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Executive Summary 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic struck at the heart of two main pillars of the economy of the United 

Arab Emirates (UAE): First, the drastic fall in oil prices and secondly the reduced global 

demand for tourism and retail. However, these two important parts of the UAE’s economy 

are now the sectors which are seeing the largest growth. Firstly, oil prices have skyrocketed, 

which gives the government the means to expand their investments again. Secondly, 

international demand is largely back and trade is recovering to pre-pandemic levels. Thanks 

to these developments, high vaccination rates as well as generous fiscal and monetary 

stimulus packages, the UAE were able to recover from the COVID-19 crisis faster than many 

other economies in the region and achieved a 2.3% growth of GDP in the year 2021. Also 

thanks to catch-up growth, the country may reach its pre-pandemic GDP within the year 

2022.  

 

The last year saw many economic and political reforms: Both government and the private 

sector introduced a Monday-Friday work week, new and more flexible visa policies will help 

attract talents to the country and the 9% federal income tax (to be introduced in 2023) will 

help diversify the government’s revenue sources. In March 2022, the UAE was put on the 

FTFA’s “Grey List” – a reputational damage for the financial centres in Abu Dhabi and Dubai. 

The war in Ukraine has also left its mark on the UAE, as the country has become a hotspot 

to park foreign assets, especially in real estate.  

 

The UAE remains Switzerland’s most important trading partner in the Gulf - largely due to 

gold and jewellery, which account for 57.5% of Swiss exports and 96.4% of imports from the 

UAE. The EFTA-GCC free trade agreement continues to give Swiss companies a 

comparative advantage in their trade relations. However, the UAE continued to expand its 

trade partnerships in 2022. In the first half of the year, the UAE has signed Comprehensive 

Economic Partnership Agreements with India, Israel and Turkey with the goal to sign three 

more with Indonesia, South Korea and the Philippines by the end of the year. For Swiss 

companies, the UAE remain an attractive place to invest or set up a regional hub.  
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1 ECONOMIC OUTLOOK AND ECONOMIC POLICY DEVELOPMENTS  

 

When the UAE entered the COVID-19 crisis, the economic climate was already in reduced shape. The 

GDP growth rate had not really taken off after the low point of 2017 and the optimistic forecasts of the 

IMF had to be systematically revised downwards to -6.1% in 20201. This is a far cry from the boom years 

and the 5% annual growth experienced between 2011 and 2015. The lack of momentum was largely 

attributable to the non-oil economy, which accounts for about 70% of the UAE’s GDP. 

 

However, the UAE was able to recover from the COVID-19 crisis faster than many other economies. 

According to the preliminary results of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the UAE achieved a 2.3% 

growth of GDP in the year 2021, with an indication of a trend to increasing growth for the future. The 

UAE could therefore be able to reach its pre-pandemic GDP within the year 2022. Undoubtedly, most of 

this economic growth is so-called “catch-up growth” in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic as many 

companies and private households held off on investments until after the (perceived) end of the crisis. 

Interestingly, the ruler of Dubai has cited a growth rate of 3.8% for the year 20212, which is a significant 

difference to the data of the IMF. It is apparently based on the Annual Report for 2021 of the Central 

Bank of the UAE, which was released later. It is unclear at this moment, if the IMF will adjust their 

preliminary results to the findings of the local government, but such major discrepancies are quite 

uncommon. 

 

To achieve the substantial economic recovery, the UAE implemented fiscal and monetary stimulus 

packages. The size of the fiscal package amounted to about 2.5% of the national GDP. The Targeted 

Economic Stimulus Scheme – the UAE’s monetary stimulus package – had a size of about 19.5% of the 

GDP3 and provided temporary loans to companies and private individuals during the pandemic. Some 

of these measures have been extended into the year 2022. The government’s economic reaction to the 

pandemic was timely, targeted and temporary. The UAE government also put a major focus on 

vaccinating its population as soon as it possibly could. At the time of reporting, they are the most 

vaccinated country in the world, with a vaccination rate of close to 99%4. With that high level of 

vaccination, the UAE was able to slightly loosen its restrictions in 2021 and could start reopening and, 

most importantly, crank up its economic productivity earlier than most economies and just in time for the 

EXPO 2020. The EXPO 2020 was the first world’s fair in the Middle East and the UAE was eager to 

attract many tourists and business opportunities during that time.  

 

The UAE announced and implemented a number of economic, societal and political reforms: 

 Starting in 2023, the UAE will implement a 9% federal corporate income tax. Exemptions from 

the tax will be granted to companies with a yearly turnovers of less than 370’000 AED (about 

98’300 CHF) per year as well as to companies in the natural resource sector, which will be taxed 

on a local Emirate based tax and not a federal tax. This federal corporate income tax comes only 

a few years after the UAE implemented a Value-Added Tax (VAT) of 5% in 2018 and shows the 

country’s eagerness to diversify its income streams and many believe that a personal income 

tax will be the next step on the government’s agenda. 

 

 The UAE has also changed its workweek, presumably to more in tune with the majority of the 

global business world. Starting in 2022, the Friday-Saturday weekend was shifted to a Friday 

afternoon to Sunday weekend and therefore still honouring traditional Muslim Friday prayer. It 

will be interesting to see what the effect of the four and a half day working week will be on the 

economic output and worker’s motivation for 2022. 

 

 New visa rules were also implemented, which now offer a wide array of different categories. Of 

special interest are the new green visas which are directed at well-educated individuals. A 

person with a Bachelor’s degree in specific key fields like STEM or medicine, can now apply for 

a 3 year visa, without needing a sponsor, which would be the usual procedure under the Kafala 

system. The so-called gold visa will also offer interesting possibilities for Swiss citizens. 

                                                      
1 IMF, World Economic Outlook Database, April 2020 
2 Tweet: https://twitter.com/HHShkMohd/status/1512068507705352203 
3 IMF, Article IV Consultation, February 2022 
4 Our World in Data, https://ourworldindata.org/covid-vaccinations 
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In March 2022, the UAE was put on the so-called “Grey List” of the Financial Action Task Force (FATF)5. 

Besides potential economic ramifications, this lower classification has been a major image problem for 

the two financial centres of the country, the Dubai International Financial Centre (DIFC) and Abu Dhabi 

Global Markets (ADGM), which have positioned themselves as the financial hubs of the region. It is 

expected that the UAE will address reforms as soon as possible and correct this classification. 

 

The war in Ukraine has also left its mark on the UAE as the country, and especially Dubai, has become 

a hotspot for mostly Russian citizens seeking to safely park and invest their financial assets. Major 

investments have been made in real estate, with market prices shooting up significantly in Dubai. There 

has also been a major inflow of crypto assets in the month of March 2022 when the Emirate of Dubai 

announced that they are implementing regulations for a crypto market in that same month. In the context 

of the Ukraine war, the UAE has been able to profit from the continuously high, but volatile, oil price since 

March 2022. Barrel prices have partially reached the USD 130 mark, which is the highest prices for oil 

in the last two decades. The UAE, an OPEC+ member, did initially not increase oil supply to alleviate 

some of the market volatility and rising insecurity of international oil supply, even with increasing 

international pressure.  

 

For Swiss companies, the Emirates remained an attractive place to invest or set up a regional hub in 

2022. With its recovering economic situation, a lot of sectors are thriving. In its Doing Business Report 

20206, the World Bank places the UAE in 16th place, 5 places lower than in 2019, but still 20 places 

ahead of Switzerland and well ahead of the other GCC member states. Furthermore, the UAE toped the 

ranking of the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor’s (GEM) Global Entrepreneurship Index of 2022.  

 

 

  

                                                      
5 FATF - Jurisdictions under Increased Monitoring - March 2022 
6 The World Bank, https://archive.doingbusiness.org/en/data/exploreeconomies/united-arab-emirates 
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2 PRIORITY SECTORS AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR SWISS COMPANIES  

 

The UAE’s economy has to be divided into the oil and non-oil economy. Over the last decades, the non-

oil sector has massively grown and is to date contributing over 72% to the GDP of the UAE. The biggest 

sectors of the non-oil economy are the hospitality (21.3% of GDP), retail (14.1%), health and social 

services (13.8%) and the real estate sectors (12%). 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic struck at the heart of two main pillars of the country's economy: First, the fall 

in oil prices - which still accounts for 28% of the country's GDP and 55% of government revenues – and 

the production quotas imposed by OPEC+ are likely not only to cause a large budget deficit, but can 

have a ripple effect on the entire economy. Secondly, the reduced global demand and, more importantly, 

the global shutdown measures have put a stop to activities that are at the heart of the UAE economy's 

diversification strategy: tourism, aviation, retail. Job losses have led to an exodus among the expatriate 

and migrant worker population (which accounts for 85% of the resident population), which in turn reduced 

domestic demand and consumption – strong estimates suggest that up to 10% of the total population left 

the country during the pandemic. 

 

However, these two main pillars of the UAE’s economy, which turned out to be the Achilles heel for the 

country during the crisis are now the sectors which are seeing the largest growth. Firstly, oil prices have 

skyrocketed, which gives the government the means to expand their investments again. Secondly, 

international demand is back and trade is recovering to pre-pandemic levels. Finally the EXPO 2020 was 

a major tourist and business magnet for country which significantly revived the hospitality and retail 

sectors.  

 

As an additional part of the country’s ambition to further diversify their economy, many investments have 

been made in high-tech industries. Especially the markets of FINTECH and CLEANTECH are very 

popular and have been growing in the last few years. These diversification policies beyond the oil offers 

many opportunities for Swiss companies, particularly in those high-tech industries where Switzerland 

excels.  

 

The field of renewable energies is also promising and Swiss companies can provide interesting solutions 

for projects in the Emirates. As the UAE will host the Nations Climate Change Conference of the Parties 

(COP28) in November 2023, it can be expected that the government will seek to strengthen these sectors 

even further.  

 

The immigration policy reforms have introduced new types of visa, which could help to bring more skilled 

individuals to the local job market. This has the potential to make the UAE even more attractive, since 

the skilled employees can now be locally sourced which may make finding suitable employees for the 

specialized sectors easier for the Swiss high-tech companies. 
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3  FOREIGN ECONOMIC POLICY  

 

3.1 Host country’s policy and priorities 

 

The UAE is an internationally trade-oriented country. The foreign economy policy is part of the UAE’s 

strategy and is often guided by security and political aims. Over the last decades, the UAE has developed 

one of the most powerful and dynamic economies in the world. The dominance of the oil sector in the 

UAE economy and the country's arid climate have led to the development of an economic model focused 

on international trade: large oil exports and imports of the vast majority of goods consumed in the country 

(including agricultural goods). Additionally, the UAE has historically developed as a major hub for 

international trade, taking advantage of its geographic location. Using these geographic strengths lies at 

the core of the UAE's economic development strategy, particularly its efforts to diversify its economy 

beyond the oil sector. The UAE are the major logistic hub in the region. More than half of Chinese exports 

to Europe, the Middle East and Africa pass through Emirati ports. Maritime security and control of ports 

along the major sea lines of communications is therefore an essential objective of the UAE strategy and 

foreign economic policy. Controlling a substantial part of the Chinese trade seems to be an important 

aim of the foreign economic policy of the UAE. 

 

In recent years, the UAE has been successfully diversifying its economy. The UAE is far less dependent 

on revenues from natural resources than the other GCC countries. The Emirates have successfully 

attracted various international companies through different measures including free trade agreements, 

low or no taxes, geographic location, regulatory frameworks, living conditions and social changes. Such 

economic and social measures are part of UAE’s positioning in the region. The UAE are using direct and 

joint investments in various countries to influence stability and politics in the region. Recent and 

prominent examples include Israel in the framework of the Abraham Accords, Turkey, Egypt, India and 

many other countries. The UAE wealth and government funds’ investments are often linked to strategic 

objectives. Additionally, continued increase in local production in almost all sectors has been observed 

over the last years to increase autonomy and reduce dependence of other countries.   

 

The UAE is a founding member of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), which plays a somewhat 

ambiguous role in trade policy. The level of intra-GCC trade is low and there is increased competition 

among the GCC states. In February 2021, Saudi Arabia announced that it will no longer sign contracts 

with foreign companies that do not have a regional headquarters in the kingdom after 2023. Since many 

foreign firms have for years used the neighbouring UAE as a springboard for their regional operations, 

Saudi Arabia’s ultimatum is perceived as a challenging move against the Emirates.  

 

3.2 Outlook for Switzerland (potential for discrimination or comparative advantage) 

 

The EFTA – GCC free trade agreement is one of the few GCC-wide FTAs7 and gives Switzerland a clear 

comparative advantage. The University of St. Gallen, together with SECO, conducted studies on the use 

of FTAs in 2019 and 2021. They showed that in 2019, the usage rate of FTAs on the import side was 

12.5%. This is a significant increase compared to 0.4% in 2017. However, only 0.8% of all imports were 

duty-free. The experience of Swiss companies based in the UAE has been generally positive. Many of 

the initial difficulties associated with the implementation of the agreement in the UAE could be resolved. 

Some cases have been reported where customs authorities have demanded payment of duties on goods 

that were supposed to be exempt. These cases are decreasing and the Embassy's interventions with 

the authorities seem to have been successful in some – if not all – cases.  

 

Difficulties also remain in cases of subsequent exports to other GCC countries, with Swiss companies 

using the Emirates as a regional hub. Several GCC states are demanding customs duties for goods that 

have transited through the UAE, even in cases where the FTA explicitly provides for a mechanism to do 

so. The problem is particularly important for goods transiting through free zones. The Embassy has 

raised this situation with the UAE authorities who are of the opinion that the levying of customs duties in 

these cases is contrary to the FTA and have indicated that GCC working groups are working on a 

solution. 

                                                      
7 UAE Ministry of Economy, https://www.moec.gov.ae/en/-free-trade-agreements  
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4 FOREIGN TRADE  

 

4.1 Developments and general outlook 

 

4.1.1 Trade in goods 

 

Trade is of crucial importance to the UAE: the total trade in goods and services accounted for nearly 

131% of GDP in 2021. As the world's 7th largest oil producer, the UAE has long enjoyed a positive trade 

balance. The trade surplus amounted in 2013 - at the time of high oil prices - to USD 140 billion, or 33% 

of GDP, with exports of oil, gas and oil products of USD 129 billion8 . With falling oil prices, the UAE still 

has a positive trade balance, but reduced to USD 62 billion in 20209. In 2021, the hydrocarbons export 

recovered significantly to level of 2018. The share of oil products in exports has been reduced from 35% 

in 2013 to 14% in 2020 (the figures are 55% in 2013 and 26% in 2018 if re-exports are excluded)10. 

Overall, the UAE has been successful in gradually reducing its dependence on oil, with non-oil exports 

(excluding re-exports) rising from 2% to 30% of GDP between 1990 and 2020. Non-oil exports are mainly 

composed of precious stones and metals, aluminium, plastics and electrical machinery.  

 

Given the Emirates' function as a regional hub, the share of re-exports in total exports is significant (48% 

in 2020): the Emirates is the largest re-export centre in the region and the third largest in the world after 

Hong Kong and Singapore. In 2018, recording, radio and image equipment was the main re-exported 

good, followed by precious stones and metals and transport equipment. From a trade perspective, the 

UAE is firmly oriented towards Asia and the major Western economies. Thus, in 2020, eight of the top 

ten merchandise export markets were located on the Asian continent (see Annex 3)11. UAE crude oil 

exports are particularly dependent on Asian markets, the destination of 99% of UAE crude exports in 

201912. Imports to the Emirates came in 2020 mainly from the China, EU, India, the United States and 

Japan (see Annex 3). Furthermore, the UAE is expanding its trade partnerships in 2022. In the first half 

of the year, the UAE has signed Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreements (CEPA) with India, 

Israel and Turkey with the goal to sign three more with the countries Indonesia, South Korea and the 

Philippines by the end of the year. These CEPA agreements have the potential to significantly increase 

the trade with each one of these countries. This accelerated pace of signing economic agreements seem 

to be motivated by the UAE’s vision 2030, which aims to double the country’s economy.  

 

After several consecutive years of declining exports, the trend has reversed with a 47% increase in 

exports between 2016 and 2018 (largely due to higher oil prices). The major decline in export during the 

pandemic (13.8% between 2019 and 2020) has also recovered, with an export growth of 4.4% in 2021. 

Imports have steadily declined as well from a peak of USD 301 billion in 2014 to USD 250 billion in 2021, 

partially a sign of the country's economic difficulties13 but also indicating that the UAE has made some 

strides in their self-sufficiency, especially in the food security sector. The rules applicable to goods 

imported into the UAE are those of the GCC customs union, i.e. a 5% customs duty. Certain food 

products are exempt from duty. Products containing alcohol are subject to a higher tariff (50%), as well 

as tobacco products (100%), plus excise taxes of 50% on sugary drinks and 100% on energy drinks. 

 

4.1.2 Trade in services 

 

The surplus in merchandise trade is partially offset by the large deficit in services trade. The volume of 

trade in services, on the other hand, is steadily increasing. Tourism has been identified as a key sector 

for the Emirates' economic diversification strategy and its contribution was USD 48 billion in 2019, or 

12% of GDP14. Transport and logistics is also a central part of the UAE's development strategy and 

maritime and air transport services continued to develop and expand. The COVID-19 crisis particularly 

affects the services sector. Tourism came to an almost full halt in the first half of 2020, but since the 

second half of 2021, the tourism sector is almost back to pre-COVID levels. 

                                                      
8 IMF, http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/cat/longres.aspx?sk=44129.0 
9 IMF, Article IV Consultation, January 2019 
10 IMF, Article IV Consultation, January 2019 
11 IMF Direction of Trade Statistics (DOTS) 
12 OPEC, Annual Statistical Bulletin 2020 
13 IMF Direction of Trade Statistics (DOTS) 
14 WTTC, United Arab Emirates 2020 Annual Research: Kex Highlights 
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The UAE has made commitments under the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS), but has 

a number of restrictions. For example, according to the latest WTO trade policy review, cross-border 

provision of insurance services is not allowed for foreign-based companies and there are restrictions on 

licensing (e.g., limits on the number of branches, permission to open only a representative office, not a 

subsidiary). The telecommunications sector is also subject to significant restrictions: no license can be 

issued to a company that is not majority-owned by national interests and no service can be provided 

without a license. Several voice over internet protocol (VoIP) services such as WhatsApp Call and 

FaceTime are also blocked, although some of these restrictions were lifted during the COVID-19 crisis 

to facilitate working from home. 

 

4.2 Bilateral trade 

 

4.2.1 Trade in goods 

 

Switzerland ranked 10th in 2021 as a destination for UAE exports, with a significant decrease in exports 

to Switzerland by 12% of total exports. However, if oil is excluded, Switzerland is the UAE’s third most 

important destination of its exports, just behind India and Saudi Arabia. Over 8% of non-oil exports15 from 

the UAE are sent to Switzerland. The export of gold from the UAE to Swiss refineries is a major 

component of our bilateral trade volume. From the perspective of imports to the UAE, Switzerland is on 

the 17th place in 2021, a decrease from 12th place in 2019 with a fall in volumes of 2%.  

 

Gold and jewellery together account for 57.5% of Swiss exports and 96.4% of imports from the UAE. 

The Emirates remain an attractive market for Swiss watches, which account for about a quarter of Swiss 

exports, as well as for machinery (4%), pharmaceuticals (9.4%) and perfumery (2.6%)16. Swiss exports 

to the Emirates (excluding gold) decreased by -28.1%, this while total global exports to the Emirates 

declined by 7% between 2019 and 202017. Exports of Swiss pharmaceuticals increased by 24% (while 

they had been steadily declining for four years), watches by 2% and perfumery by 2% (they have been 

steadily increasing for five years), while exports of machinery decreased by 8%.  

 

Swiss companies have a lot to offer in the Emirates. Firstly, luxury products are at the forefront and very 

popular with Emirati buyers: watches and jewellery are present in all the country's shopping centres. 

Secondly, Swiss quality is still highly valued and Swiss industry has so far been able to profile its high-

quality products in an impressive number of projects (machinery, electrical networks, sanitation, 

elevators, construction, IT, logistics, food, renewable energies, waste management, etc.). Doing 

business in the Gulf region generally requires a large investment of time, and generally one Swiss 

companies that have been present in the Emirates for years have been able to convince with the quality 

of their products. 

 

4.2.2 Trade in services 

 

The UAE does not publish statistics on bilateral trade in services. The Swiss investments discussed in 

chapter 4.2 are mostly held by Swiss companies active in financial services, hotels, tourism, logistics 

and other business services. Swiss financial services are highly sought after by the wealthy local 

population, particularly in the area of asset management. 

 

 

  

                                                      
15 Central Bank of the UAE – Annual Report 2021 
16 Federal Office for Customs and Border Security 
17 World Bank Data 
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5 DIRECT INVESTMENTS  

 

5.1 Developments and general outlook 

 

Statistics on foreign direct investment in the UAE are sparse or not available at all. If they can be found, 

they usually differ slightly from those of UNCTAD. The IMF does not provide data on UAE bilateral direct 

investment. Based on existing data, the UAE is an attractive destination for foreign direct investment. 

The FDI stock seems to be increasing constantly. In 2020, the UAE was the largest FDI recipient in West 

Asia, with flows of almost USD 20 billion, growing by 11% from the previous year. In 2020, the stock of 

foreign direct investment in the UAE stood at USD 174 billion and the stock of UAE direct investment 

abroad is steadily increasing to reach USD 154 billion in 201818.  

 

The UAE has been able to diversify its sources of direct investment. According to official data (from 

2016), the UK has remained the main source for many years, followed by several Western industrial 

countries, major trading partners in Asia, such as India and Japan, and countries in the region19. 

Investment from Iran had more than doubled between 2011 and 2015, but Iran has since 2016 dropped 

out of the top 10 investors in the UAE. Since the Chinese President's visit to the UAE in July 2018, the 

UAE has made great efforts to attract Chinese investors.  

 

UAE policy is ambiguous with regard to foreign investment. On the one hand, the UAE imposes strong 

restrictions through the so-called "51/49" rule, which requires that at least 51% of the capital of any 

company domiciled in the UAE be in the hands of UAE citizens. On the other hand, the UAE puts great 

effort into attracting foreign investment and holds a major conference and trade fair for this purpose every 

year - the Annual Investment Meeting. The UAE has also established a model of free zones in which 

there is no limit to the proportion of foreign capital in the companies established there.  

 

A large number of foreign companies have chosen this model. Two such zones have been established 

specifically for the financial sector: the Dubai International Financial Centre (DIFC), established in 2004, 

and Abu Dhabi Global Market (ADGM), established in 2013. Each of these two zones has its own 

regulatory framework based on common law, a supervisory authority and courts responsible for civil and 

commercial matters - the national courts remain responsible for all criminal matters. More than 1,500 

companies are based in the DIFC, of which about 400 are directly involved in financial services. In order 

not to hinder the otherwise protectionist investment policy, free zone companies cannot as a rule directly 

access the UAE market and have to establish an onshore subsidiary or join forces with a local partner.  

 

The "51/49" rule began to be relaxed in 2019. Already in September 2018, the Emirates had adopted a 

new law (Federal Decree No. 19 of 2018) which allowed for 100% foreign investment in onshore 

companies. Thirteen sectors were excluded from the outset, including oil, the arms industry, banking and 

air transport. These rules were concretized in July 2019, with the approval of a list of 122 activities in 

three sectors for which majority foreign investment is allowed: 19 activities in agriculture, 51 activities in 

industry and 52 in services. This relaxation is driven by both economic and political imperatives. Rather 

than simply attracting more foreign investment, the relaxation is designed to support the UAE's strategy 

of diversifying its economy and attracting innovation. Indeed, only industrial processes using advanced 

technologies will benefit from the new rules. In addition, the inclusion of the agricultural sector is also in 

line with the country's food security strategy, which includes increasing indigenous productive capacity. 

Third, it is clear that this long-awaited reform of the investment rules is an evolution rather than a 

revolution, because when a choice has to be made between the two, political logic prevails over 

economic logic. In addition, 100% foreign ownership of onshore companies in the UAE was allowed from 

June 2021. Ten sectors have been added to the Commercial Companies Law where foreign ownership 

is allowed. This means that the "51/49" law will effectively be abolished (in certain sectors). However, 

foreign ownership of local companies will only be allowed as long as the company's commercial activities 

are not considered to have a "strategic impact" on the UAE economy.  

 

 

                                                      
18 UNCTAD Country Fact Sheet United Arab Emirates, 2020 
19 Federal Competitiveness and Statistics Authority 
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Abu Dhabi also announced that for the first time it would allow foreigners to own property in special 

zones, whereas today a foreigner can only rent a property for a maximum of 99 years. These measures 

were aimed at stabilizing a real estate market otherwise plagued by an oversupply, a situation that the 

COVID-19 crisis has greatly exacerbated.  

 

The UAE's main foreign investor is the Abu Dhabi sovereign wealth fund ADIA (Abu Dhabi Investment 

Authority), financed by oil revenues. With assets of USD 580 billion, it is the third largest Sovereign 

Wealth Foundation (SWF) in the world after the Norwegian Pension Fund and the China Investment 

Corporation20. Other important sovereign wealth funds in the Emirates are the Investment Corporation 

of Dubai, Mubadala Investment Company and Emirates Investment Authority. These funds have invested 

in financial assets, bonds or international real estate. Mubadala is the Abu Dhabi government's tool for 

investing in the emirate's economic diversification and is thus of strategic importance to Abu Dhabi; its 

influence grew after it merged with the IPIC fund in 2017 and the ADIC fund came under its direct control 

in early 2018. 

 

5.2 Bilateral investment 

 

Switzerland is a major investor in the UAE and ranks 9th in the most recent published data from 2016. 

Official UAE figures show a stagnation in the amount of Swiss investments in the Emirates since 2012, 

around USD 3 billion. Note, however, that the Swiss National Bank data gives a completely different 

picture: the SNB shows, after several years of constant increase, a repatriation of CHF 523 million of 

Swiss direct investments in the UAE between 2016 and 2017, then 3.3 billion between 2017 and 2018 

for a cumulative stock of nearly CHF 15 billion in 2018. From 2018 onwards, the FDI stock has decreased 

by the drastic figure of about CHF 5 billion a year. At the end of 2020 the FDI stock of Switzerland in the 

UAE is according to the Swiss National Bank only CHF 4.7 billion. Even though the FDI stock has been 

quite volatile over the past decade, the number of jobs generated by Swiss companies in the UAE has 

remained roughly constant at around 10’000 jobs.  

 

The Emirati FDI stock in Switzerland is at around CHF 1.2 billion in 2020 making the UAE the 34th most 

important foreign investor in Switzerland. After being in direct contact with the Federal Securities and 

Commodities Agency of the UAE in March 2022, the Embassy was assured that Switzerland is still 

amongst the 10 most important investing countries in the UAE. However, no official data has been 

released. 

 

 

 

  

                                                      
20 SWFI, http://www.swfinstitute.org/sovereign-wealth-fund-rankings/ 
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6 ECONOMIC AND TOURISM PROMOTION 

 

6.1 Swiss foreign economic promotion instruments  

 

The Swiss Business Hub Middle East (SBH ME) is the representative of the official trade and investment 

promotion agency Switzerland Global Enterprise (S-GE), integrated in the Consulate General in Dubai 

with antennas in Riyadh (Saudi Arabia) and Doha (Qatar). The SBH ME is the central point of contact 

for Swiss and Liechtenstein small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) seeking export opportunities 

and support in the Middle East. Business partner search, legal clarification and general support in 

business development are the main activities of the hub.21 

 

The UAE leads the world in the presence of Swiss pavilions at trade shows with an average of eight 

participations per year (GITEX, Arab Health, WETEX, Gulfood, Arabplast, Airshow among others). These 

pavilions are organized by S-GE with the support of SBH ME. The SBH ME's activities experienced a 

slow but constant recovery in 1st half 2021 and gained momentum with the Dubai World EXPO in the 2nd 

half. The current situation shows signs of strong recovery in tourism, hospitality and transport, and holds 

new opportunities in the areas of digitalization - which has become a government priority - health, 

education and food security. These segments are receiving special attention from SBH ME and are 

expected to grow faster than others, both in the UAE and the wider GCC.  

 

With the addition of an Infrastructure Project Officer to cover the region in the course of 2022, the SBH 

ME will identify relevant infrastructures projects matching the competences of the Swiss industry and 

facilitate access to them, directly with international EPCs or its subsidiaries. 

 

As part of the Swiss economy's contribution to achieving the SDGs, the Embassy has established a 

platform on the topic of "health digitalization". The exchange of knowledge and the visibility of this 

platform, through a public event at the Expo, among other things, included business-promoting elements. 

For its support activities to SMEs, the hub relies on his local pool of experts, teams up for specific 

activities with the Swiss Business Council and works along with likeminded partners. 

 

6.2 The host country's interest in Switzerland  

 

The Swiss financial center enjoys an excellent reputation in the UAE and benefits from its image of 

quality, trust and discretion. More than 20 Swiss banks are present in the UAE, from where they access 

the local and regional market; with few exceptions, Swiss banks do generally not open accounts in the 

UAE but serve as intermediaries for opening accounts in Switzerland.  

 

In Tourism, Switzerland is a popular destination for Emiratis and UAE residents. Switzerland Tourism 

has an office in Dubai since 2002, promoting our country as a tourism and business destination within 

the region. Switzerland Tourism used Expo 2020 as a platform to showcase the beauty and touristic 

infrastructure of Switzerland, not only to the UAE but to the region and the whole world.  

 

In terms of education, Swiss universities are less popular with Emiratis than Anglo-Saxon programs. The 

Swiss International Scientific School in Dubai opened in 2015 and offers a bilingual curriculum leading 

to the Federal Maturité and the International Baccalaureate. The school is however, by a significant 

margin, the most expensive private school in Dubai and is therefore not as accessible as other schools 

from our neighbouring countries. 

 

In 2009, the EPFL opened a small branch in the emirate of Ras Al Khaimah (RAK). In 2015, the University 

of Geneva signed a MoU with Zayed University to strengthen cooperation between the two institutions 

and to encourage exchanges between researchers and faculty members as well as the organization of 

joint projects. Finally, “Swissnex-Mobile” was successful at the EXPO 2020 and generated some interest 

from Swiss and local Universities alike to increase cooperation. Deliberations after the EXPO 2020 show 

a potential for expanding our mandate in the educational sector.  

                                                      
21 Switzerland Global Enterprise, https://www.s-ge.com/en/united-arab-emirates 
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ANNEX 1 – Economic structure  

 

Economic structure of the host country 

 Year 2015 Year 2020 

Distribution of GDP   

Primary sector 0.7% 0.9% 

Manufacturing sector 43.9% 40.9% 

Services 55.4% 58.2% 

 - of which public services n/a n/a 

   

Distribution of employment   

Primary sector 2% 1.8%* 

Manufacturing sector 35% 27.6%* 

Services 63% 70.3%* 

 - of which public services n/a n/a 

 

Source(s): World Bank Data Bank 

*) International Labour Organisation, ILOSTAT data base,  
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ANNEX 2 – Main economic data  

 

Host country’s main economic data 

 

 2020 2021p 2022p 

GDP (USD bn)* 358.87 410.16 427.93 

GDP per capita (USD)* 38’661.18 43’537.69 44’752.86 

Growth rate (% of GDP)* -6.1 2.2 3 

Inflation rate (%)* -2.1 2 2.2 

    

Unemployment rate (%)* 2.23 3.2 n/a 

Fiscal balance (% of GDP)* -5.6 -0.6 -0.2 

Current account balance (% of GDP)* 3.1 9.7 9.4 

    

Total external debt (% of GDP)** 106.7 99.9 98.1 

Debt-service ratio (% of exports)** 12.2 12.1 n/a 

Reserves (months of imports)** 7.6 7.9 8.3 

 

*)  Source: IMF, World Economic Outlook, October 2021 

 www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo 

**)  Source: IMF, Article IV Consultation, February 2022 (or host country statistics) [indicate the 

date of the Art. IV Consultation report] 

 www.imf.org/external/country/index.htm 

***) Source: EIU, United Arab Emirates Country Report, January 7th 2022  

  

http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2008/02/weodata/index.aspx
http://www.imf.org/external/country/index.htm
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ANNEX 3 – Trade partners  

 

Trade partners of the host country  Year: 2021 

 

Rank Country Exports* 

from the host 

country (USD 

million) 

Share Change
22 

Rank Country Imports* 

to the host 

country 

(USD million) 

Share Change
10  

          

1 India 40’632 17% 80% 1 China 47’405 19% 31% 

2 China 26’594 11% 73% 2 EU 35’186 14% 15% 

3 Japan 25’453 10% 65% 3 United States 20’050 8% 13% 

4 
Saudi 

Arabia 
12’125 5% 41% 4 India 19’977 8% -18% 

5 Oman 11’658 5% 37% 5 Japan 11’643 5% 6% 

6 EU 11’149 5% 9% 6 Germany 10’878 4% 34% 

7 Hong Kong 9’668 4% 43% 7 Guinea 9’619 4% 41% 

8 Singapore 9’493 4% -3% 8 Saudi Arabia 7’865 3% 21% 

9 Thailand 8’957 4% 80% 9 Vietnam 7’169 3% 12% 

10 Switzerland 8’247 3% -12% 17 Switzerland 3’649 2% -2% 

          

 Total** 244’527 100% 4.77%  Total** 249’504 100% -5.81% 

          

 

Source(s): 

*) IMF direction of Trade Statistics (DOTS) - https://data.imf.org/?sk=9D6028D4-F14A-464C-A2F2-

59B2CD424B85&sId=1514498277103 

 

**) Exports 2020: USD 233’389 million; Imports 2020: USD 264’886 million   

 

 

 

  

                                                      
22 Change from the previous year in % 

https://data.imf.org/?sk=9D6028D4-F14A-464C-A2F2-59B2CD424B85&sId=1514498277103
https://data.imf.org/?sk=9D6028D4-F14A-464C-A2F2-59B2CD424B85&sId=1514498277103
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ANNEX 4 – Bilateral trade  

 

Bilateral trade between Switzerland and the host country 

 

 

 Export 

(CHF million) 

Change (%) Import 

(CHF million) 

Change (%) Balance 

(in million) 

Volume 

(in million) 

2016  4’292 -15.7 16’085 334.6 -11’794 3’810 

2017 4’046 -5.7 9’883 -38.6 -5’837 13’929 

2018 4’840 19.6 10’169 2.9 -5’330 15’009 

2019 3’740 -22.7 14’948 47 -11’208 18’688 

2020  2’780 -25.7 9’488 -36.5 -6’708 12’268 

   (Total 1)*   (2153) (-23.9) (1’821) (-76.4) (332) (3974) 

2021 

(I-VI)** 

4’230 52.1 7’998 -15.7 -3768 12’228 

*) ‘Economic’ total (total 1): not including gold bars and other precious metals, currencies, previous 

stones and gems, works of art and antiques 

**) Change (%) from the previous year 

 

 

Exports 2020 2021 

(% of total) (% of total) 

1. Precious stones, precious metals, jewellery 43.9 57.5 

       Raw gold (7108)     17.3 30.9 

       Jewellery (7113)       20.7 19.3 

2. Watches (91) 27.3 23.6 

3. Pharmaceutical products (30) 9.4 6.6 

4. Machines (84) 4.0 2.5 

5. Perfumery, aromas, cosmetics (33) 2.6 1.6 

6. Medical and measuring (90) 2.0 1.2 

7. Chocolate (1806) 0.4 0.4 

   

Imports 2020 2021 

(% of total) (% of total) 

1. Precious stones, precious metals, jewellery 98.3 96.4 

       Raw gold (7108) 79.1 85.0 

       Jewellery (7113) 17.5 8.8 

2. Watches (91) 1.1 2 

 

 

Source: Federal Office for Customs and Border Security   
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ANNEX 5 – Main investing countries  

 

Main investing countries in the host country  Year: 2016 

 

Rank Country 
Direct investment 

(USD, stock) 
Share 

Variation 

(stock) 

Inflows over 

past year (USD) 

1 United Kingdom 72’553 16.5%  +25.9% 14’906 

2 India 24’207 5.5%  +3.6% 841 

3 United States 19’013 4.3%  +6.0% 1’080 

4 France 17’824 4.1%  -14.1% -2’923 

5 Saudi Arabia 16’180 3.7%  +6.9% -1’193 

6 Austria 15’335 3.5%  +6.1% 881 

7 Japan 14’468 3.3%  +0.1% 15 

8 
British Virgin 

Islands 
13’636 3.1%  +23.1% 2’559 

9 Switzerland 13’149 3.0%  +12% 1’411 

10 Kuwait 12’798 2.9%  +10.7% 1’239 

 

Total (2016) 

 

Total (2021) 

438’857 

 

638’580 

100% 

 

100% 

 +8.7% 

 

+12.9% 

35’250 

 

72’960 

 

Annual Economic Report 2018: Ranking of countries according to FDI stock: India, The United States, 

UK, Japan, China, Saudi Arabia, Germany, Kuwait, France and the Netherlands 

Source(s): 

- Federal Competitiveness and Statistics Authority 

- UNCTAD World Investment Report 2021 

- Ministry of Economy Annual Economic Report 2018 

Exchange rate for 2021: 1 USD = 3.67 AED (pegged) 

* FDi inward stock in millions USD in 2021: 174’000. FDI inflow in millions USD 2021: 19’884 

 

 


