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Marwan Al Sarkal, Executive Chairman, 
Sharjah Investment and Development Authority (Shurooq)

To what extent have technological trends sparked by the Covid-19 
pandemic affected Sharjah’s investment environment? 
AL SARKAL: The pandemic accelerated plans that were already in place to 
further develop technologically advanced services. It is notable that demand for 
investment and development projects increased over the course of the health 
crisis – a reflection of Shurooq’s focus on technological readiness and portfolio 
diversification. These factors enabled the institution to continue to provide 
services, even as the majority of other public entities closed when health measures 
associated with the pandemic were instituted.

Technological investments – particularly those related to the Sharjah Investment 
Centre – proved to be beneficial during the Covid-19 crisis. This was particularly the 
case in industries that quickly adapted to new technological innovations and tailor 
their digitalisation processes accordingly. The pandemic proved that end users are 
ready to adopt digital solutions, even if they were previously unaware of the extent 
of their benefits. Portfolio diversification has also been central to efforts to counter 
the subdued performance of certain sectors during the pandemic, and to that end, 
Shurooq has committed to develop diverse projects in the emirate that range from 
vertical agriculture to urban mobility. 

How can public-private partnerships (PPPs) benefit the economy? 
AL SARKAL: Partnerships between organisations with diversified skill sets add 
great value to the wider economy. The benefit of PPPs is two-fold: they attract 
and channel local and foreign capital into the initiatives most capable of adding 
economic value to all stakeholders, and they favour the transfer of technology. 

Shurooq’s main goal is to act as a platform to connect investors with local 
opportunities that match their expertise. To achieve this, our institution works to 
identify the most promising project strategies and legal frameworks in a variety 
of sectors. For example, Shurooq led a successful PPP related to the treatment of 
wastewater. Thanks to this partnership, a plant located in Sharjah now produces 
high-quality water that can be used for a variety of purposes.

Economic partnerships are successful only when they constructively combine 
business, technology and government capabilities. Shurooq aims to foster these 
partnerships and expand them into sectors such as agriculture, aquaculture, health 
care, education and urban mobility.

What role can Sharjah play in accelerating development of the wider UAE? 
AL SARKAL: The UAE has struck an optimal balance in regard to diversification. 
Financial services, education, oil and gas, sustainability activities and 
entrepreneurship are the country’s main economic drivers. Each emirate is 
also continuously working to diversify its own economy, while at the same time 
nurturing an individual flagship industry that supports the rest of the country. 
These two trends contribute to the UAE’s economic diversification and stability. 

A sector that plays a fundamental role in this process is education, which Sharjah 
has prioritised since the 1990s. These efforts have paid off: the University of 
Sharjah now hosts over 14,000 international students – adding to a significant 
talent pool in the emirate. Skilled labour and the ease of doing business are 
reflected in the high number of graduates who wish to establish a business here.

“

“

Partnerships between 
organisations with diversified 
skill sets add great value to 

the wider economy
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“

“The world has changed, and 
economies must adapt the 
way they pursue their goals

Which source markets are likely to generate the most foreign direct 
investment (FDI) in Sharjah?
AL MUSHARRAKH: The emirate is likely to continue receiving significant amounts 
of FDI from the UK, China and the US. The ease of doing business in the UAE 
as a whole is the most attractive in the region, making it an appealing option 
for investors. Infrastructure development will continue to make the country an 
appealing destination for foreign capital.

To what extent has the Covid-19 pandemic affected FDI, and which sectors 
are in a position to expand?
AL MUSHARRAKH: Despite the widespread economic challenges caused by the 
pandemic in 2020, Sharjah was successful in attracting approximately Dh800m 
in FDI that year. Indeed, the emirate saw a strong rebound in foreign investment 
inflows in July of that year when compared to the second quarter. This positive 
trend was supported by a Dh1bn stimulus package released by the emirate’s 
government, and mainly focused on reducing government-imposed corporate fees. 
It also bolstered companies through a network of local banks by either ensuring 
financing via corporate loans or by renegotiating the terms of existing loans. 
Small and medium-sized enterprises in particular were a key focus of the stimulus 
package, given their economic importance. 

Sharjah’s economic and investment authorities are working to develop new 
solutions and strategies to attract greater FDI inflows in the post-pandemic era. 
The world has changed, and economies must adapt the way they pursue their 
goals. A reorganisation of priority sectors has refocused attention on technology, 
advanced manufacturing, bio- and agro-technology, food security and smart cities. 
Health care – especially in light of the announcement that a new health care city 
will be established Sharjah – is similarly attracting growing interest in the wake 

of the crisis. Ongoing research and development efforts, particularly in the field 
of technology, are drawing increased attention to these emerging sectors. At 
the same time, tourism segments including family, archaeological and adventure 
offerings, as well as ecotourism, represent another major area of focus to help the 
emirate attract FDI during the economic recovery.

In what ways have the authorities worked to improve the business climate 
and incentivise investments in Sharjah in recent years? 
AL MUSHARRAKH: Sharjah has launched several programmes to incentivise 
foreign investment. The majority of these initiatives aim to improve the ease 
of doing business through a variety of strategies, mechanisms and institutions. 
Examples of successful programmes include Sharjah Start-up Studio, the Access 
Sharjah programme aimed at supporting start-ups and other entrepreneurs, and 
the Sharjah Investors Services Centre, commonly known as SAEED. The last of 
these is a one-stop shop launched by Invest in Sharjah that provides a wide range 
of services to all foreign investors, whether they want to invest in the economy 
in general or in one of the emirate’s six economic free zones in particular. SAEED 
helps entities establish a business in less than 60 minutes, and houses all business, 
licensing and administrative services of the emirate’s government. 

Invest in Sharjah is positioned to connect investors with different government 
entities and identify specific opportunities, particularly when it comes to those 
involving public-private partnerships. We provide free consulting services to 
foreign investors on where to set up a business in the emirate, how to do it and 
which legal structure to adopt. The office also offers access to regional experts 
with the purpose of identifying different investment opportunities based on the 
specific needs of individual clients. Together, these initiatives and programmes are 
expected to enhance the investment ecosystem and help attract more FDI. 

Mohamed Al Musharrakh,
CEO, Invest in Sharjah
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Resilience
Could Sharjah’s economy withstand an 
unforeseen international crisis? 

Was the digital economy sufficiently 
developed to enable the rapid 
adoption of online solutions? 

Which factors distinguish Sharjah as 
an attractive investment location amid 
global economic uncertainty? 

To what extent was Sharjah’s health 
system equipped to cope with a 
coronavirus pandemic? 

Were efforts to contain the Covid-19 
outbreak successful? 

Can the high-speed vaccine rollout bring 
about a return to normality?

Did policymakers take effective actions 
to support businesses and investors? 

What are the prospects for an economic 
rebound?  

Response
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Composition of GDP (2020)

Sharjah is the UAE’s most diversified economy

OilNon-oil

96%

30%

70%

4%

Sharjah

UAE 

Sharjah plays a crucial role in the 
UAE’s diversification goals as the 
emirate with the least reliance 
on hydrocarbons. While oil and 
gas contributed approximately 
70% of the national GDP at the 
start of the outbreak, the figure 
was just 4% in Sharjah – with 
industry, retail, real estate and 
construction all making significant 
contributions at the emirate level 
due to successful policies focused 
on private sector development 
and entrepreneurship. This 
diversification meant the emirate 
was not overly impacted by the 
downturn in the oil market, and 
was able to absorb the pandemic’s 
economic impact across a broad 
range of industries. 

Strength in diversity

Sources: Word Bank; IIF; DCSD

Sharjah is a highly diversified economy with a 
variety of advantages that enhance resilience 

Sharjah offers a host of advantages 

1.7m
population (2020)

128km
of coastline 

1
international airport  

Borders all six 
emirates plus Oman

3rd-largest
emirate after Abu 
Dhabi and Dubai

$30.7bn
GDP (2020)

6th
safest city in the 
world (2021)

3
seaports on the Indian 
Ocean and Gulf
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UAE has the world's fastest mobile download speeds
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Years of sustained investment in 
developing digital infrastructure, 
combined with foresighted policy 
initiatives at the national and 
emirate level, meant Sharjah 
was well placed to facilitate the 
sudden shift towards online work, 
e-commerce and service delivery 
as mobility restrictions were 
introduced to curb the spread 
of Covid-19. The UAE has the 
fastest mobile download speeds 
in the world, as well as the fastest 
broadband download speeds in 
the MENA region. It is ranked 
among global and regional leaders 
in a variety of digital indices. The 
accelerated period of digitalisation 
that occurred during the pandemic 
should enhance the emirate’s long-
term competitiveness.  

Future ready

Sources: Ookla

A robust digital economy enabled the uptake of 
online solutions amid Covid-19

UAE’s competitive global rankings 

E-infrastructure,  
2020 Digital Quality of 

Life Index

Arab country,  
2020 Network  

Readiness Index

Arab country,  
2020 Online Service Index, 
UN E-Government Survey

Regulatory framework 
sub-factor, 2020 IMD World 

Digital Competitiveness 
Ranking 

Technology pillar, 
2020 IMD World Digital 

Competitiveness Ranking 

1 1 1 3 4
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The pre-pandemic launch of the 
Sharjah Investors Services Centre, 
known as SAEED, was part of 
Sharjah’s ongoing push to develop 
smart government and smart city 
initiatives, in line with growth plans 
for the digital economy. Sharjah has 
a thriving start-up scene, and was 
recognised in policy advisory firm 
Startup Genome’s “The Global Start-
up Ecosystem Report 2020” as the 
top high-growth activation phase 
ecosystem out of 250 studied. 
Nurturing innovative businesses and 
building an enabling environment 
for start-ups is the mandate of the 
Sharjah Entrepreneurship Centre, 
while incubation is done through 
the Sharjah Start-up Studio (S3) 
– the region’s first government-
supported incubator.

Productive ecosystem 

Sources: Wavteq

Sharjah’s tech sector is central to the emirate’s 
long-term development 

Sharjah’s tech ecosystem development: Timeline

Sharjah Research, Technology and Innovation Park Free Zone 
established to promote innovation in digitalisation, smart 
manufacturing, transport and logistics, environmental technology, 
renewable energy and water management

Sheraa launched as the primary business incubator in the emirate

Establishment of Sahab Smart Solutions as the technology partner
of the Government of Sharjah, which aims to facilitate smart-city
and smart-government innovations 

Sharjah City Municipality launches phase 1 of the Sabeq digital 
transformation programme, which aims to fully digitalise the
working environment

Sharjah City Municipality launches 17 digital services as part of
phase 2 of the Sabeq programme 

Launch of the Sharjah Digital Platform, a unified digital platform for 
services provided by local and federal government agencies and the 
private sector in Sharjah

Sheraa launches 3S, the first government backed start-up studio in the 
UAE to use a revenue-sharing model

Foreign direct investment (FDI) in ICT is set to rise in 2021
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Sharjah’s enabling ecosystem provides solid 
foundations for a recovery in investment

Sharjah’s FDI climate in figures:

Sectoral opportunities for investment in Sharjah

$220m 
Value of new FDI 
projects in 2020

24
New FDI projects 
committed in 
2020

1117
Jobs created 
through FDI in 
Sharjah in 2020

60%
Rise in FDI 
projects in Q3 
and Q4 2020

25%
No economic 
sector 
contributes more 
than this to GDP 

$803m
FDI-backed 
capital 
expenditure in 
the pipeline

100%
Foreign 
ownership 
allowed

6
Free zones 
supporting a 
wide range of 
industries

495
Trademarks 
submitted for 
registration in 
Sharjah in 2019 

December 2021

Transport and 
logistics

62%
of industrial

hubs are dedicated
to freight forwarding

Health and well 
being

16 
public and 

private hospitals 

Green-tech

9.5 
hours of daily sunlight

for solar energy

Human capital
and innovation

22 
higher education

institutions present
in University City 

Advanced 
manufacturing

33
industrial zones

in addition to the
six free zones 

Agri-tech

$1.1bn
estimated size of UAE
agricultural product 

market by 2024

Recent investment 
reforms at the UAE 

level include:

• New Companies Law

• Changes to IPO limits

• Bankruptcy Law amendments

• Golden Visa and path to 
citizenship
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Population health and the 
behavioural and systemic changes 
required to improve it have long 
been national priorities for the UAE, 
with many health-related targets 
included in Vision 2021 achieved 
ahead of time. Sharjah itself entered 
the pandemic well-equipped to cope 
with challenges, with a rate of per 
capita health professionals higher 
than most neighbouring emirates, 
and a relatively large pool of high-
tech public and private hospitals. 
Looking ahead, the Sharjah 
Healthcare City free zone will play a 
key role in expanding the emirate’s 
capacity and expertise in the sector, 
as well as attracting international 
investment and providing high-value 
employment opportunities.

Healthy position

Sources: World Bank; MoHP; Invest in Sharjah;

Sharjah’s advanced health care system was 
equipped to cope with pandemic-related challenges 

The UAE has the highest per capita health care expenditure in the GCC
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Sharjah health care: facts and figure

26
doctors per 10,000 population

120
health care workers per 10,000 population 

Sharjah Healthcare City free zone 
welcomes R&D centres, laboratories, 
hospitals and rehabilitation centres 

Insurance and private 
health care for all

44
nurses per 10,000 population 
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Sharjah’s dynamic, diversified 
economy was well placed to absorb 
the impact of the pandemic 

Advanced digital infrastructure and 
a fertile tech ecosystem enabled the 
continuity of commerce and services 

Pro-investment reforms, advanced 
infrastructure and high-tech 
free zones create an attractive 
environment

Sustained investment in health 
care infrastructure and services 
strengthened the medical capacity to 
cope with a pandemic 

Resilience
Were efforts to contain the Covid-19 
outbreak successful? 

Can the high-speed vaccine rollout bring 
about a return to normality?

Did policymakers take effective actions 
to support businesses and investors? 

What are the prospects for an economic 
rebound?  

Response
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The UAE’s federal Ministry of 
Health and Prevention (MoHP) 
coordinated a swift national 
response to the Covid-19 
pandemic that helped to 
contain the crisis in the initial 
stages. The stringency of the 
government’s response rose and 
fell depending on case numbers, 
although the UAE’s restriction 
levels were often lower than the 
GCC average, thanks in part to 
effective testing and vaccination 
programmes (see slide 13). 
Daily life and business activities 
in Sharjah were impacted 
significantly, though in key areas 
such as transit and retail the 
magnitude of the impact was less 
extreme than the UAE as a whole. 

Swift response

Sources: OxCGRT; Google Mobility Trends

Early restrictions helped to contain the virus 
and create space for an effective health response
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Community mobility in Sharjah compared to the UAE

March 20 March 14 June 3 June 24 September 23 June 6March 28

March 26 April 4 June 23 July 7 February 14 September 19April 23

First two Covid-19 
deaths reported in 
the UAE

Inter-city bus 
services suspended 
in Sharjah until 
further notice 

Commercial centres 
and malls are 
permitted to reopen 
in Dubai

The UAE announces the 
completion of the national 
sterilisation programme and 
lifts the night-time curfew

Sharjah lifts travel 
restrictions and re-opens 
to tourists showing a 
negative PCR test

Sports, cultural, and arts 
events and exhibitions only 
open to vaccinated residents 
in the UAE under new rules

Night-time curfews are 
introduced across the UAE to 
enable the regular sterilisation of 
public places during curfew hours

A day after the closure of malls, 
commercial centres and open 
markets, three-day lockdown 
starts across the UAE to enable 
intensive sterilisation campaign. 
Named segments of the workforce 
(including police, medical staff and 
bank employees) are exempt.

A 24-hour 
curfew and 
three-week 
lockdown 
begin in 
Dubai

The UAE 
eases travel 
restrictions for 
residents and 
citizens to select 
destinations

Dubai permits 
entry to foreign 
travellers, with 
evidence of a 
negative Covid-19 
test result

Sharjah introduces 
100% distance learning 
in schools until the end 
of the spring semester 
on March 25. Work-
from-home policy also 
introduced nationwide 
until further notice

Sharjah announces 
people will be 
required to present 
a Green Pass on 
their Al Hosn 
app to attend 
weddings and social 
gatherings

Curfews in all seven 
emirates are relaxed 
as Ramadan begins. 
Abu Dhabi permits the 
reopening of cafes 
and restaurants.

Timeline of the pandemic

2
0
2
1

2
0
2
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UAE has the highest vaccination rate in the world
Cumulative Covid-19 vaccine doses per 100 people, as of October 28, 2021
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December 2020 marked the 
beginning of the UAE’s free 
Covid-19 vaccination campaign. 
By late October 2021 the UAE 
had administered 21.01m doses 
– equivalent to giving over 100% 
of the population the required 
two shots. The country has also 
been a global leader throughout 
the pandemic in per capita testing 
rates. The accessibility of tests 
and vaccines has enabled the 
country to ease restrictions on 
key industries earlier than many of 
its regional peers, boding well for 
the economic recovery. In Sharjah, 
the longstanding emphasis on 
public health and preventative 
health care helped to ensure that 
residents were fully on board with 
the medical response.

Shot in the arm

World-leading rates of testing and vaccination 
provide optimism for a strong recovery

Sharjah provides vaccination facilities across the emirate

0.3% 2.07%
Sharjah City

Central region

Eastern region

9

6

10
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Sharjah's two stimulus packages to support the real economy 

Dh993m
TOTAL

Package I

Dh481m Package II

Dh512m

Reduced hydrocarbon revenues 
combined with fiscal response 
measures at both the federal and 
emirate level strained public finances 
in 2020, resulting in a national 
fiscal deficit of -8%. The mitigation 
packages, totalling Dh26.5bn across 
the UAE, included the suspension 
of fees and financial assistance for 
affected businesses and households, 
mostly financed by international 
debt issuances at the emirate level. 
The Central Bank of the UAE also 
launched a Dh256bn monetary 
stimulus designed to boost 
domestic liquidity, although lending 
contracted through the year. Despite 
the challenges, the UAE’s external 
position remains strong – backed by 
deep foreign exchange reserves and 
sovereign wealth assets.

Mitigation measures

Sources: World Bank; CBUAE

Effective fiscal and monetary policies 
implemented at the federal and emirate level

Package II highlights include:

50% discount on licences for industrial establishments

Reduction in real estate buyer fees for non-GCC 
citizens from 4% to 2%

Investors exempt from rent value of investment 
properties until March 31, 2021

Private schools and nurseries exempted from licence 
renewal fees

Exemption from visa and late licence renewal fines in 
free zones

Suspension of bulk cargo storage fees for 90 days at 
ports, Customs and free zones

50% reduction in licence fees for travel and tourism 
companies in 2021
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The UAE is projected to be among the fastest-growing economies in the GCC in 2021

Strategies for recovery and long-term growth
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Expand manufacturing 
sector’s contribution to GDP 
from Dh133bn to Dh300bn 

by 2031

Operation 300bn

Accelerate the integration of 
Industry 4.0 solutions and 

applications across the UAE’s 
industrial sector

UAE Industry 4.0

With a broad manufacturing 
base, advanced logistics network, 

deep knowledge economy and 
commitment to innovation, 

Sharjah will play a key role in the 
realisation of the UAE’s plans

Sharjah’s positioning

Whole-of-society approach 
to reaching net-zero carbon 
emissions by 2050, with an 

emphasis on innovative 
solutions

UAE Net Zero by 2050 
Strategic Initiative 

Sources: World Bank; SFD; UAE MoF

Sharjah is well positioned for economic recovery 
backed by public spending and private investment 

The UAE, and Sharjah in particular, 
looks set for an economic rebound 
in 2021. The success of the national 
Covid-19 vaccination campaign 
backed by the ongoing accessibility 
of tests should enable a further 
opening up of the crucial service 
sectors throughout the 2021 
and 2022. Meanwhile, a gradual 
international recovery should 
stimulate external demand and 
help to improve public finances 
thanks to growing hydrocarbon and 
tourism revenues. Looking ahead, 
Sharjah’s policymakers will continue 
to invest in improving the business 
environment and nurturing high-
growth segments, with a view to 
developing a sustainable, knowledge-
based economy brimming with local 
and international talent.

Cautious optimism 
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Despite challenges in 2020, 
Sharjah attracted around Dh806m 
in foreign direct investment, 
with a 60% quarter-on-quarter 
increase posted in the last three 
months of the year. The key role of 
technology in preserving continuity 
– whether in business, education 
or health care – has underscored 
the strategic importance of 
Sharjah’s ongoing drive to 
develop its digital economy and 
e-government services. Although 
trade and logistics will continue 
to be the foundation upon 
which the emirate’s diversified 
and well-regulated economy is 
built, knowledge-led and digital 
industries will increasingly steer 
innovation and investment in the 
post-pandemic era.

Standout offering 

Sharjah continues to develop competitive 
advantages in attracting global capital flows

Talented workforce

• Deep pool of skilled graduates; strong 
partnerships between industry and 
academia

• Ease of bringing in overseas talent

Globally connected

• Only emirate with seaports on both the 
Gulf of Oman and Arabian Gulf

• International airport; Etihad Rail to 
connect it to major regional ports

Ease of doing business

• 2-3 business days to establish onshore 
company; two hours in free zones

• Relatively low operating costs 
compared to other emirates

Entrepreneurship hub

• 60,000+ start-ups and SMEs
• Fertile ecosystem of incubators, 

accelerators and research labs 
supported by six free zones and 33 
industrial zones

GCC gateway

• Ease of access to $1.6trn GCC market
• Centrally located in large metropolitan 

area; borders all six emirates

Future ready

• Innovation and research parks with 
specialised production spaces

• Ideal test bed for pilot projects with global 
tech developers

Sharjah’s unique 
value proposition 
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Sharjah’s dynamic, diversified 
economy was well placed to absorb 
the impact of the pandemic 

Advanced digital infrastructure and 
a fertile tech ecosystem enabled the 
continuity of commerce and services 
 
Pro-investment reforms, advanced 
infrastructure and high-tech 
free zones create an attractive 
environment

Sustained investment in health 
care infrastructure and services 
strengthened the medical capacity to 
cope with a pandemic 

Resilience
Coordinated restrictions combined with 
advanced testing capacity helped to 
contain the spread of Covid-19 

A world-leading vaccination programme 
should support the recovery of key 
service industries 

Mitigation and stimulus packages at 
the federate and emirate level helped 
businesses to withstand pandemic-
related shocks

National macroeconomic stability and 
positive differentiators at the emirate 
level should support a robust recovery 
in growth and investment

Response



BLUE HEADER

Sharjah June 202118 OBG Covid-19 Response Report Source: sourceSharjah18 OBG Covid-19 Response Report December 2021

5 Key Takeaways

Already a diverse and digitalised economy, 
Sharjah is positioning itself for a post-pandemic 
period of accelerated transformation supported 
by enabling legislation and foreign direct 
investment. As global investors seek sustainable 
returns in an uncertain climate, Sharjah’s value 
proposition as a highly connected, globally 
integrated, well regulated and future-oriented 
emirate should prove to be enticing for those 
looking to establish a presence in the region.   

Looking ahead, the future of Sharjah’s economy 
will be built on innovation. Supported by a high 
volume of skilled graduates and an integrated web 
of universities, research centres, incubators and 
accelerators, high-tech free zones and industrial 
centres, the emirate is well placed to generate 
sustainable growth engines in areas such green-
tech, agri-tech, smart city and logistics services, 
intelligent automation and biotechnology. 

The UAE’s world-leading vaccination campaign – 
with all residents eligible for free injections – is 
enabling the country to ease restrictions and kick-
start key industries that were hit by social-distancing 
requirements. While the risk of new Covid-19 variants 
cannot be ignored, a cautious easing of restrictions 
should help to unleash pent-up demand and boost 
Sharjah’s key tourism, hospitality and retail sectors – 
aided by visitors from neighbouring emirates attracted 
by its adventure, eco and cultural offerings. 

543

Thanks to foresighted policy initiatives and 
sustained investment in digital infrastructure, 
Sharjah was well placed to facilitate the rapid 
adoption of online solutions in everything from 
payments, commerce and government services, 
to remote working and learning. Social-distancing 
and mobility restrictions have further accelerated 
the existing trend of digital transformation across 
a broad range of industries, which should enhance 
their long-term competitiveness. 

2Sharjah entered the Covid-19 pandemic period in 
a relatively resilient position, supported by strong 
macroeconomic fundamentals at the federal level and 
a dynamic, diversified economy within the emirate 
itself. With only 4% of the emirate’s GDP generated 
from oil and gas, Sharjah was able to absorb the 
impact of the pandemic across a broad range of 
productive sectors – aided by targetted mitigation and 
relief packages designed to support key industries and 
struggling businesses through the challenges.  

1Diversification

Vaccination Innovation Transformation 
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