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Introduction to the Guide

Overview - United Arab Emirates

Foreign investment is a significant contributor to Abu Dhabi Emirate           
economic development and growth. This guide has been specially prepared 
for investors interested in exploring new investment opportunities in the 
Emirates of Abu Dhabi.

This guide will provide business investors with information on Abu Dhabi 
economy, a business setup procedure, UAE business laws, banking and 
finance, free zones and the significant roles played by Abu Dhabi
government in the business sector.

As an abode to do business, and as a hub for the state and beyond, the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) continues to be progressively important,            
relevant, and attractive to businesses from around the world. Since its 
foundation, the United Arab Emirates has witnessed tremendous
development. With the discovery of oil and natural gas both on land and in its 
waters, the country moved away from its earlier dependency on pearl diving, 
fishing, and agriculture, and into an economy dominated by natural
resources. Today, the UAE has transitioned again into a diversely productive 
economy that is based on internationally-emerging knowledge and future 
energy.

Furthermore, the UAE’s population has transitioned from poverty to one of 
the highest income levels in the world. The nation has seen pioneering 
developments that have garnered worldwide attention. Recent statistics 
confirm that the UAE has become a globally prominent financial and            
economic centre. 



Introduction to the Emirate of Abu Dhabi

Legal and Regulatory Framework 

Why is Abu Dhabi the Best Business Hub?

Abu Dhabi is the capital and the second-most populous city of the United 
Arab Emirates. It sits on 80% of the combined territory and is home to the 
capital of the UAE and has a vast and extensive coastline. Over the recent 
decades, Abu Dhabi as an Emirate has undergone an enormous
transformation of grand proportions, extraordinary economic growth and 
development saw the Emirate grow exponentially and become a sprawling 
megalopolis. Due to the vision of Abu Dhabi’s leaders, and the abundance of 
oil and natural gas reserves, the Emirate has grown to become a dynamic 
hub and a major player in numerous business and industrial areas, which 
has allowed it to be a real contender on the global stage.

The legal system in Abu Dhabi as well as the whole of the UAE is based on 
both civil code principles and the Islamic Sharia Law. The bases of law for 
civil matters include:

The Constitution
Federal laws and regulations
Emirate laws and regulations
Islamic Sharia

In less than a few years, Abu Dhabi has transformed itself from a local 
trading community into one of the most inspirational, exciting, and           
prosperous cities in the UAE. It is currently an attractive destination for 
tourists and businesses alike. Abu Dhabi’s strategic location gives easy 
access to billions of consumers, from a unique centralized time zone that 
combines West and East business hours.



Abu Dhabi is one of the most attractive investment destinations in the world. 
As the capital of the United Arab Emirates, Abu Dhabi offers investors a 
vibrant economy, stable political system and business-friendly regulatory 
environment. Abu Dhabi’s location at the heart of the Middle East and the 
crossroads of Europe, Asia and Africa, offers unique trade and tourism 
opportunities to local, regional and international players.

The Business Climate of Abu Dhabi

The Emirates of Abu Dhabi is the wealthiest Emirate as it holds 90% of the 
Emirate’s oil production, 10% of the world’s oil investments, and 5% of the 
worldwide reserves of natural gas. Being one of the fastest-growing          
business and industrial centres in the Arabian Gulf and the Middle East 
regions, Abu Dhabi has been known over the years as a critical foreign 
investment attraction for its steady and wealthy economy besides several 
reasons which are summarized as follows:

Economic diversification
State-of-art infrastructure
Multimodal transportation system
Specialized economic zones
Free zones
Low labour cost
Member of WTO and GCC
Gateway to Asia, Europe, and Africa
Full foreign ownership
Financial services
Zero-tax holiday on profits
More than US$136 billion worth of future project investments by the  
Abu Dhabi government
Economic, political, and social stability



Factors Favoring Business and Investment Climate

1. Diverse and Growing Economy
In terms of economic performance, the UAE, in general, has been the most
successful economy within the GCC region for diversifying away from oil.
Abu Dhabi experiences a fast-growing economy with a high GDP and per
capita income. It is not only the wealthiest Emirate of the UAE but also suc-
ceeds as one of the wealthiest cities in the world. The GDP of Emirate for the
year 2017 is as under-

2. Physical Infrastructure

UAE, in general, has done a lot in terms of infrastructure. This year's report 
surveys the economies of 137 countries rated through 114 performance 
indexes and in 12 primary axes, including institutions, health, support,         
education, innovation, the efficiency of the labour market and other topics. 
Evaluation is based on statistics and data from participating countries 
through opinion polls and surveys of executives and major investors in those 
countries.

35.90%

64.10%

Gross Domes�c Product (2017)

Contribu�on of the oil sector
in GDP(2017)

Contribu�on of the non oil
sector in GDP(2017)

AED 785,591 Million (at fixed prices)



Foreign investment is a significant contributor to Abu Dhabi Emirate           
economic development and growth. This guide has been specially prepared 
for investors interested in exploring new investment opportunities in the 
Emirates of Abu Dhabi.

This guide will provide business investors with information on Abu Dhabi 
economy, a business setup procedure, UAE business laws, banking and 
finance, free zones and the significant roles played by Abu Dhabi                   
government in the business sector.

As an abode to do business, and as a hub for the state and beyond, the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) continues to be progressively important,            
relevant, and attractive to businesses from around the world. Since its 
foundation, the United Arab Emirates has witnessed tremendous                    
development. With the discovery of oil and natural gas both on land and in its 
waters, the country moved away from its earlier dependency on pearl diving, 
fishing, and agriculture, and into an economy dominated by natural                 
resources. Today, the UAE has transitioned again into a diversely productive 
economy that is based on internationally-emerging knowledge and future 
energy.

Furthermore, the UAE’s population has transitioned from poverty to one of 
the highest income levels in the world. The nation has seen pioneering 
developments that have garnered worldwide attention. Recent statistics 
confirm that the UAE has become a globally prominent financial and            
economic centre. 

1st in 'road quality' index
3rd in 'airport infrastructure and means of air transport quality’ index
4th in 'seaport infrastructure quality' index
3rd in 'mobile phone subscriptions per 100 users' index
4th in the 'quality of infrastructure' index
4th in the index of 'number of airline seats available for every million  
passengers a week'
20th in the 'innovation and sophistication factors' pillar

3. Investment Support and Government Initiatives

Abu Dhabi’s Department of Economic Development (DED), which is tasked 
with setting and driving the city’s economic agenda, supports the emirate’s 
transformation into a diversified, innovative, service and knowledge-based 
economy to improve the business environment and increase productivity. 
The DED and its four agencies identify and support strategic sectors,           
develop economic plans and policies and provide vital administrative         
services to domestic and international investors and businesses.

4. Quality Lifestyle and Culture of Excellence

Abu Dhabi has become one of the world’s most preferred expatriate loca-
tions. Although it is recognized as the fastest-growing city in the world, the 
city is also one of the safest. The emirate is home to the tallest building on 
the planet, the most luxurious hotels, and with over 200 nationalities contrib-
uting to the city’s unique culture and community, it is one of the most vibrant 
global destinations.

5. Visionary Leadership

The extraordinary perception and vision of Abu Dhabi’s leaders have created 
one of the world’s most successful and vibrant cities. A belief in the potential 
and possibilities of the future has lifted this previously obscure trading town 
into a significant player on a global stage. This vision continues, and with it, 
Abu Dhabi’s ambition expands.



Abu Dhabi is the capital and the second-most populous city of the United 
Arab Emirates. It sits on 80% of the combined territory and is home to the 
capital of the UAE and has a vast and extensive coastline. Over the recent 
decades, Abu Dhabi as an Emirate has undergone an enormous                
transformation of grand proportions, extraordinary economic growth and 
development saw the Emirate grow exponentially and become a sprawling 
megalopolis. Due to the vision of Abu Dhabi’s leaders, and the abundance of 
oil and natural gas reserves, the Emirate has grown to become a dynamic 
hub and a major player in numerous business and industrial areas, which 
has allowed it to be a real contender on the global stage.

Booming Industries in Abu Dhabi

Abu Dhabi has witnessed dramatic growth over the last few decades and 
has established itself as a global industrial hub. If you are going to start a 
business in Abu Dhabi, we explore through some of the most booming 
sectors in Abu Dhabi that present immense opportunity and potential 
returns shortly.

1. E-Commerce
With many young and prosperous customers, deep internet penetration, and
advanced networks for logistics, the e-commerce sector in Abu Dhabi is
growing faster than anywhere else in the world. There is a relatively new and
different consumer base who like to pay for convenience services related to
their food purchases. There are more accessible to convenience store
formats, meal deliveries, and online grocery delivery. Moreover, consumers
are demanding higher quality food as well as organic food which tends to be
priced higher. So there is an excellent opportunity in the grocery sector which
is one of the most upper consumer spending segments in the UAE.

2. Construction and Real Estate
As said earlier, construction is the central pillar of the UAE’s economic
diversification strategy, and Abu Dhabi has been a strength to achieve every
target that the country has aimed at. The region recorded remarkable growth
at 7.7% year on year in the second quarter and 7.5% year on year in the third
quarter of 2017, the fastest progress rates since the financial crisis.
According to MEED Projects, Emirate’s construction market valued at
$US805 billion.

3. Retail
Retail is one of the strongest pillars of the UAE economy, which experiences
rapid growth and innovation. The retail industry in Abu Dhabi houses some
of the renowned global brands and faces a new era of encounters and op-
portunities. Many global brands flock their way to the city every year, hoping



Abu Dhabi: Facts & Figures

 to expand their industry here. The desire to open their retail businesses in 
the UAE is not limited to global brands, even small and new organizations 
dream of an opportunity to establish their presence in UAE. 

4. Healthcare

The United Arab Emirates has a comprehensive, government-funded health 
service, and a rapidly developing private sector that delivers a high standard 
of health care to the residents. Healthcare in Abu Dhabi is controlled at both 
the Federal and Emirate level. Abu Dhabi after Dubai is taking essential steps 
to improve the healthcare sector by providing incentives to established 
business startups in the Emirate.

Abu Dhabi is the largest of all seven Emirates that make up the UAE and 
covers around four-fifths of the country’s total land area. The Emirate is one 
of the most diverse and progressive communities in the Gulf region, with 
people from over 200 nationalities living here. Abu Dhabi is one of the safest 
cities in the world and is committed to maintaining its social harmony and 
domestic security.

Gross Domestic Product

791,371

49.2%

50.8%

62%

81.5%

4.4%
23.5%

Million (at fixed prices)

Contribution of the oil sector in 
GDP : 49.2%

Contribution of the non-oil sector in 
GDP : 50.8%

Percentage of the population in the labour 
force (15 years and above)

Percentage of the population in the labour 
force (15 years and above)

Percentage of female in the labour force 

Unemployment rise in total labour force

Population



The Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is also seeing an upward graph. Here’s a 
table for you to get an idea about it

The graphical representation of GDP based on each economic activity is as 
under.

Abu Dhabi Real GDP by Economic Ac�vity (2017)
construc�on

Finance & insurance

Manufacturing

Wholesale and retail trades

real estate

electricity, gas & water supply, waste
management
Informa�on & communica�on

Transporata�on & storage

Professional , Scien�fic & technical

Adminstra�ve and support service

Public adminstar�on & defence

Accomda�on and food service

Human health & social work

GDP at a constant 

price – AED billion 

2005 2010 2017 2017(%) CAGR 

2005-2017 

Total 491.7 587.1 785.6 100.0% 4.0% 

Mining and Quarrying 

(includes crude oil and 

natural gas) 

291.5 303.9 377.9 48.1% 2.2% 

Non-oil 200.2 283.2 407.7 51.9% 6.1% 



Foreign investment is a significant contributor to Abu Dhabi Emirate eco-
nomic growth and development. The total Stock of Foreign Direct Invest-
ment growth reached AED 108 billion at the end of 2017.

Trade also plays an important role in Abu Dhabi’s economy. Here’s a tabular 
representation of foreign trade in goods and services through the port of Abu 
Dhabi.

0 5 10 15 20 25

Real Estate

Mining & Quarrying

Electricity, gas & water supply

Professional, Scien�fic & Technical

Transport & Storage

Educa�on

Total stock of FDI by Economic Ac�vity (2016) 
billion AED

Total stock of FDI by Economic Ac�vity (2016) billion AED

Item 2010 2014 2015 2016 2017
Total trade in goods 3,87,275 4,71,643 3,54,858 3,10,740 3,31,131
Total exports of goods 3,00,702 3,63,667 2,35,530 1,92,924 2,19,010
Oil, gas and oil products 2,78,105 3,19,388 1,85,902 1,40,136 1,74,893
Non-oil exports of goods 11,611 18,964 30,803 28,029 22,347
Re-exports 10,986 25,316 18,826 24,759 21,771
Imports of goods 86,574 1,07,976 1,19,328 1,17,817 1,12,120
Net trade in goods 2,14,128 2,55,691 1,16,203 75,107 1,06,890



Abu Dhabi has witnessed dramatic growth over the last few decades and 
has established itself as a global industrial hub. If you are going to start a 
business in Abu Dhabi, we explore through some of the most booming 
sectors in Abu Dhabi that present immense opportunity and potential 
returns shortly.

1. E-Commerce
With many young and prosperous customers, deep internet penetration, and 
advanced networks for logistics, the e-commerce sector in Abu Dhabi is 
growing faster than anywhere else in the world. There is a relatively new and 
different consumer base who like to pay for convenience services related to 
their food purchases. There are more accessible to convenience store        
formats, meal deliveries, and online grocery delivery. Moreover, consumers 
are demanding higher quality food as well as organic food which tends to be 
priced higher. So there is an excellent opportunity in the grocery sector which 
is one of the most upper consumer spending segments in the UAE.

2.  Construction and Real Estate
As said earlier, construction is the central pillar of the UAE’s economic 
diversification strategy, and Abu Dhabi has been a strength to achieve every 
target that the country has aimed at. The region recorded remarkable growth 
at 7.7% year on year in the second quarter and 7.5% year on year in the third 
quarter of 2017, the fastest progress rates since the financial crisis.             
According to MEED Projects, Emirate’s construction market valued at 
$US805 billion.

3.  Retail
Retail is one of the strongest pillars of the UAE economy, which experiences 
rapid growth and innovation. The retail industry in Abu Dhabi houses some 
of the renowned global brands and faces a new era of encounters and op-
portunities. Many global brands flock their way to the city every year, hoping

A chart on non-oil foreign trade from the Port of Emirates of Abu Dhabi is 
shown below

Here are the top partners for trading with the Abu Dhabi

14.30%

13.90%

71.80%

Non-oil Exports

Re-exports

Imports

Value % Value %
Total 28,028.70 100 22,346.50 100
China 5,180.20 18.5 4,129.20 18.5
Saudi Arabia 3,920.20 14 2,737.70 12.3
United States of America 767.10 2.7 2,374.50 10.6
India 2,631.90 9.4 1,774.90 7.9
Oman 950.60 3.4 1,193.50 5.3
Netherlands 523.00 1.9 1,014.70 4.5
Singapore 1,857.10 6.6 982.20 4.4
Kuwait 905.20 3.2 815.80 3.7
Qatar 1,684.10 6 698.60 3.1
Egypt 962.20 3.4 631.40 2.8
Others 8,647.10 30.9 5,994.10 26.8

2016 2017
Countries



Business Structures of Commercial Companies

Before starting a company in Abu Dhabi, one must decide on the business 
structure or a legal entity. Listed below are the commercial entities available 
for business setup in Abu Dhabi.

1. Sole Proprietorship

An investor can set up a new business in Abu Dhabi as a sole trader. One 
needs to appoint a UAE national with 51% shares as a service agent. 
Doctors, lawyers, and engineers mostly use this type of corporate structure.

2. General Partnership

Under this, foreigners are strictly prohibited from forming a partnership 
company in Abu Dhabi. This type of business structure is limited only to UAE 
nationals.

3. Public Shareholding Company

PSC is also called as Joint Stock Company in Abu Dhabi. It is suitable for 
large projects or operations, involving a significant investment of funds or 
raising private or public capital. A PSC in Abu Dhabi can have a minimum of 
ten founders of which at least 51% must be owned by a UAE national.

4. Limited Liability Company (LLC)

LLC is one of the most common entities that an investor chooses for 
company setup Abu Dhabi. It is a separate legal entity, i.e., separate from its 
owners, shareholders, and who runs it, the directors. An LLC company 
formation in Abu Dhabi must appoint a minimum of one director and two 
shareholders.

5. Foreign Branch Companies

An Abu Dhabi branch of a foreign company is allowed to invoice the UAE 
customers, sign local sales contracts, and receive income from customers. 
Here, a local UAE agent must be appointed to sponsor visas and licenses. 



6. Branch of a UAE Company

Unlike a foreign company branch office, UAE registered companies having a 
chapter in the UAE can sell or distribute goods in the country.

7. Representative Office

A foreign representative office in Abu Dhabi is wholly owned and controlled 
by a non-UAE national. Even though the entity is foreign-owned, it does not 
have a legal right to make direct sales within the UAE. A representative office 
is usually formed to do market research of that particular region.

8. Joint Ventures

A joint venture is a contractual arrangement between a foreign party and a 
regional party licensed to engage in the desired business activity. The joint 
ventures in the UAE are established in the form of an LLC. In practice, joint 
partners are seen as allowing a suitable structure for companies working 
together on specific projects.

9. Mergers and Acquisitions

Having become an active trading centre and has a wealth of resources, the 
UAE ranks first in the regions where investors are most involved. There are 
diverse methods to establish a company in this region. One of the ways is 
through Mergers and Acquisition. The government supports the formation of 
foreign capital companies in the free zone by identifying some particular 
areas for this purpose. However, those who want to take a fewer risk for the 
new endeavour should also know that there are many companies with high 
acceleration, offering services in many different sectors.  There are three 
ways through which a company can be merged in the UAE. They are-



Business Set Up Locations & Trade Options for Nationals 
& Foreigners

Abu Dhabi has a list of mainland's which are commercialized geographical 
areas that fall under the UAE government and its authorities. They have 
regularized policies and legal guidelines, which makes the city one of the 
most developed economies in the UAE. A mainland company in Abu Dhabi 
can carry out business across the UAE but permits maximum foreign 
shareholder equity capped at 49%.

Business and Assets Transfer - Such a transaction consists in             
transferring a business, assets and personnel from one or more            
companies into another company, thereby merging the markets of the 
two or more companies into a single company structure.

Legal Merger - A statutory merger under the UAE Commercial           
Companies Law No. 2 of 2015 (“CCL”) (“Legal Merger”) enables different 
companies to be fused to become one.

There are three main jurisdiction to set up a business in Abu Dhabi. They 
are as under-

 Abu Dhabi Mainland
  Abu Dhabi Freezone
  Abu Dhabi Offshore

I. Abu Dhabi Mainland

Below are the steps to be followed for starting a company in Abu Dhabi 
mainland.

i. Business Set-Up Process



It behaves you to gain a clear understanding of your intended business
activity before initiating the procedures, since legal proceedings and fees
may vary depending on the character of your business.

A trade name distinguishes a company and describes its nature and legal
form. We help our clients in not only setting up a business in Abu Dhabi but
also in registering a trading name from the list of registered trade names
provided by the Department of Economic Development (DED).

As per the UAE jurisdiction, foreign companies need a local sponsor (a
service agent or a company owned by UAE nationals) to open a branch office
in Abu Dhabi. A local sponsor will facilitate the necessary licenses Rules and
regulations are different for different ownership types and business
establishments. You need to select a legal entity type to run your business.

3. Register Your Trade Name

2. Find a Local Sponsor

1. Determine the Type of Economic Activities

The various types of licenses issued by the Abu Dhabi licensing authority
are:

Agricultural License
Commercial License
Industrial License
Professional License
Tourism License
Vocational License

We help our clients get a permit, avail No-Objection Letter from the deemed 
jurisdiction and also get their legal documents translated into Arabic by a 
licensed translator.

4. Fulfil Licensing Requirements

A foreign investor is required to obtain approvals from the following
authorities.

5. Get Special Approvals



Support from the General Directorate of Residency and Foreigners Affairs -
Abu Dhabi (GDRFA) is necessary for international investors before making
the initial approval. An initial approval certificate is expected to continue with
the business licensing formalities that permit foreign nationals to practice
their desired business activity in Abu Dhabi. We help our clients get all the
necessary approval from the concerned officials, including the DED, and help
them pay the legal fee for getting a business license issued.

6. Obtain the Initial Approval

The cost of business setup in Abu Dhabi varies depending on the business 
structure, business activity, office space, and several visas. Apart from these, 
few prices that you must be aware of are-

 Incorporation fees (submitting the required documents, arrangement  
of approvals/inspection –one time)
Sponsor fees (annual)
Legal fees (one time)
Government and third-party taxes (trade license, notary fees, legal  
translation, typing centres, a mix of one time and annual fees)
Visa per person (usually lasts for two years)

For business setup in Abu Dhabi, one has to obtain a specific license             
depending on the business activity. Few of the business licenses are 
mentioned as follows-

Commercial License – This license is issued to the companies            
engaged in general business activities like public trading companies, 
hospitals and  clinics, construction and real estate, and business 
contractors

ii. Cost of Setting up a Business in Abu Dhabi Mainland

iii. Types of Business Licenses Issued by Mainland



For business setup in Abu Dhabi, one has to obtain a specific license             
depending on the business activity. Few of the business licenses are 
mentioned as follows-

There are a few steps involved in obtaining any of these licenses mentioned 
above in Abu Dhabi

A valid business license is one of the critical requirements for businesses 
operating in the UAE. Without obtaining a valid license, a company risks the 
chances of incurring heavy penalties. To renew a license in Abu Dhabi here 
are a few documents required.

Occupational License – This license is issued to the businesses 
which involve individuals using their mental and intellectual
capabilities, talents, and abilities to serve clients. Examples for an 
occupational license are law firms, accounting and audit firms, 
research and development firms

Professional License – This license is issued to artisans and other 
professionals who personally engage in the practice of a particular 
craft. These individuals may work alone or work up to five people.     
Examples for professional license include carpentry, smithery, and 
steelwork

Industrial License – This license is issued to businesses who wish to 
set up manufacturing operations in Abu Dhabi. The Higher
Corporation grants the license for Specialized Economic Zones     
(ZonesCorp)

Tourism License – This license is issued by the Abu Dhabi Tourism 
and Cultural Authority (TCA). This license is granted to companies 
offering tourism-related services like hotels, travel agencies, boat 
rentals, etc.

i. Business License Renewal Proceedings



After presenting these documents on or before the completion of the first 
year, the trade license will be renewed.

Knowing its advantages can give a push needed for actually doing business
in Abu Dhabi. Few benefits are mentioned below-

Original of the expired trade license

Valid Chamber of Commerce & Industry Membership Certificate 
Valid rent contract + letter showing project status in case of            
Preliminary License, signed by the authorized signatory, and to 
attach the authorization and signature authorization

EHS Permit from the Civil Defense

Copy of owner’s/partner’s valid passport + UAE national family book
Valid UAE ID card

Valid trade license (for fictitious partners)

In the case of branch license renewal, a valid primary industrial 
permit shall be attached

Payment of official service fees

For LLC registration in Abu Dhabi, it is easy to acquire an Emirates 
trade license, local visas, renting a premises, and opening a bank 
account from the Chamber of Commerce and Industry of the Abu 
Dhabi

The investor can become a partner in the firm

The investor can run the business without the day-to-day
interference of the local, national partner

Occupational License – This license is issued to the businesses 
which involve individuals using their mental and intellectual                 
capabilities, talents, and abilities to serve clients. Examples for an 
occupational license are law firms, accounting and audit firms, 
research and development firms

Professional License – This license is issued to artisans and other 
professionals who personally engage in the practice of a particular 
craft. These individuals may work alone or work up to five people.     
Examples for professional license include carpentry, smithery, and 
steelwork

Industrial License – This license is issued to businesses who wish to 
set up manufacturing operations in Abu Dhabi. The Higher                 
Corporation grants the license for Specialized Economic Zones     
(ZonesCorp)

Tourism License – This license is issued by the Abu Dhabi Tourism 
and Cultural Authority (TCA). This license is granted to companies 
offering tourism-related services like hotels, travel agencies, boat 
rentals, etc. ii. Benefits of Setting up a Company in Mainland



Once a business has been registered in Abu Dhabi, there are a few things
that must be taken care of. Like,

Every company operating in the UAE has to be registered with the Ministry of
Labor and the Department of Immigration. Without these cards, a company
will not be Sponsor (or legally employ) staff. The Ministry of Labor or Labor
Department in the UAE administers all employment-related issues. The MOL
is accountable for issuing labour cards and compelling labour bans on those
who are permitted to one.

For LLC registration in Abu Dhabi, it is easy to acquire an Emirates 
trade license, local visas, renting a premises, and opening a bank 
account from the Chamber of Commerce and Industry of the Abu 
Dhabi

The investor can become a partner in the firm

The investor can run the business without the day-to-day                     
interference of the local, national partner

Abundant and inexpensive energy supply

Competitive freight charges

Competitive real estate costs

Easy to open global corporate bank accounts

iii. Steps after Business Registration in Mainland

1. Company Card (Labor Card)

People from different countries have to satisfy different criteria to get a valid
visa to enter the UAE. Depending on your requirements, you have to apply for
the type of visa. Different visas available in the UAE are-:

   Work visa

   Travel visa

   Visit visa

   Tourist visa

   Transit visa

2. Visa



Free Zone company formation offers single-window administration and is 
authorized as an independent jurisdiction that allows an expatriate           
businessperson to own a company wholly (100%). There is no requirement 
to appoint a UAE national as a service agent of a branch or as a partner if the 
business is set up in a free zone. Setting up a business in the UAE has certain 
restrictions, so, free zones act as a gateway to carry on international         
business trade. However, local (UAE) supply of goods has to be channelled 
through local distributors, and the business is supposed to pay a 5% 
customs duty for it. Abu Dhabi Free Zone authority provides a perfect 
getaway for smooth registration of companies in the Emirate.

The government of Abu Dhabi has set multiple free zones in the Emirate, 
each designed for specific business activity. The free zones in Abu Dhabi 
offer lucrative facilities to non-resident corporations, like convenient           
single-window administration, 100% foreign ownership, and no red tape. 
Here is the list of free zones available in Abu Dhabi.

The Abu Dhabi Airport Free Zone is a large business park being developed by 
Sky City, a subsidiary of Abu Dhabi Airports Company (ADAC), on an area of 
over 12 square. Km. It is aimed to accelerate Abu Dhabi’s economic
diversification by offering numerous advantages for investors such as tax 
exemption, repatriation of capital and profits, and 100% foreign ownership.

1. Abu Dhabi Airport Free Zone (ADAFZ)

Abu Dhabi Global Market is a commercial free zone located in the heart of 
Abu Dhabi. ADGM conquers the whole of Al Maryah Island and has been 
designated the financial centre of Abu Dhabi, with its own civic and            
commercial rules. This free zone aims to start a robust, well-regulated, and 
enduring financial market that is aligned with international standards and 
best practices of global financial centres like Hong Kong, London, and        
Singapore.

2. Abu Dhabi Global Markets (ADGM)

II  Abu Dhabi Free Trade Zones



The Abu Dhabi Airport Free Zone is a large business park being developed by 
Sky City, a subsidiary of Abu Dhabi Airports Company (ADAC), on an area of 
over 12 square. Km. It is aimed to accelerate Abu Dhabi’s economic                
diversification by offering numerous advantages for investors such as tax 
exemption, repatriation of capital and profits, and 100% foreign ownership.

KIZAD free zone in Abu Dhabi was established as a part of the Abu Dhabi
Economic Vision 2030 of achieving high economic development and
prosperity for the Emirate of Abu Dhabi. It is a flagship project of Abu Dhabi
Ports Company (ADPC) which was founded 2006 by Amiri Decree to operate,
own and develop ports and industrial zones in Abu Dhabi.

3. Khalifa Industrial Zone Abu Dhabi

TwoFour54 in Abu Dhabi aims to create a collaborative and supportive
campus community, stimulating creative and professional partnerships
through three key business pillars: tadreeb -the training academy; ibtikar -
innovation & support; and intaj - state of the art production facilities.

4. TwoFour54

Owned by Abu Dhabi ZonesCorp free zone, ICAD is located in the outskirts of
Abu Dhabi city. Planned, constructed, and operated under the uppermost
technical and environmental standards, ICAD complements prevailing and
expected initiatives featuring satisfactory scalability to accommodate future
demand and growth, appealing to many stockholders’ needs with a diversity
of heavy and light industries that vary from steel and metals to construction
material, food, logistics, and oil and gas.

5. Industrial City of Abu Dhabi

Masdar City Free Zone in Abu Dhabi is an ideal location to nurture or expand
any business. The free zone is home to start-ups, SME’s and multinationals
covering a wide range of industries. It is a global hub for companies that
have their operations in generating, discovering, manufacturing, and
developing energy products, and future green technology products in the
Middle East.

6. Masdar City Free Zone

ZonesCorp free zone is home to over 600 of the world’s biggest and most
well-known global companies from different sectors. The ZonesCorp was
established in the year 2004 to develop industrial cities which are located
throughout Abu Dhabi.

7. High Corporation for Specialized Economic Zones

Abu Dhabi Global Market is a commercial free zone located in the heart of 
Abu Dhabi. ADGM conquers the whole of Al Maryah Island and has been 
designated the financial centre of Abu Dhabi, with its own civic and            
commercial rules. This free zone aims to start a robust, well-regulated, and 
enduring financial market that is aligned with international standards and 
best practices of global financial centres like Hong Kong, London, and        
Singapore.



Setting up a business in any of the Abu Dhabi free zones is relatively more
straightforward. Free zone authorities require having minimum paperwork
and duration. Here are the key steps to start a business in Abu Dhabi free
zone.

Masdar City Free Zone in Abu Dhabi is an ideal location to nurture or expand 
any business. The free zone is home to start-ups, SME’s and multinationals 
covering a wide range of industries. It is a global hub for companies that 
have their operations in generating, discovering, manufacturing, and             
developing energy products, and future green technology products in the 
Middle East.

i. Business Set-Up Process

The first step requires one to decide the type of corporate structure. In a free
zone, one can set up two types of companies, which are-

Free Zone Limited Liability Company (FZ LLC) or Free Zone Company  
(FZ Co.)
Free Zone Establishment (FZE)
Branch of a foreign/UAE company

1. Determine the Type of Legal Entity

Once a legal type is decided, the next step is to determine a trading name for
the business. In most cases, one should check either with the respective free
zone authority or the individual with the Department of Economic
Development about the proper trade names and whether the intended name
has already been registered.

2. Choose a Trade Name

The type of business license depends on the primary activities that one is
performing in the business. Different free zones in Abu Dhabi are catering to
the need of various business activities. Hence, if you know what type of
business activity you are performing, then choose a free zone according to
the same business activity.

3. Apply for a Business License

You can either lease or buy office spaces in free zones. Office necessities
depend on the number of employees and type of business activity of your
company. There are various office packages, smart desk office packages
and executive office packages that you can choose from.

4. Choose an Office Space



ii. Cost of Setting up a Business in Abu Dhabi Free Zone

iii. Benefits of Setting up a Company in Free Zone

Once a legal type is decided, the next step is to determine a trading name for 
the business. In most cases, one should check either with the respective free 
zone authority or the individual with the Department of Economic                  
Development about the proper trade names and whether the intended name 
has already been registered.

Companies established in Abu Dhabi free zones are governed by the rules of
the particular free zones. To get the needed approval, you need to apply with
the documents. The list of documents varies on the type of business activity,
the type of business and the requirements of the free zone authority.

Free trade zones offer a variety of incentives for investors setting up a      
business. In any free trade zone, one can start a business with flexible-        
facility as well. Hence, starting a company in a free zone is always cheaper. 
The price will vary with different free zones. Apart from these, there are many 
more advantages of starting a business in Abu Dhabi free zones:

100% foreign ownership
Full repatriation of profits and capital
Exemption from taxes on personal or corporate income
Exemption from import and export customs duty for goods and           

 services
Pre-built advanced infrastructure
Business cluster environment where companies falling under similar  
industries share a work campus. This encourages friendly interaction  
and effective collaboration

Prices also vary depending upon the free zone, business structure, number
of visas, and office space. Few costs one must be aware of are-

 Registration Fee (one-time fee)
Name reservation fee (one-time fee)
Annual License Fee
Share Capital
Yearly rental for premises
Visa per person (lasts for three years)

5. Get pre-approvals, Register your Business, and Get Business License



Companies may legitimately move offshore Abu Dhabi for tax avoidance or
to enjoy relaxed regulations. If one wants to protect its assets, then overseas
Abu Dhabi company formation can be a viable option. Abu Dhabi offshore
companies are non-resident companies, which precisely means that the
shareholders get no visa, and there is no physical office. The businesses in
Abu Dhabi are also not issued with an operating license and only get an
official Certificate of Incorporation. It is because they cannot conduct
manufacturing, trading, or business within the Emirates.

There are many advantages to offshore business setup in Abu Dhabi. They
are listed as under-

Offshore companies benefit with anonymity in doing business.       
Therefore secrecy is one of the prime advantages of operating an        
offshore company
The offshore company provides asset protection and offers a reliable  
and robust platform for investors in comparison to the domestic      
business structures
Financial privacy with tax exemptions and 100% foreign ownership
Banking provisions and support through multiple currencies
Register agent can complete all the procedures, and physical presence  
of the investor is not required

A business-friendly environment with the simplified company
incorporation process
Business-friendly legal framework and company laws
Fast immigration process and quick access to skilled professionals
A one-window operation for a wide range of government services like  
visa formalities, traffic, residential permits, licensing and postal            

 services

III. Abu Dhabi Offshore

i. Benefits of Setting up a Company in Offshore



This type of trading allows a foreign company to trade in the Emirates from 
their home-based country, thereby saving the need to physically create a 
presence. However, this particular option is only applicable to specialized 
products and services. Overseas companies can, therefore, find it
challenging to develop the relationships needed to grow and expand their 
organization without having a physical existence. It is also not rare for UAE 
based customers to request or indeed require a listed physical presence on 
the ground. Consideration also needs to be given as to how any problems 
that may arise can be resolved from abroad. The UAE Companies Law 
mostly requires foreign investors to be registered and licensed by the           
relevant authorities in the UAE to carry on the company. This is a significant 
restraint on the nature and level of activities which can be provided on a ‘fly 
in fly out’ basis.

Business Setup for a Foreign Company in Abu Dhabi

A foreign company may market its product or services within the Emirates 
by appointing a commercial agent subject to the provision of the
Commercial Agencies Law No 18 of 1981. A business agent as per this law 
is not the same as the legal agent as defined in the Civil Transaction Code 
and commercial transaction law. According to the rules of these two laws, 
the agent may bind the principal in those matters which he/she is authorized 
to conduct, and he/she may conduct the commercial transaction in their 
name and deal with others on behalf of the principal. But as set out in the 
commercial assistance rule, the commercial agent is a merchant conducting 
his activities self-reliably of the principal and deals with others in his name 
and cannot in any way bind the principal in such dealings or transactions. He 
merely purchases products or services from the principal as per an
independent sale agreement and then sells the same to his clients as per 
other contracts. Responsibilities of the principal towards the agent are 
restricted to what has been specified in the agency agreement. 

Conducting Business Through Agent/Distributor



This type of trading allows a foreign company to trade in the Emirates from 
their home-based country, thereby saving the need to physically create a 
presence. However, this particular option is only applicable to specialized 
products and services. Overseas companies can, therefore, find it               
challenging to develop the relationships needed to grow and expand their 
organization without having a physical existence. It is also not rare for UAE 
based customers to request or indeed require a listed physical presence on 
the ground. Consideration also needs to be given as to how any problems 
that may arise can be resolved from abroad. The UAE Companies Law 
mostly requires foreign investors to be registered and licensed by the           
relevant authorities in the UAE to carry on the company. This is a significant 
restraint on the nature and level of activities which can be provided on a ‘fly 
in fly out’ basis.

The meaning of the agent in the commercial agency law is the same as that 
of the limited distributor in foreign laws. It may be that this is what prompted 
some agents to call this agency a distribution agency and outline the agent 
as a distributor.

The UAE Nationals can operate all industrial, commercial, and professional 
activities through the following legal structure-

Individual Establishment
Limited / Joint Liability Company
Private / Public Shareholding Company
Civil Business Company

The main difference between the various categories of prospective business 
owners’ structures being the joint liability company.

Nationals of the UAE

GCCC nationals can conduct commercial activities through any of the 
following legal structures:

Individual Establishment
Limited Liability Company encompassing two or more GCCC nationals  
may start a Limited Liability business
Private / Public Shareholding Company, wherein three or more GCCC  
residents develop a private shareholding company to exercise a         
specific commercial activity. However, if there are one or more partners  
who are not GCCC nationals then, one or more UAE national partner(s)  
is/are required, with a shareholding of 51% of the paid-up capital. For  
Example, a GCCC partner, and a foreign partner must have at least one  
partner who is a United Arab Emirates national
Civil Business Company, where two or more GCCC residents can          
establish a public business company to practice a specific profession  
without a Local Service Agent. However, if there are any partners who  
are not GCCC nationals, a Local Services Agent who is a UAE national  
must be selected and included as a partner.

Nationals of Gulf Cooperation Council Countries (GCCC)

A foreign company may market its product or services within the Emirates 
by appointing a commercial agent subject to the provision of the                  
Commercial Agencies Law No 18 of 1981. A business agent as per this law 
is not the same as the legal agent as defined in the Civil Transaction Code 
and commercial transaction law. According to the rules of these two laws, 
the agent may bind the principal in those matters which he/she is authorized 
to conduct, and he/she may conduct the commercial transaction in their 
name and deal with others on behalf of the principal. But as set out in the 
commercial assistance rule, the commercial agent is a merchant conducting 
his activities self-reliably of the principal and deals with others in his name 
and cannot in any way bind the principal in such dealings or transactions. He 
merely purchases products or services from the principal as per an                 
independent sale agreement and then sells the same to his clients as per 
other contracts. Responsibilities of the principal towards the agent are 
restricted to what has been specified in the agency agreement. 



Nationals of other Arab or overseas countries may carry on economic 
activities through any of the following entities:

An Individual Establishment can be established to practice any           
professional business, by appointing a Local Services Agent who is a UAE 
national carefully chosen from among the shareholders or outside party

A Limited Liability Company can be formed to carry on any industrial, or 
commercial activity, as well as one or more UAE partners whose
shareholding is 51% of the paid-up capital

A Private Shareholding Company can be formed to carry on any 
commercial or manufacturing activity, including one or more UAE national 
partners whose shareholding is 51% of the paid-up capital.

Civil Business Company can be formed by two or more people to prac-
tice a profession, provided that a Local Services Agent who is a UAE national 
is selected or included as partners

The key differences being the number of participating parties permissible 
within each business venture’s  structure, who may or may not be local 
services agents or who may be a partner, respectively.

Nationals of Other Countries

Appointing agents and distributors, joint venturing, and mergers and acqui-
sition raises a need for thorough due diligence to ensure the commercial ca-
pability and avoid further legal difficulties. The considerations include the 
third party’s other existing business interests to:

Avoid conflict of interests and competitive business.
Flush out existing business interests in high-risk prerogatives
Ensure the overseas company can continue to comply with its
 obligations in respect of anti-bribery and corruption 

Due Diligence



Nationals of other Arab or overseas countries may carry on economic 
activities through any of the following entities:

An Individual Establishment can be established to practice any           
professional business, by appointing a Local Services Agent who is a UAE 
national carefully chosen from among the shareholders or outside party

A Limited Liability Company can be formed to carry on any industrial, or 
commercial activity, as well as one or more UAE partners whose               
shareholding is 51% of the paid-up capital

A Private Shareholding Company can be formed to carry on any 
commercial or manufacturing activity, including one or more UAE national 
partners whose shareholding is 51% of the paid-up capital.

Civil Business Company can be formed by two or more people to prac-
tice a profession, provided that a Local Services Agent who is a UAE national 
is selected or included as partners

The key differences being the number of participating parties permissible 
within each business venture’s  structure, who may or may not be local 
services agents or who may be a partner, respectively.

Activities engagement which requires approvals by competent authorities 
obtainment of the consent given by the authorities mentioned herein below 
shall be a prerequisite for practising the activities subsumed under every 
respective jurisdiction:

Government Authorities Concerned with License Issuance

Government Authorities Activities 

Executive Council Travel & Tourism, General Services, 

Charter Trading, Ship & Maritime 

Agencies, Car Clubs, Charter Air, 

Transport, Foreign Company 

Branches. 

Ministry of Labor Manpower Recruitment, Societies, 

Nurseries. 

Ministry of Communication Land Transport, 

Telecommunication Equipment and 

Maintenance (To be annually 

renewed). 

Ministry of Culture Video & Cassette Library Shops, 

Software Import, Export, Distribution 

and Sales, Bookshops (Newspapers, 

Books, Magazines) - Cinema 

Houses & Theaters, Radio / TV / 

Drama / Movie Production & Artistic 

Studios, Exhibition Organization, 

Management and Marketing, 

Printing Presses, Press Service 

Offices, Publicity & Advertising, 

Offices Sponsoring Art & Drama 

Troupes to Present Their Shows 

Inside the UAE, Issuing Publications 

& Periodicals, Music, Lute and Ballet 



General Authority for Healthcare Medicines, Medicinal Stores, 

Pharmacies, Private Medical Clinics, 

Scientific Offices & Medical 

Laboratories, Hospitals, 

Veterinarians’ Clinics, Veterinary 

Medicines, Requisites of 

Agricultural, Livestock & Fisheries 

Production (To be annually 

renewed). 

Department of Transport Shipping, Maritime Services & 

Transport, Shipbuilding, 

Maintenance and Inspection, 

Forwarding & Clearing, Air Freight & 

Transportation. 

Abu Dhabi Municipality Metropolitan / City Landscaping 

Dept., Places for Contract Leases. 

DED Town Planning Department Civil Engineering & Architectural 

Consultancy (To be annually 

renewed). 

Ministry of Economy Insurance, Insurance Consultancy, 

Brokers, Inspection Experts, 

Damage / Loss Assessors 

Supreme Petroleum Council Onshore-Offshore Gas & Oil-field 

Services, Onshore-Offshore Oil 

Drilling Operations. 



Higher Corporation for Specialized 

Economic Zones 

Establishment of Industrial Plants 

(To be annually renewed). 

UAE Central Bank Banks, Stocks & Bonds, Financial 

Investments, Financial Consultancy, 

Money Exchange, Banking 

Representation Offices (To be 

annually renewed). 

Ministry of Interior General transport, Driving Schools, 

Key Cutting and Stamp Making, Fire 

Equipment, Alarm and Safety 

Systems, Used Car Dealers, Used 

Auto Parts, Car Painting and 

Denting, Rent–A–Car, Organizing 

Festivals and Festivities. 

Ministry of Justice Law Firms, Legal Translation, Legal 

Consulting 

Abu Dhabi Tourism Authority Travel, Tourism and Furnished 

Flats. 

Department of Economic 

Development 

General Trading, Representation of 

Companies, Trade Names, Public 

Joint-Stock Companies’ Licensing. 



Abu Dhabi has come up with many initiatives to make its future secure. The 
government initiatives include-

1. Abu Dhabi Economic Vision 2030 
Abu Dhabi Economic Vision 2030, has been established by Abu Dhabi Gov-
ernment to bring upon the dream of His Highness Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed 
Al Nahyan, President of the UAE, Ruler of Abu Dhabi Emirate, for the current 
economic achievement of the Emirate. The anticipation is the creation of a 
long-term roadmap for economic progress for the Emirate through the for-
mation of a common framework aligning all plans and policies and fully en-
gaging the private sector in their implementation. The initiative builds upon 
the foundations set by the Abu Dhabi Policy Agenda 2007/2008 and pro-
duced by a task force joining stakeholders from the public and private sec-
tors. This will be achieved by expanding the enterprise base, broadening the 
areas of economic activity, and growing external markets. Furthermore, Abu 
Dhabi will also continuously enhance competitiveness and improve produc-
tivity. Delivering on such commitments will be translated, according to base 
case growth scenarios, into entrenched sustainable development and signif-
icant levels of economic diversification by 2030.

2. Industrial Tariffs

Established by the DED, the initiative will see new industrial tariffs imposed, 
which will be resolute by an established scoring mechanism built on three 
criteria – productivity, economic impact, and electric load.

3. Corporate R&D Program

The ADIO has also launched a dedicated organizational research and devel-
opment programme to offer more investment opportunities. The first fund 
dedicated to supporting companies’ R&D activities in Abu Dhabi, the pro-
gramme will see Dhs4bn allocated to providing rebates on R&D spend and 
commercialization costs of new R&D activities happening in the emirate.

Future of Abu Dhabi



Abu Dhabi has come a long way in every sector when we compare the num-
bers from the last ten years. The Emirate has shown a vision to grow in every 
industrial area. Due to its political stability, the city has been able to achieve 
what it has dreamt of. Let us have a glance at a few of its booming sector. 
 The Emirate is improving its investment climate to generate considera-
ble investor interest and become the most attractive investment destination 
in the region.

It is in the process of developing a robust and modern industrial sector 
that would replace the traditional oil and gas sector as one of the significant 
contributors to the Emirates economic activity and attract more foreign 
investment into the Emirate 
 To make Abu Dhabi an ideal tourism destination and attract more tour-
ists and visitors to Abu Dhabi, the Abu Dhabi Tourism Authority (ADTA) is im-
plementing various programmes and initiatives including the five-year stra-
tegic plan in line with the overall economic government vision 
 Political stability, stable economy, flexible and investor-friendly proce-
dures and laws are among the factors that make the investment climate 
fruitful in Abu Dhabi

Abu Dhabi is galvanizing its efforts to be recognized as a hub for business 
and trade, and although it has a long way to go, with its constant efforts, the 
city is making it seem like a cakewalk.

Conclusion



How Can Commitbiz Help?
Commitbiz Management Consultants help you with strategic business inputs, handle all 
the legal documentation and give complete business advisory solutions to ensure        
hassle-free business incorporation. 

Our professional experts are well-versed with the incorporation procedures and maintain 
a vision to accelerate your business in the Ajman.

Commitbiz was established in 2007 with a vision to provide world-class management 
advisory services to enterprises in the private, government, non-government and             
academic sectors. Over the years, we have developed comprehensive capabilities in 
several functional and specialty segments and have emerged as the chosen partner in 
several innovative and path-breaking initiatives undertaken by various businessmen 
across the world. With over 50 team members and 2,000+ clients, we are now one of the 
top business consulting firms in the Ajman.

13 Years of Helping Businesses 50+ Members 2000+ Happy Clients

How Can We Benefit You?
Standing as one of the top business consultants in the Ajman, we assist you in the 
following processes:

If you are planning to step ahead and set up your company in the Ajman, do contact us 
today- we’d be glad to assist.

Strategize to accelerate your business growth 
Streamline your business activities 
Comply with the legal rules and regulations 
Provide tailored business solutions 
Helps you establish the business pillars with post-incorporation solutions like 
accounting, taxation etc. 

Sharjah 

London



Contact Us
Dubai Abu Dhabi 
Commitbiz Management Consultants 
Dubai, 
10th floor 
Dubai World Trade Center 
Sheikh Zayed Road 
P.O. Box 293816 
Dubai 
United Arab Emirates 
Phone: +971 4 3867444 
Fax: +971 4 3867474 
Mob: +971 56 5927847 
info@commitbiz.com 

#5, Suite no. 201 Level 2 
P.O. Box 26389 
Land Mark Plaza Building 
Next to Al Salama Hospital 
Hamdan Street 
Abu Dhabi 
United Arab Emirates 
Phone: +971 2 6434601 
Fax: +971 2 6434603 
Mob: +971 55 7548296 
info@commitbiz.com 

Sharjah Bahrain 
Commitbiz Management Consult-
ants, Sharjah 
#05, Level 1 
AM Building 
Rolla Squire, Rolla Street 
P.O. Box 120922 
Sharjah 
United Arab Emirates 
Phone: +971 6 5527902 
Mob: +971 52 1056207 
info@commitbiz.com 

London
Commitbiz Management Consultants 
Level 17, 
Dashwood House 
69 Old Broad Street, 
London EC2M 1QS 
United Kingdom 
info@commitbiz.com 

Commitbiz Management Consultants 
Bahrain 
Ground Floor 
AS Gate Building 
Hawar Hwy 
Kingdom of Bahrain 
P.O.Box: 37100 
Phone: +973-77110288 
Fax: +973-77110388 
info@commitbiz.com 




