinds in the wider region prior to the outbreak 
of Covid-19, demonstrating its resilience as both the world’s 
busiest aviation centre and a premium tourism destination. 
Over 86m travellers passed through Dubai International 
Airport in 2019, while 16.73m overnight visitors stayed in the 
city. Pre-pandemic, the meetings, incentives, conferences and 
exhibitions segment was expected to achieve 7% growth in 
2020, to reach $1.39bn. As a result, investor confidence in the 
sector was high, with 168 hotels under construction in 2018.

In October 2020 Dubai sought to leverage its handling of 
the pandemic by offering a remote-working visa for foreign 
nationals eager to escape lockdowns in their home countries. 
This programme is indicative of Dubai’s proactive approach to 
new source markets, and the success of the initiative saw the 
federal government extend it across the entire UAE.

In light of border closures and Covid-19-related restrictions, 
however, the number of passengers who used Dubai’s two 
international airports dropped to around 17m in 2020. 
Reinvigorating tourism inflows and revenue will be vital 
to economic recovery, and therefore much will hinge on 

the success of its approach to presenting itself as a safe 
and welcoming destination for both digital nomads and 
international travellers. On May 17, 2021 the emirate relaxed 
several of its Covid-19 regulations, increasing capacity at 
hospitality venues and hotels, and reissuing permits for 
concerts and events. It is hoped that this will pave the way 
for further easing of restrictions before the commencement 
of Expo 2020 in October 2021. The multi-month event could 
attract as many as 25m visits, underscoring the importance of 
instilling confidence among travellers before it begins.

Dubai’s pre-pandemic status as the world’s fourth-most 
visited city, alongside the upcoming Expo 2020 event, should 
see its tourism sector rebound in the latter half of 2021. A 
successful Expo would showcase Dubai to new source markets 
and investors, and provide a sizeable boost to the retail- and 
service-dependent economy. While the business tourism 
segment could be among the slowest to recover due to the 
cost-effectiveness of online conferencing, Dubai’s handling of 
the pandemic and the aforementioned remote-working visa 
may, over the medium term, see the emirate achieve its goal of 
becoming the world’s top business travel destination, albeit at 
a slower rate of growth than was predicted pre-Covid-19.    

Number of hotels in Dubai, 2016-20
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Bright Outlook
Hosting Expo 2020 at a time when many of the world’s 
most advanced economies are entering a Covid-19 recovery 
phase provides Dubai with an enviable springboard for 
cross-sector reinvigoration. As an emirate whose economy 
depends heavily on tourism, commerce and services, Dubai 
has an immediate opportunity to revive footfall at its many 
high-end malls and hospitality establishments, as well as 
a platform to raise its international profile to benefit the 
future of its service economy and drive investment in its 
broader economic diversification agenda.

While achieving the pre-pandemic target of 25m Expo 
2020 visitors may be ambitious, the speed at which the 
UAE has vaccinated more than 60% of its population will 
do much to instil international confidence that it is a 
safe place to visit. Guided by the original visitor target, it 
was estimated that the six-month period in which Expo 
2020 takes place would generate $6.2bn in GDP, driven 
largely by consumer spending, primarily benefitting retail, 
hospitality and event operators. Given the 2018 imposition 
of a nationwide 5% VAT on many goods and services, this 
revenue would generate significant funds for the federal 
government’s development master plans.  

However, it is the legacy of the event – projected to last 
through to 2031 and add up to $16.9bn to Dubai’s GDP over 
that time – that could be most significant to the emirate’s long-
term plans for urban development, digitalisation, job creation 
and industrial diversification. According to consultancy EY, Expo 
2020’s legacy could ensure the creation of 49,700 direct and 
indirect full-time equivalent jobs per year from 2013 to 2031. 
Following the event, its epicentre, District 2020, will provide the 
foundation for a new 4m-sq-metre city for firms focused on 
technology and innovation – elements at the heart of the Dubai 
Industrial Strategy 2030. Major players such as Siemens and 
Accenture are already confirmed as future tenants.

The announcement that the UAE would allow 100% foreign 
ownership of businesses effective June 1, 2021 is also likely 
to spur investment in the country, especially as long-term 
residence visas are now more readily available. Dubai attracted 
Dh24.7bn worth of FDI in 2020, and while a significant drop 
from 2019, this nonetheless saw the emirate top the MENA 
region’s rankings in terms of greenfield investment. Continuing 
investor confidence bodes well for the government’s aim to 
make the emirate a leading investment environment as Dubai 
enters a pivotal era in its economic development. 

Announced FDI projects in Dubai, 2020 (% of total)

Joint ventures

Mergers & acquisitions

Reinvestments

New forms of investment

Greenfield FDI

52 

33 

8 

5 2

455 projects

OBG Covid-19 Recovery Roadmap



22

6 Key Takeaways

2

5
Dubai July 2021

6

31

4 The decision to allow 100% foreign ownership in 
most industries is expected to spur more 
investment and allow the emirate to stand out as 
an attractive destination in a highly competitive 
region. Dubai ranked first in the region for 
greenfield investment in 2020, and provides an 
enabling environment for international 
businesses with clear regulations, advanced 
infrastructure and strong global connectivity.

Supported by an uptick in consumer sentiment 
and the gradual easing of international travel 
restrictions, Dubai’s economy is projected to 
bounce back in 2021 and beyond. The important 
tourism and retail sectors in particular will 
benefit from the emirate hosting Expo 2020 
later in the year, while innovative visa regulations 
could help to attract more long-term expats who 
are able to work remotely from Dubai.

Dubai has benefitted from one of the highest 
Covid-19 testing rates in the world, supported 
by a contact-tracing app that alerts people 
when they have come in contact with someone 
infected with the virus. This has helped the 
emirate reduce the risk of people passing on the 
virus without implementing the kind of blanket 
mobility restrictions that negatively impact 
quality of life and economic activity.

Dubai – and the UAE as a whole – has one of the 
highest vaccination rates in the world, with a 
public vaccine programme rolled out as early as 
December 2020. The majority of the population 
was fully inoculated or had received at least one 
shot by mid-2021, with the emirate’s goal of 
fully inoculating residents and citizens by year’s 
end in sight. This has helped to further ease the 
burden on the health care system and enable the 
continuity of key service industries.

Although the emirate has a relatively high rate 
of non-communicable diseases, its youthful 
population helped to limit the incidence of 
hospitalisation and death linked to Covid-19, with 
the UAE having one of the lowest case-fatality 
rates in the world. The emirate also benefitted 
from an advanced health care system marked 
by strong collaboration between the public and 
private sector, which helped to ensure a robust 
and swift medical response in Dubai.

Dubai’s diversified and digitalised economy 
was able to absorb the impact of the Covid-19 
pandemic relatively well, backed by strong 
fundamentals like a favourable credit rating, 
ample foreign exchange reserves, manageable 
debt levels and large investment inflows. 
The emirate boasts fast internet speeds and 
advanced broadband infrastructure, which 
enabled the rapid shift to online work, education 
and commerce amid social-distancing guidelines.
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