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“The UAE is committed to supporting the
international investment community by providing
a conducive environment that ensures a high level

of security and transparency”

His Highness Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum
Vice President and Prime Minister of the UAE and Ruler of Dubai
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“The rise in FDI capital and projects reinforces Dubai’s leading 
position as the preferred global location for global businesses 

and start-ups pursuing growth and expansion and clearly 
reflects investor confidence in Dubai’s economy”

His Highness Sheikh Hamdan bin Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum
Crown Prince of Dubai and Patron of Dubai Investment Week
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Dubai Investment Week

“Dubai has strengthened its 
leadership position among 
the best locations attracting 
foreign direct investment globally”
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Foreword

At the outset, I express my gratitude and 
appreciation to His Highness Sheikh Hamdan bin 
Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, Crown Prince of 
Dubai, Chairman of the Executive Council and patron 
of Dubai Investment Week, and also to His Highness 
Sheikh Maktoum bin Mohammed bin Rashid Al 
Maktoum, Deputy Ruler of Dubai, for his presence 
at Dubai Investment Week 2018, an initiative that 
supports Dubai Plan 2021.
Dubai has been able to achieve its targets in terms 
of capital inflows and the number of investment 
projects over the past three years. In the process, 
Dubai has strengthened its leadership position 
among the best locations attracting foreign direct 
investment globally.
The FDI results achieved by Dubai during the first 
half of 2018 reflect the confidence of the local and 
international investor community in the robustness 
of our economy. Dubai attracted AED 17.76 billion 
of FDI during the first six months of 2018, a growth 
of 26 percent over the first half of 2017. While the 
first six months of 2017 saw 248 FDI projects being 
registered in Dubai, the number increased 40 percent 
during the same period of 2018.
Overall, the first six months of 2018 show FDI trends 
in Dubai following on from the previous year when 
the emirate ranked 10th globally in capital inflows, 
3rd in the number of greenfield projects, and 5th  
in re-investment. 
Dubai’s strong FDI performance emanates from the 

Dubai continues to  
invest in transformative 
sectors and technologies

Sami Al Qamzi, Director General, Dubai Economy, 
Government of Dubai

vision of His Highness Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid 
Al Maktoum, Vice President and Prime Minister of the 
UAE and Ruler of Dubai. One of the most important 
indicators of the future is the decision by the Federal 
Cabinet to set the federal budget for the next three 
years at AED 180 billion, the largest in the history of 
the nation. We are confident this will accelerate the 
engines of development and enhance the sustainability 
and global competitiveness of the UAE economy.
Positioning the UAE as a global incubator for 
exceptional talent, the Federal Cabinet has adopted 
new visa initiatives, while changes in foreign ownership 
laws have also been announced. These steps, among 
others, will position Dubai as a major hub in the global 
economy and a preferred FDI destination. 
Over the years, Dubai has developed an agile and 
nimble policy-making framework that identifies 
emerging investment trends and needs early and 
responds effectively. At the same time, it has 
continued to invest in transformative sectors and 
inculcated the spirit of innovation. This has enabled 
the city to profit from the global trend of positive 
disruption. We will continue to strengthen this 
capability over coming years.
The forums and discussions at Dubai Investment Week 
2018, encapsulated in this document, present the 
ongoing development in Dubai’s FDI strategies, which 
seek to enhance the diversity and competitiveness of 
its economy, anticipate future challenges, and create 
new opportunities for growth.
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Dubai Investment Week

“Investment opportunities in  
strategic and emerging sectors are 
key drivers of economic growth”
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Introduction

Dubai has proactively put in place policies and 
strategies that focus on the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution and the technologies and trends that 
will drive future transformations. This forward 
looking approach has enabled sustainable 
economic development and attracted foreign 
direct investment. Dubai Investment Week 2018, 
the fourth edition of the annual event, brought 
together thinkers, analysts, business people, and 
policy-makers from across the world to discuss the 
evolving landscape of foreign direct investment 
and Dubai’s role in creating innovative and relevant 
solutions to attract FDI. In line with the directions 
of His Highness Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid 
Al Maktoum, Vice President and Prime Minister 
of the UAE and Ruler of Dubai, to enable global 
entrepreneurs and innovative startups to grow 
and expand their business in Dubai, the FDI 
Readiness Forum provided actionable insights on 
the attraction of FDI from new source markets 
and business types, including the growing start-up 
economy. This year’s theme, Investing in Future 
Transformations, was widely discussed at the Dubai 
Investment Forum, where the city’s emerging 

Sustained growth  
comes from a  
responsive ecosystem

Fahad Al Gergawi, Chief Executive Officer, Dubai 
Investment Development Agency (Dubai FDI)

investment opportunities in strategic sectors, 
including healthcare and education, were presented 
as key drivers of future growth. The Impact FDI 
Forum attracted participants from leading forward-
thinking organizations, including global investors, 
financial institutions, research centers, consulting 
firms, and FDI professionals, who presented first-
hand insights on closing the annual funding gap 
to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals 
through FDI projects. Discussions by stakeholders 
from business, government, and academia in an 
open and participant-led dialogue at the FDI Policy 
Forum were aimed at advancing an evidence-based 
FDI policy agenda in Dubai. The forum’s goal was to 
enhance the FDI ecosystem in Dubai, by introducing 
investor-centric and innovative policy responses 
in support of the business sector’s long-term 
sustainability and competitiveness.
This report is a summary of the decision-enabling 
intelligence shared during Dubai Investment 
Week 2018. I thank everyone who attended and 
helped making the Dubai Investment Week 2018 
a resounding success and we look forward to 
welcoming you again next year.
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Keynote In Conversation

Leveraging artificial intelligence (AI) technologies 
for the benefit of the economy and citizens is one of 
the UAE Government’s objectives as it prepares for 
future transformations, said His Excellency Omar bin 
Sultan Al Olama, UAE Minister of State for Artificial 
Intelligence, during a keynote in conversation at the 
Dubai Investment Forum. 
Dubai’s transition to a smart government has already 
set the foundation for the city’s AI strategy, which 
involves and is supported by most government 
agencies, including the Ministry of Health and the 
Dubai Electricity and Water Authority. 
AI has the capacity to extract deeper insights from 
datasets, and will play a crucial role in attracting FDI 
to Dubai and the UAE, Al Olama said, adding that AI 
systems need open data to function effectively.
The UAE Strategy for Artificial Intelligence was 
launched in October 2017 and aims to boost 
government performance by investing in AI adoption. 
It covers development and application in nine specific 
sectors: transport, health, space, renewable energy, 
water, technology, education, environment, and traffic.
Under this strategy, the 
UAE AI Council was formed 
to oversee AI integration in 
government departments 
and the education sector. 
An AI Summer Camp that 
took place in the summer 
of 2018. The two-month 
course was designed 
mostly for high school and 
university students. 

Another AI training program was held in partnership 
with Oxford University to empower UAE Government 
employees with a strategic vision and a passion for 
change. A first-of-its-kind AI Lab has been created to 
harness the power of machine learning and integrate 
AI into government services and city experiences. 
Established through a partnership between Smart 
Dubai and IBM, the AI Lab works with a growing 
network of partners from across the government 
and private sectors to enable them to implement AI 
services and applications, H.E. said.
Dubai has consistently strengthened its global 
position as the place to do business in the field of 
future technologies, Al Olama said. The city was 
ranked the world’s No.1 in attracting FDI technology 
transfer in AI and robotics in 2017, according to a 
study by the Financial Times’ fDi Markets. Dubai also 
ranked third globally as the FDI Location for AI and 
Robotics in the same study.

KEYNOTE IN CONVERSATION: H.E. Omar bin Sultan Al Olama, UAE Minister of State for Artificial Intelligence

UAE Strategy for 
Artificial Intelligence 
The UAE will use an 
integrated smart digital 
system to create a new 
vital market with high 
economic value

“Our government is 
the most agile and 
most flexible. We can 
become an attractor 
of talent in the region”

The role of artificial intelligence in attracting FDI
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Leaders’ Dialogue

Health and education are on the cusp of 
major transformations
At the Leaders’ Dialogue, speakers from the 
education and healthcare sectors discussed the most 
promising areas of investment and the technologies 
that are likely to provide the best financial and  
social returns.
Investments by major technology companies are 
redefining the health and education sectors. Dr. 
Shamsheer Vayalil, Vice Chairman and Managing 
Director of Amanat Holdings, a Dubai-based 
company that invests in healthcare and education 
in the UAE and overseas, said that while these two 
sectors are being transformed by technological 
changes, they are recession-proof and comprise 
the pillars of any economy, as is evident from most 
national budgets. 
Said Haddad, Managing Director, Middle East and 
Africa, Johnson & Johnson, said there is a great 
opportunity to improve 
patient outcomes using 
digital technology and 
artificial intelligence (AI). 
Opportunities also exist in 
surgical and intraoperative 
procedures, he said. 
In fact, the increasing 
involvement of technology 
companies has positive 
implications for the industry 

LEADERS’ DIALOGUE: Ahmed Bin Sulayem, Executive Chairman and CEO, Dubai Multi Commodities Center;  
Khalid bin Kalban, Managing Director and CEO, Dubai Investments PJSC; Dr. Shamsheer Vayalil, Vice Chairman & 
Managing Director, Amanat Holdings; Said Haddad, Managing Director, Middle East and Africa, Johnson & Johnson

as there are technologies from outside healthcare 
that are crucial to the sector. 
For instance, Johnson & Johnson collaborated with 
Verily Life Sciences (formerly Google Life Sciences) in 
2015 to create Verb Surgical, an independent surgical 
solutions company, which has made progress on the 
robotics platform being developed for application 
across surgical specialties.
Such technologies are expected to change healthcare 
for the better, enabling patients to consistently enjoy 
great outcomes while bringing costs down .
Businesses today are also looking for more free trade 
and less bureaucracy, and they opt for locations 
where they see opportunities in such an environment, 
said Ahmed bin Sulayem, Executive Chairman and 
CEO at Dubai Multi Commodities Center, which hosts 
more than 15,000 businesses. Technology has also 
become an important factor when it comes to foreign 
investment decisions, and there’s a growing focus on 
blockchain and AI, bin Sulayem said.
According to Khalid bin Kalban, Managing Director 
and CEO of Dubai Investments, education represents 
a sector with great promise, both in the UAE and 
regionally. The company recently established a 
school in Nairobi, Kenya, and is now looking at doing 
the same in other African countries. Locally, Dubai 
Investment Park plays host to thousands of global 
companies, including schools and universities. 

Top10
ON THE HEALTHCARE 
EFFICIENCY INDEX 
UAE tops the GCC and is  
ahead of Norway and 
Switzerland on the  
Bloomberg listing
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Speakers

“Our leaders are enablers of future 
technology. Every government agency 
in the UAE believes in this vision.” 
(Keynote In Conversation, October 8, 2018)

“The key word is diversification.  
We need to support each sector of 
the economy to make Dubai a hub for 
innovative and sustainable activity.” 
(Leaders’ Dialogue, October 8, 2018)

H.E. Omar bin Sultan Al Olama
UAE Minister of State for 
Artificial Intelligence

Khalid bin Kalban  
Managing Director and CEO, 
Dubai Investments

“Many businesses around the  
world are looking for more free  

trade and less bureaucracy.  
This is an opportunity.” 

(Leaders’ Dialogue, October 8, 2018)

“Dubai is for people who can dream 
big. Dubai is the gateway for the 

region. We are very bullish on  
our investments.” 

(Leaders’ Dialogue, October 8, 2018)

Ahmed bin Sulayem  
Executive Chairman and CEO, 

Dubai Multi Commodities Center

Dr. Shamsheer Vayalil  
Vice Chairman & Managing 
Director, Amanat Holdings

“Dubai is on a path to become the preferred 
investment destination using its unique 
value proposition as the city of the future, 
the gateway to regional growth markets, 
and a pivotal hub of the global economy.” 
(Keynote, October 8, 2018)

“We need to focus on priority sectors  
for the world. Dubai can become a hub 
to test new things in partnership with 
the government.” 
(Leading Future Transformations, October 8, 2018)

Fahad Al Gergawi  
Chief Executive Officer, Dubai Investment 
Development Agency (Dubai FDI)

Khalfan Belhoul 
Chief Executive Officer, Dubai 
Future Foundation

“You need efficiency and opportunity 
where they did not exist, from which 
you create start-ups that create value.”
(The State of Start-ups in the MENA Region, 
October 7, 2018)

“Our investors can benefit from open 
data with a digital backbone. We are 
investing in building basic infrastructure 
and digital infrastructure.”
(Leading Future Transformations, October 8, 2018)

Philip Bahoshy 
Founder & CEO, MAGNiTT

Younus Al Nasser 
Assistant Director General 
– Smart Dubai Office, CEO – 
Dubai Data Establishment

“Transformation requires leadership, 
courage and vision, along with sustained 

financial commitment within the public 
and private sectors.” 

(Investing in Future Transformations, October 8, 2018)

“The UAE is the biggest location for 
investment in the region as well as 
the biggest source of investment.” 

(Dubai Advantage FDI Flows, Global Rankings,  
and Benchmarking, October 8, 2018)

Andreas Dressler  
CEO, FDI Center

Dr. Henry Loewendahl  
Group CEO, WAVTEQ

“It is a historical time to invest in 
the GCC, where opportunities can be 

bridged by smart capital.”
(The MENA Region Transformations FDI 

Opportunities, October 9, 2018)

Anthony Hobeika
CEO, MENA Research Partners
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Speakers

“Human capital is the single most 
important asset class in any organization.”
(The Rise of Corporate SDG Strategies Measuring the 
Impact, October 9, 2018)

“Companies, banks and investors look 
for legal certainty. Where you find 
a healthy judicial system, you find a 
healthy economy.” 
(The Road to 2021, October 8, 2018)

Zaid Maleh
CEO, DACH Advisory

Amna Al Owais
Chief Executive and Registrar, DIFC Courts, 
Dubai International Financial Center

“Measurements have to fulfil 
objectives. They should serve the 
purpose of not just the SDGs but 

also fit the company’s strategy.” 
(Impact FDI, A Global Initiative, October 9, 2018)

“There is real demand and 
opportunity to bring in high quality 

and highly specialized care using 
integrated models.” 

(Investing in Healthcare, October 9, 2018)

Stephan Haller
Partner & Managing Director, 

Horvath & Partners

Ahmed Faiyaz
Advisor – Health Investments & 
PPP, Dubai Healthcare Authority

“The hallmark of UAE and Dubai’s  
policy framework is its openness  
to goods, services, and people.  
The openness manifests in ease  
and cost of doing business.” 
(Smart Incentives for Sustainable Growth,  
October 8, 2018)

“Digital platforms are transforming 
healthcare, banking, and retail services. 
Technological changes have led to new 
business models in a range of sectors.” 
(Global FDI Landscape Shifts & Opportunities, 
October 7, 2018)

Dr. Raed Safadi
Chief Economic Advisor, Dubai Economy

Dr. Joachim Arnold
Director – Global Operations, 
OCO Global

“We are collaborating with fintech 
accelerators globally. We have created 
an ecosystem for fintech with the 
participation of multiple partners.” 
(Leading Financial Innovation, October 8, 2018)

“Trade finance is at the cusp of a digital 
revolution. The economic center of 
gravity is shifting towards Asia.” 
(Leading Future Transformations, October 8, 2018)

Raja Al Mazrouei
Executive Vice President,  
FinTech Hive, DIFC

Feryal Ahmadi
Chief Operating Officer, 
DMCC

“Dubai’s strategic sectors have hit their 
targets. We continue to work closely with 

the private sector in focus areas.” 
(Dubai Pulse Report, October 8, 2018)

“Being a hub to the region and 
the focus on the Fourth Industrial 

Revolution has been a key driver for 
Dubai’s growth.” 

(Spotlight on Commercial Real Estate Investing in 
Future Infrastructure, October 9, 2018)

Mohammad Alhawi
Director – Policy and Strategy, Economic 
Development, Strategy Management and 

Governance Sector, The Executive Council 
– Government of Dubai

Matthew Dadd
Partner, Knight Frank

“The Dubai FDI Future Readiness 
Framework is based on the vision that 
government readiness to envision the 

future is the key to building the future.” 
(Dubai FDI Future Readiness Framework, October 7, 2018)

Hassan Mohalal
Director, Policy & Studies Department, 

Dubai Investment Development Agency 
(Dubai FDI)
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“I am not sure you can really manage 
disruption. The best you can hope for is to 
be quick to support positive disruption.” 
(Embracing New Business Models – The Future Policy 
Accelerators, October 10, 2018)

“Every project in the pipeline can be 
considered through its SDG components. 
Business is profit-oriented but why not 
include the sustainable agenda?” 
(Investing in SDGs The Future of Investment,  
October 9, 2018)

Prof. Raed Awamleh
Dean, Mohammed Bin Rashid 
School of Government (MBRSG)

Bostjan Skalar
Executive Director - CEO, World Association 
for Investment Promotion Agencies

“As a market, Dubai is well set up  
and structured to establish a  

small company, find a footing,  
and then grow.” 

(Investing in Healthcare, October 9, 2018)

“Digital transformation is expected 
to generate USD 100 trillion for the 
next 10 years globally but there are 

challenges to be overcome.”
(Leading Future Transformations, October 8, 2018)  

Dr. Stuart Bennett
Chief Executive Officer, 

MBF Health Group

Fadi Salem
Director of Research & Advisory,

MBRSG

“The UAE aims to achieve a world-class 
health system infrastructure by 2021. 
There are tremendous changes and many 
positive developments.” 
(Investing in Healthcare, October 9, 2018)

“The opportunity in Dubai is not only 
driven by the demographic trends but 
also from external demand, since Dubai 
is a hub for medical tourism.” 
(Investing in Healthcare, October 9, 2018)

Arnaud Bauer
Managing Director Dubai, Advention

Dr. Mohammed Hamade
Chief Investment Officer,  
Amanat Holdings

“Shifting economic power, population 
change, technology, environmental 
shifts, and changing values are shaping 
future opportunities.” 
(Global Mega Trends What is Shaping Future 
Opportunities?, October 9, 2018)

“With advantages such as labor, 
attractive business environment, gold 
market, energy costs, and location 
and logistics, the UAE has immense 
potential for the circular economy.”
(Spotlight on Investing in the Circular Economy  
A Gold Opportunity, October 9, 2018)

Amal Alameh
Consulting Manager, Middle East & North 
Africa, Euromonitor International 

Franco Bosoni
Director Innovation Hub, DMCC

“We see this vision of a future world of 
zero pollution and zero congestion and 

zero emission. Technology unlocks these.”
(Leading Future Transformations, October 8, 2018)

“Accessibility to government is important. 
We don’t have legacy systems to wrestle 

with when it comes to innovation.” 
(Leading Future Transformations, October 8, 2018)

John Roth
President & Managing Director of Africa 

and Middle East, General Motors

Said Haddad
Managing Director, Middle East 
and Africa, Johnson & Johnson

“India is one of the first global 
economies. There are lot of areas in 

which we can work together with Dubai.” 
(The Future of Trade, October 8, 2018)

K.K.M. Kutty
Co-Chairman, CII Gulf & Middle 

East Committee

Speakers
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Program

OCTOBER 7 – FDI READINESS FORUM

KEYNOTE The Investor Experience: New Priorities
Fahad Al Gergawi, Chief Executive Officer, Dubai Investment 
Development Agency (Dubai FDI)

WORKSHOP LEADER: Dr. Joachim Arnold, Director, Global 
Operations, OCO Global
Part 1: Global FDI Landscape: Shifts & Opportunities 
Part 2: FDI and International Entrepreneurship. The rise of the 
born-global enterprises

GUEST SPEAKER The State of Start-ups in the MENA Region
Philip Bahoshy, Founder & CEO, MAGNiTT

EXPERT PANEL Start-up FDI Attraction: Global Lessons  
Ahmed bin Sulayem, Executive Chairman and CEO, Dubai Multi 
Commodities Center
Dr. Joachim Arnold, Director – Global Operations, OCO Global
Philip Bahoshy, Founder & CEO, MAGNiTT
Moderator: Hassan Mohalal, Director, Policy & Studies 
Department, Dubai Investment Development Agency (Dubai FDI)

Dubai FDI Future Readiness Framework
Hassan Mohalal, Director, Policy & Studies Department, Dubai 
Investment Development Agency (Dubai FDI)

OCTOBER 8, 9 – DUBAI INVESTMENT FORUM

DUBAI ADVANTAGE: FDI Flows, Global Rankings and 
Benchmarking
Dr. Henry Loewendahl, Group CEO, WAVTEQ

EXPERT PANEL: The Road to 2021
DUBAI PLAN 2021: Dubai Pulse Report
Mohammad Alhawi, Director, Policy and Strategy, Economic 
Development, Strategy Management and Governance Sector, The 
Executive Council, Government of Dubai
Smart Incentives for Sustainable Growth
Dr. Raed Safadi, Chief Economic Advisor, Dubai Economy
Accelerating LegalTech Innovation: Dubai’s Court of the Future
Amna Al Owais, Chief Executive and Registrar, DIFC Courts, Dubai 
International Financial Center
The Dubai Advantage: At Your Finger Tips
Fahad Al Gergawi, Chief Executive Officer, Dubai Investment 
Development Agency (Dubai FDI)
Moderator: Dr. Henry Loewendahl, Group CEO, WAVTEQ
KEYNOTE: Investing in Future Transformations Andreas Dressler, 
CEO, FDI Center
KEYNOTE PRESENTATION Leading Financial Innovation
Raja Al Mazrouei, Executive Vice President, FinTech Hive, DIFC
KEYNOTE: H.E. Omar bin Sultan Al Olama, UAE Minister of 
State for Artificial Intelligence

LEADERS DIALOGUE
Khalid bin Kalban, Managing Director and CEO, Dubai 
Investments 
Ahmed bin Sulayem, Executive Chairman and CEO, Dubai Multi 
Commodities Center
Dr. Shamsheer Vayalil, Vice Chairman & Managing Director, 
Amanat Holdings
Said Haddad, Managing Director, Middle East and Africa, Johnson 
& Johnson

THE FUTURE OF TRADE
Feryal Ahmadi, Chief Operating Officer, DMCC
FIRE-SIDE CHAT
K.K.M. Kutty, Co-Chairman, CII Gulf & Middle East Committee

EXPERT PANEL: Leading Future Transformations 
Khalfan Belhoul, Chief Executive Officer, Dubai Future Foundation

Younus Al Nasser, Assistant Director General – Smart 
Dubai Office, CEO – Dubai Data Establishment
John Roth, President & Managing Director of Africa and Middle 
East, General Motors
Said Haddad, Managing Director, Middle East and Africa, Johnson 
& Johnson
Moderator: Fadi Salem, Director of Research & Advisory, 
Mohammed Bin Rashid School of Government (MBRSG) 

Global Mega Trends: What is Shaping Future Opportunities?
Amal Alameh, Consulting Manager, Middle East & North Africa, 
Euromonitor International
The MENA Region Transformations: FDI Opportunities
Anthony Hobeika, CEO, MENA Research Partners

SPOTLIGHT ON: Healthcare
Keynote: Dubai Healthcare Investment Guide

EXPERT PANEL: Investing in Healthcare 
Ahmed Faiyaz, Advisor – Health Investments & PPP, Dubai 
Healthcare Authority (DHA)
Dr. Mohammed Hamade, Chief Investment Officer, Amanat 
Holdings
Dr. Stuart Bennett, Chief Executive Officer, MBF Health Group
Moderator: Arnaud Bauer, Managing Director Dubai, Advention

SPOTLIGHT ON: Commercial Real Estate 
Investing in Future Infrastructure  
Matthew Dadd, Partner, Knight Frank 

SPOTLIGHT ON: The Circular Economy
Investing in the Circular Economy: A Gold Opportunity
Franco Bosoni, Director Innovation Hub, DMCC

OCTOBER 9 – IMPACT FDI FORUM

KEYNOTE PRESENTATION: Impact FDI – A Global Initiative
Dr. Raed Safadi, Chief Advisor, Hamdan Center for the Future of 
Investment (HCFI)

EXPERT PANEL: Investing in SDGs
The Future of Investment 
Fahad Al Gergawi, Chief Executive Officer, Dubai Investment 
Development Agency (Dubai FDI) 
A Global FDI Opportunity
Bostjan Skalar, Executive Director - CEO, World Association for 
Investment Promotion Agencies (WAIPA)
Zaid Maleh, CEO, DACH Advisory
The Rise of Corporate SDG Strategies: Measuring the Impact
Stephan Haller, Partner & Managing Director, Horvath & Partners
Moderator
Andreas Dressler, CEO, FDI Center

KEYNOTE PRESENTATION: Attracting FDI into Sustainable 
Development Projects
Dr. Henry Loewendahl, Group CEO, WAVTEQ

OCTOBER 10 – FDI POLICY FORUM

ROUNDTABLE Staying Relevant – The Public Policy Innovation 
Race 
Moderator: Fahad Al Gergawi, Chief Executive Officer, Dubai 
Investment Development Agency (Dubai FDI)

STAKEHOLDER CONSULTATION Embracing New Business 
Models – The Future Policy Accelerators
Moderators: Professor Raed Awamleh, Dean, Mohammed Bin 
Rashid School of Government (MBRSG)
Fahad Al Gergawi, Chief Executive Officer, Dubai Investment 
Development Agency (Dubai FDI)
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Dubai Investment Forum

Investing in future transformations

Prominent government and business leaders, experts, and analysts provide the investor 
community with a holistic view of Dubai Advantage, as a City of the Future, a Gateway 
to Regional Growth Markets, and a Global Business Hub. The forum also provides 
in-depth analysis of the forces shaping FDI and how best to seize opportunities for 
growth, partnership, and innovation in Dubai, the region, and global markets. 
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Impact FDI Awards

Impact
FDI 

Awards

The Impact FDI Awards recognize the contributions of companies towards the future of 
Dubai’s sustainable economic development and prosperity. His Highness Sheikh Maktoum 
bin Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, Deputy Ruler of Dubai, honored the winners of 
the Impact FDI Award 2018 in four categories on the opening day of Dubai Investment 
Week 2018. He praised the efforts of the business community in deploying FDI towards 
comprehensive and sustainable development. 

Winner of Largest Reinvestment Project
DHL EXPRESS

Winner of Largest Education Project
JSS INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL
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Impact FDI Awards

Winner of Largest Software & Technical 
Services Project
PANASONIC AVIONICS

Winner of Largest Headquarters Project
FORESIGHT GROUP
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Dubai Investment Forum

Transformations position 
Dubai high on FDI charts
By identifying strategic sectors, embracing 
transformative businesses, and creating an ecosystem 
designed to facilitate investment, Dubai uses policy and 
strategy to remain relevant in a new era of FDI that 
transcends location and infrastructure

As the world moves towards a newer socio-economic 
and industrial age, Dubai has ranked No.1 out of 50 
cities globally in terms of the number of FDI projects, 
attracting five times more foreign investments than 
expected based on the size of its economy. The top 
five locations attracting FDI were Dubai, Singapore, 
Bangalore, London, and Dublin.
Factors contributing to Dubai’s high ranking 
include ease of doing business, quality of physical 
infrastructure, and labor availability, in which Dubai 
ranked first, overtaking cities such as Singapore, 
Amsterdam, Paris, and Jeddah. The findings were 
published in the WAVTEQ City FDI Performance 
Index report in 2018. 
The Dubai Pulse Report, which tracks progress 
related to each of the targets set by Dubai Plan 

UAE Strategy for Artificial Intelligence operates across many 
sectors and will be used to reduce accidents, manage traffic, cut 
transport costs, minimize chronic and dangerous diseases, help 
conduct accurate experiments in space, manage facilities in the 
renewable energy and environment sectors, conduct analysis 
and studies to provide water sources, and enhance education 
capability. 

UAE Strategy for the Fourth Industrial Revolution focuses on 
a number of key fields including innovative education, artificial 
intelligence, intelligent genomic medicine, and robotic healthcare. It 
aims to strength the UAE’s position as a global hub for the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution. 

Dubai Health Strategy 2021 aims to create a healthy and safe 
environment for Dubai’s residents with health and lifestyle, service 
excellence, smart healthcare, and governance as the foundations 
of the strategy; It will ensure a high-quality comprehensive and 
integrated health service system, improve efficiency, create an 
integrated database, and work towards establishing an effective 
ecosystem for the sector in Dubai. 

THE DUBAI ADVANTAGE

No.1
MOST DIGITAL FRIENDLY 
NATION IN MIDEAST
UAE is No.24 in the world, 
according to Euler Hermes



23

2021, shows continuing gains. Dubai aims to be No.1 
on the World Bank’s Ease of Doing Business index 
and continues to work with public and private sector 
partners to achieve high rankings in both qualitative 
and quantitative surveys. 

A partnership approach to facilitate investment
This growth has been possible due to an open 
economic policy framework, where businesses are 
treated as partners in achieving economic goals. The 
policy framework of Dubai and the UAE is marked by 
its openness to goods, services, people, and ideas.
To create an environment conducive to foreign 
investment, the government has been working 
on creating a robust legal framework compatible 
with other leading jurisdictions. New initiatives like 

Why isn’t the pace of investment in sustainable 
development projects increasing rapidly?
I think it’s just not on the agenda of most companies. 
Many companies don’t have it as part of their strategy 
to plug into the sustainable development goals (SDGs). 
If it’s not part of the strategy, it does not happen. If 
you take the Islamic Trade Finance Corporation (ITFC) 
for example, it’s a very important part of their strategy 
because stakeholders want the ITFC to make these kinds 
of investments. For a typical private company, unless 
they are told to do so, they don’t do it. It’s that simple. 
But public opinion is changing and more customers of 
private companies are calling for sustainable development 
projects – more environmentally friendly products or 
better conditions for workers, for example. If demand 
grows then companies will react.
Is there a divide between the public and private 
sectors in this regard? How can that be bridged?
That depends on what countries we look at. If we look 
at the UAE, I think there’s a lot of foresight. All the 
strategies of the country are geared towards sustainability 
and sustainable development. If you look at other 
countries that don’t have the same foresight or leadership 
as the UAE, there might be less emphasis on sustainable 
development. If you look at public organizations, it’s very 
dependent on the foresight of the leadership. 
For private companies, as soon as they realize that if they 
invest with SDGs in mind it is positive for them in the 
long run, and if those companies are not just here to do 
short-term investments but really want to be around for a 
long time, it will be appreciated by their stakeholders. And 
that will continuously move them towards being sensitive 
to SDGs.
What is the best practice in measuring the ROI  
from foreign direct investment into SDG projects?  
Is it an effective enough measure?
There are several aspects – the financial outcome of 
the investment is one of them. But we believe it’s very 
important to have a balance. So it’s not only the financial 
perspective but the sustainability aspect, the market 
aspect, and some internal aspects like processes and 
people that also come into play. The best practice would 
be to balance KPIs along those different dimensions. 
If you do so, then you have a better way to evaluate 
whether a foreign direct investment is in line with those 
measurements. So, don’t measure only the financial 
outcome but also the contribution to SDGs.

‘More customers of 
private companies 
are calling for 
sustainable 
development 
projects’

INTERVIEW: Stephan Haller, Managing Partner 
Middle East, Horváth & Partners
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blockchain-based judicial systems are being explored 
alongside advanced services such as virtual hearings. 
In today’s economic climate, attracting FDI goes 
beyond infrastructure and location. It’s more about 
the ecosystem created by policies and strategies. 
Technology too has become an important factor 
in FDI decisions, and there’s a growing focus on 
blockchain and artificial intelligence (AI). Leveraging 
AI for the benefit of the economy and residents 
is a clear direction of the UAE government as it 
prepares for the requirements of the future. At the 

What level of commitment or investment does GM 
currently have in Dubai as a location and what level 
do you envisage over the next five years?
We tend to speak about automotive and investment 
from a manufacturing standpoint; however, in an industry 
as complex as ours, there are many layers in which we 
invest. In the UAE, we have over 200 employees based in 
our headquarters in Dubai World Trade Center, a wholly 
owned and operated Middle East Distribution Center at 
Jebel Ali that overseas around 87,000 parts, and a Middle 
East Training Center.
We understand how the region is aligned with the 
changing trends in transportation, especially in the UAE, 
where His Highness Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al 
Maktoum, Vice President and Prime Minister of the UAE 
and Ruler of Dubai, made a commitment that 25 percent 
of total vehicle trips in Dubai will be smart, sustainable, 
and driverless by 2030. We made an investment in 
bringing the fully electric Chevrolet Bolt EV, which is on 
the streets now across the Emirates.
What is the nature of this investment and how do you 
see it evolving?
We see the way people are moving is changing across 
four key trends: propulsion, autonomous, connected, and 
sharing, and believe innovation in these areas is the next 
step toward a future of zero crashes, zero emissions, and 
zero congestion. 
In propulsion, in the area of electric vehicles (EVs), 
the Bolt EV has now joined the Dubai Police fleet and 
we’re working with Green Parking to continue to grow 
accessible charging stations across the country. 
In autonomous, we test our fully autonomous Cruise 
every day on the roads of San Francisco, in real-life 
scenarios, having just announced a partnership with 
Honda to create purpose-built AV for Cruise. 
In connectivity, and with our current leadership of OnStar 
in the US, we’re now looking at how we can adapt and 
apply this model in connected driving. 
What value does GM bring to the economic and 
business environment of Dubai and the UAE?
Part of Dubai’s impact and reputation as a hub 
for the Middle East and the wider region is due to 
the international and global entities that have set 
up headquarters here. Our partnerships and the 
infrastructure we have developed have created a lasting 
legacy on the automotive and tech industry in Dubai, the 
UAE, and the region.

‘The region is 
aligned with 
changing trends 
in transportation’

INTERVIEW: John Roth, President and Managing 
Director, Africa and Middle East, General Motors

No.1
TOP FDI PERFORMERS 2018
Dubai dominates fDi 
Magazine’s rankings with 
the most appearances in 
the league tables, ahead of 
London, Paris, Singapore
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same time, plans such as Industry 4.0 are facilitating 
FDI inflows. 
Transformative projects based on the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution have a big impact on investment 
and will be one of the key factors in determining 
which locations around the world continue to be 
successful at attracting FDI. 
Among the mega trends shaping the future of trade 
are Africa’s rise and Asia’s growth, which will see 
trade hubs like Dubai become even more prominent 
due to connectivity between East and West.

No.11
IN EASE OF DOING 
BUSINESS 2019 
UAE surges 10 places and  
holds the No.1 rank in the 
MENA region on the World 
Bank report

In what areas does the UAE/Dubai score higher and 
where can it improve as a healthcare FDI location? 
A lot of consolidation has already taken place in the UAE 
market. NMC, VPS, and other groups have an established 
portfolio in the mid-to-lower income segment, but 
there is room within the mid-to-high income segment. 
It would not be difficult for an international group to 
come in and create a middle-to-high income proposition. 
This is exactly what MBF is doing, in collaboration with 
international partners.
There is land available for greenfield investments, and still 
a fairly sizeable population relative to healthcare assets 
in certain pockets of the UAE. As a market, Dubai is well 
set up and structured to establish a small company, find 
a footing, and then grow. The Dubai Health Authority 
(DHA) also actively engages with businesses to identify 
where the demand and supply exist. 
What elements are required to make greenfield 
investments in healthcare successful? 
Investors generally prefer to build from scratch because 
hospital design is very different from commercial building 
design. If taking a building to convert, the quality of the 
existing structure matters. With value engineering, it is 
possible to deliver an appealing hospital for 1,500-2,000 
square feet per bed, and therefore reduce the cost of 
construction by as much as 25 percent. 
Infrastructure in the UAE is of high quality and there is 
sufficient capacity planned by suppliers for providers to 
upgrade capacity as required. 
Other critical elements include high quality nursing staff 
and allied health professionals that deliver frontline 
service to patients, and doctors. 
Where is the biggest opportunity globally?
Non-communicable diseases (NCDs) are the biggest 
current and future challenge and opportunity in both 
developed and developing markets.  People are living 
longer and developing chronic diseases, but we are 
significantly behind the curve in managing them at scale. 
There is also opportunity to consolidate in the digital 
technology sector. DHA is now mandating that every new 
hospital that opens is equipped to offer tele-medicine 
services by the time they receive their final license. 
Healthcare is a trust-based business. In the same way 
that you trust Uber with sending you a high-quality 
vehicle and a trained driver at decent pricing, you need to 
know that the doctor is qualified, charges are reasonable, 
and the service is consistent.

‘Managing non-
communicable 
diseases is a  
global opportunity’

INTERVIEW: Dr. Stuart Bennett,  
Chief Executive Officer, MBF Health Group
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How crucial is FDI for achieving Dubai’s renewable 
energy targets?
Foreign Direct Investment is already playing an 
essential part in Dubai achieving the Dubai Clean 
Energy Strategy 2050 to generate 75 percent of its 
total power output from clean energy. This strategy, 
launched by His Highness Sheikh Mohammed bin 
Rashid Al Maktoum, Vice President and Prime Minister 
of the UAE and Ruler of Dubai, requires an ambitious 
transformation from fossil fuels to clean energy 
technologies such as photovoltaic panels, concentrated 
solar power and hydroelectricity. Dubai Electricity and 
Water Authority (DEWA), has recorded considerable 
success with the Independent Power Producer (IPP) 
model of public-private partnerships (PPP) in the 
expansion of its existing and future energy projects. 
There are a number of socio-economic advantages to 
IPP. DEWA has achieved excellent results with this, 
setting a new global standard by offering record-
breaking low energy prices per kilowatt hour (kW/h) 
for the Mohammed Bin Rashid Al Maktoum Solar 
Park. This is the largest single-site solar park in the 
world with up to AED 50 billion of investments to 
generate 5,000 MW from a range of solar power 
technologies by 2030. The competition created 
amongst developers by DEWA for its IPP projects 
has resulted in significantly reduced CAPEX per 
megawatt of installed capacity compared to the 
Engineering, Procurement, and Construction, which 
has led to more efficient use of available resources. 
DEWA has attracted major inward investment from 

‘DEWA supports a range of opportunities in solar 
power, sustainable transport, and smart technologies’

INTERVIEW: H.E. Saeed Al Tayer, MD & CEO of Dubai Electricity and Water Authority

the private sector and foreign banks, resulting in cash 
inflows into the Dubai and UAE economy. Currently, 
DEWA has over 4,000 MW of IPP projects in the 
pipeline, in partnership with the private sector and 
total investments of over AED 32 billion. Through this 
model, the Avoided Upfront Investment is over AED 
26 billion which can be invested in other infrastructure 
projects. 
This also means that DEWA is already on track to 
exceed its target of generating 1,000 MW from clean 
energy by 2020. This is both from the solar park and 
from distributed solar power from photovoltaic panels 
on industrial, commercial, and residential properties 
that export their surplus power to DEWA’s power grid. 
What measures has DEWA taken to attract 
innovation and entrepreneurs into the  
energy sector?
Innovation is an integral part of DEWA’s plans and 
services. It contributes to our vision to become a 
leading sustainable innovative global corporation, and 
supports the National Innovation Strategy to make 
the UAE one of the most innovative nations in the 
world, as well as the Dubai Innovation Strategy to 
make Dubai the most innovative city in the world. 
DEWA established strategic innovation as a key theme 
to encompass 40 percent of DEWA’s strategic map. 
DEWA’s efforts in creating innovative solutions have 
saved time and effort, enabling us to keep pace with 
the Fourth Industrial Revolution, and adopt artificial 
intelligence, robotics, and IoT technologies to support 
the Dubai 10X initiative, which is set to propel Dubai 
towards a better future, for generations to come.
DEWA has also built an AED 500-million Innovation 
Center at the solar park, equipped with the latest 
renewable and clean energy technologies. Through 
this, DEWA aims to raise awareness about 
sustainability, while developing Emiratis’ skills and 
increasing competitiveness.
DEWA has also developed www.ebtikari.dewa.gov.
ae, a platform where innovators, passionate thinkers, 
and committed individuals come together to solve 
some of the most exciting challenges of our time in 
the future of energy and water. Anyone can register 
to browse and search for challenges, post solutions to 
challenges or issues posted on site, and engage with 
the community on individual challenges. 
Dubai also has a new Free Trade Zone called the 
Dubai Green Zone (DGZ) for clean energy companies 
from around the world. DEWA also plans to launch 
additional initiatives in the coming years, and establish 
an AED 100-billion Dubai Green Fund that will provide 
soft loans for investors in this sector. 
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What can potential investors look forward to  
from DEWA in coming years? Please share any 
specific initiatives.
DEWA is working on a range of IPP projects, some of 
which are in the Mohammed Bin Rashid Al Maktoum 
Solar Park. In addition to this, the solar park also has 
an R&D Center that is developing new clean energy 
and desalination technologies, representing a range of 
opportunities for investors. 
The center focuses on four key operations. These 
include producing electricity from solar power and 
other clean energy technologies; the integration 
of smart grids; energy efficiency; and water. The 
R&D Center’s infrastructure includes projects and 
programs that consist of internal labs to study and 
test system reliability and external field testing of new 
technologies and equipment. This includes studying 
the performance and reliability of solar photovoltaic 
panels and removing dust 
soiling on them.
DEWA is building a pumped-
storage hydroelectric power 
station in the mountains 
next to the Hatta dam, with 
a capacity of 250 MW, as 
well as a 400 MW pumped 
hydro storage island in the 
Arabian Gulf, with 2,500 
MW/h of storage capacity 
and the region’s first solar 
powered hydrogen-electrolysis facility at DEWA, in 
cooperation with Siemens, at the Mohammed Bin 
Rashid Al Maktoum Solar Park in Dubai. 
DEWA’s projects and initiatives include a Smart Grid 
Station (SGS) model, a modular concept that connects 
smart grids to smart buildings. DEWA is exploring the 
concept of the SGS, which connects smart buildings to 
each other to share information to improve energy and 
water efficiency and make optimal use of renewable 
energy within a smart city. In addition, DEWA is 
working on the construction of the 40 Million Imperial 
Gallons per Day (MIGD), Sea Water Reverse-Osmosis 
(SWRO)-based desalination plant, the third phase of 
the 590 MW K-Station at Jebel Ali, and DEWA’s latest 
innovations and technologies in smart transformation, 
and smart services.
There is also a range of opportunities in solar power, 
sustainable transport, and smart technologies that 
are being supported by DEWA’s efforts. As part 
of the Smart Dubai Initiative to transform Dubai 
into the smartest city in the world through various 
smart initiatives and services, DEWA has launched 

three ground-breaking programs to drive sustainable 
development in the emirate. The first is called 
Shams Dubai and connects solar power to houses 
and buildings to support the Green Economy for 
Sustainable Development initiative announced by 
H.H. Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, 
Vice President and Prime Minister of the UAE and 
Ruler of Dubai. The second is the Smart Applications 
via Smart Grid and Meters initiative to allow 
customers to monitor actual consumption and better 
understand and manage bills in their properties. The 
Green Charger is rolling out electric vehicle charging 
stations across Dubai to encourage their use, with 
200 such stations installed across Dubai to date. 
Such progressive initiatives position Dubai at the 
center of the global energy market; encouraging the 
industry’s entrepreneurs and luminaries to develop 
it and establish advanced methods of sustainability. 
We developed a global energy accelerator program 
called Free Electrons that connects the world’s 
most promising start-ups with leading utilities from 
countries around the world. We have also established 
Jumeirah Energy International Silicon Valley, to 
look for investment opportunities and contribute to 
the achievement of our objectives for research and 
development.
How does DEWA’s service, efficiency, and 
incentives ecosystem compare with regional and 
global benchmarks?
DEWA regularly benchmarks its performance to achieve 
its vision to become a leading sustainable innovative 
global corporation. The UAE, represented by DEWA, 
ranked first globally for getting electricity for the second 
year running, as per the World Bank’s Doing Business 
2019 report. DEWA also won the Global Excellence 
Award from the European Foundation for Quality 
Management (EFQM), as the first organization outside 
Europe and the first to win as a first-time applicant of 
this prestigious award. As a result, DEWA is now in the 
platinum category, which is the highest international 
rank in the Global Excellence Index.
DEWA’s global achievements confirm its success in 
implementing effective and sustainable practices to 
improve energy efficiency on both supply and demand. 
DEWA achieved the lowest Customer Minutes 
Lost per year (CML) in the world at 2.39 minutes, 
compared to around 15 minutes by leading utilities 
in the European Union and the USA. DEWA reduced 
losses in power transmission and distribution networks 
to 3.3 percent compared to 6-7 percent in Europe and 
the USA, and water network losses decreased to 6.5 
percent compared to 15 percent in North America. 

“DEWA has recorded 
considerable success 
with the Independent 
Power Producer 
model of PPP in 
the expansion of its 
existing and future 
energy projects”
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No.3
ON THE FDI MAGAZINE 
NATION BRANDS 2018
UAE increases brand value 
by 19% to be MENA’s most 
valuable and world’s 20th  
most valuable country brand

You have spoken about five drivers of business on a 
global level. How do these apply to Dubai?
There are five mega drivers, which are shifting the way 
consumers are seeing things and how they find value in 
products and services. Population change, technology, 
environmental shifts, changing values, and shifting 
economic power are drivers of consumer behaviour. 
In Dubai, and this region specifically, technology will be 
the biggest driver because we are focused on making 
citizens and expats who live here more comfortable, 
happier. Dubai is a catalyst for that change. 
Would population demographics also contribute 
significantly to how business is evolving?
The nature of immigration to Dubai specifically means 
that we have a relative skew to a younger population, 
and a lot of single-person households. Because Dubai’s 
population is expat-heavy, the impact is that growth is 
sustainable due to incentives for expats with all kinds of 
skills to come and live in Dubai. 
Won’t elderly population hereopen a whole new 
investment opportunity in terms of healthcare?
The focus right now is on specialty hospitals, education, 
and developing the youth. Why not become the next 
education hub? How the new generation chooses to 
live a particular lifestyle, instead of allowing the lifestyle 
to catch up and then put remedies in place, is also 
affecting the way business is done. For instance, we have 
some health issues here. For example, obesity levels 
afford us with ways to manage health from a preventive 
perspective rather than a corrective one. You find healthy 
brands, yoga centers from all around the world, which 
means different, more holistic ideas, Asian treatments, 
exercises and medicine, along with Western style 
treatments – are all available here. The consumer can 
decide how to manage their health. 
What are the challenges for businesses when it comes 
to serving such a varied demographic? 
Talent retention is a challenge. The younger people find 
it easier to move jobs, so there is high job turnover. And 
expertise usually comes with experience and age. Even 
though the top six companies globally are technology 
companies, for everything else you need people with 
experience. That is a challenge but at the same time you 
have the younger generation that wants more and they 
want it faster and easier. It’s a sort of a balance. The 
challenge is to try and retain these new innovative people 
but also keep the people with experience. 

‘In Dubai, 
technology will be 
the biggest driver’

INTERVIEW: Amal Alameh, Consulting Manager, 
Middle East & North Africa, Euromonitor International

Photo
Needed

New technologies like 
blockchain-based 
judicial systems are 
being explored alongside 
advanced services such 
as virtual hearings
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Key sectors driving investment flows
Healthcare and education remain key pillars of FDI 
strategy mainly because they are seen as recession-
proof, industry heads said during the Leaders’ 
Dialogue, while stressing on diversification. In the 
context of future transformation, the centrality 
of human happiness is an important factor while 
evaluating the impact of technology and macro-
economic changes. Governments and companies need 
to identify their priorities and use the region as a hub 
to test new initiatives. 
The increase in demand for quality healthcare due 
to Dubai’s rapid urban development, population 
growth, and influx of medical tourists is one of 

Initial findings – FDI Quality Competitveness Indicators
Dubai Advantage Location Benchmarking Study
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Volume of FDI into Dubai: 2015-2018 YTD
Tracking FDI into Dubai
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Indicator Dubai 
Rank Top/Next Ranked

Ease of Doing Business* 1 Singapore, Jeddah, HK

Physical Infrastructure Quality 1 Amsterdam, London, Paris

Labour Availability 1 Abu Dhabi, Kuwait City, Jeddah

Finance and Incentives* 1 Manama, Kuwait City, Singapore

Operating cost increases (forecast)* 1 Kuwait City

Operating Risk* 2 HK

Regulatory Environment* 2 Singapore

Economy 3 Tokyo, Singapore (Abu Dhabi)

Attractiveness of the Location
for Staff

3 HK, Singapore

Labour Regulations* 3 Singapore, HK

Business Climate for FDI* 4 Singapore, HK, London

Digital Infrastructure Quality 10 HK, Singapore, London…
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New healthcare facility licensing process map
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No.1
WORLD DIGITAL 
COMPETITIVENESS
Dubai tops the world in 3 
categories on the IMD report
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Top 30
ON THE WEF GLOBAL 
COMPETITIVENESS  
REPORT 2018
UAE is also ranked No.1 globally 
for macro-economic stability 
and No.6 for ICT adoption

the biggest challenges facing the Dubai Health 
Authority. At the same time, it represents numerous 
opportunities for the government to partner with 
the private sector. In such a scenario, relevant data 
is crucial to decision-making. 

A test-bed for innovation
In healthcare, as in autonomous transport, there 
is potential to transform the Middle East, so that 
it progresses from being a consumer of existing 
technologies to becoming a test-bed for innovation. 
The results of the DHA’s research have been published 
in the Dubai Health Investment Guide 2018, which 
provides insights on opportunities up to 2025. 

Healthcare and education 
remain key pillars of a 
diversification strategy, 
industry heads said during 
the Leaders’ Dialogue

Dubai Investment Forum



31

Outcomes
l Foreign investors can track FDI trends in Dubai, including the 
numbers of companies investing in the city, project details, and 
the number of jobs being created in the economy through the 
government’s new tool, DubaiFDIMonitor.ae

l The right partnerships with the private sector are the way 
forward in various industries in order to meet growth targets

l Dubai has a strong focus on attracting investments in  
healthcare, education, clean energy, and new tech 

l The 100 percent foreign ownership law, currently in its  
final stages, is expected to significantly boost FDI into Dubai  
and the UAE

l Almost 70 percent of 1,500 surveyed companies intend to 
establish strategic partnerships with local firms, and more than  
60 percent are planning JVs

l Governments that embrace global challenges, take the lead in 
addressing them, and actively look for solutions will create economic 
opportunities and generate waves of investment

Due to its strategic location and logistics strength, 
Dubai is well positioned to lead the circular 
economy, an undeveloped addressable market worth 
an estimated USD 1.54 billion, attendees heard 
from expert speakers. Taking advantage of its high 
gold trade volumes and high consumption of gold 
per capita, the city can also tap into urban mining.
The case for Dubai FDI is also stronger in  
the context of the regional climate. The GCC is 
undergoing its own transformation thanks to  
bold and courageous leadership. A range of 
industries is emerging, and governments are 
attracting global investors by promoting business-
friendly environments.

With foreign direct investment (FDI) flows 
increasing, do you see commercial real estate, 
especially Grade A spaces, being in demand?
As we see FDI levels increase we anticipate that this 
will also drive demand for commercial real estate. The 
majority of this FDI is likely to be from global firms, which 
can usually only be serviced by Grade A and Prime office 
stock or built-to-suit options.
Is there enough Grade A commercial space to support 
Dubai’s FDI ambitions and growth trajectory?
Currently there is ample supply of Grade A and Prime 
office projects, both existing and upcoming, to service 
any extra demand. In response to increasing demand 
and anticipations of extended levels of demand into the 
future, we expect a significant level of supply to enter the 
market. In the short run this is likely to mean a market 
balance towards occupiers, meaning Dubai is beginning 
to put together a very competitive offer in terms of the 
quality of real estate for the price.  
From which sectors do you see demand for 
commercial spaces? 
The Manufacturing and Logistics sectors are currently 
most is demand in terms of Prime/Grade A real estate 
assets, with global firms keen to set up in Dubai as a hub. 
These firms are also expanding operations in the UAE to 
service the Middle East, Africa, and South Asia (MEASA) 
countries, which account for roughly 2.4 billion people.
With the anticipated introduction of 10-year visas for 
certain specialist sectors, we may witness increase in 
space demand from high-end technology, medical, and 
business services firms. With the Middle East and Africa 
hotel market continuing to grow rapidly, there is more 
focus on the regional offices being located and grown in 
Dubai to service these countries.
What are the price trends for commercial real estate 
over the next four years and what impact do you think 
this will have on FDI inflows?
Dynamic business and elegant lifestyle offering – which 
is likely to help attract talent – alongside attractive 
operating costs for businesses, a result of falling 
occupancy costs, is likely to be a positive for FDI inflows.
It is important to note that in Dubai the falling rates are 
driven mainly by a large-scale increase in supply rather 
than a significant fall in demand. Eventually we should see 
more of an equilibrium being reached. But this is helping 
to make Dubai more competitive to attract  
global corporates.

‘Fall in occupancy 
costs is likely to 
be positive for 
FDI inflows’

INTERVIEW: Matthew Dadd, Partner, Knight Frank
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Which global ranking targets is Dubai focusing on 
achieving?
We are looking at a number of them. A couple of 
examples of the most important ones are: the World 
Bank Ease of Doing Business index – we are at No. 
11; we want to be at No. 1. On the Starting a Business 
index, we are at No. 51; we want to get into the top 10 
and then to No. 1. 
What measures are you taking to achieve these 
goals?
We are working in close concert with the Department 
of Economic Development (Dubai Economy) to ensure 
that it is easy for people to start a business. In the 
past few years, Dubai Economy developed the ‘five-
minute license’ for some business activities. That is a 
start. We want to extend that across the board. There 
is work being done to reduce the license requirements 
to a minimum. The goal is for entrepreneurs to be 
able to start a business immediately and start being 
productive very quickly.
Continuously improving the quality of life is 
important to us. I mentioned traffic during my 
presentation – it has become better over the 
last couple of years but we have big ambitions. 
We are working to make sure we provide more 
public transportation, new age technologies, and 
ride-sharing to ease this further. Healthcare is an 
important sector for us. The waiting time in the 
government healthcare sector is longer than what 
we targeted; we are now striking partnerships with 
providers of healthcare to ensure everyone gets the 
best quality of healthcare very quickly. We want 
to make sure that any ailment, big or small, can be 
easily treated in Dubai. We are building capacity and 
capability to achieve the vision set by the leadership. 
Environment, pollution control, and water consumption 
are a big focus. We know why water consumption 
is high – we are in a desert, after all. But with new 
technologies and awareness campaigns, we are 
pushing the numbers down to ensure that we have a 
sustainable city.
What is the time horizon to achieve your goals?
Our target is 2021. But we have yearly targets 
as well. In the next two to four years, many new 

‘We work to a plan to achieve goals quickly’

INTERVIEW: Mohammad Alhawi, Director – Policy & Strategy, The Executive Council

initiatives will be announced and implemented. It’s a 
moving target though; whenever we achieve our goals 
we set new, more ambitious ones, and we strive to 
achieve them quickly.
What are the main sectors in focus?
Healthcare, education, industry are high on the list. 
Whether it is new or traditional manufacturing, we 
want to produce in Dubai and ship around the world. 
New age manufacturing, clean energy, and sustainable 
industries in general are in focus. Even when we are 
looking at industry, we want to make sure we get clean 
and innovative industries. Dubai’s traditional strengths 
have been trade, logistics, and tourism. We focus to 
make sure they keep growing as we add new sectors 
to the economy. New-age technologies are very 
important. Healthcare is very important. The most 
important, in my view, is the education system, which 
will produce creative, talented individuals who will be 
the drivers of all sectors.

“The education 
system will produce 
creative, talented 
people who will be 
the drivers of all  
the sectors”
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What are the policy imperatives for attracting FDI 
in the context of future transformations?
Policies to attract foreign direct investment are a major 
pillar in the UAE’s open, transparent, and effective 
international economic system, and a catalyst to 
Dubai’s economic success story. These policies have 
been set within an efficient regulatory system that 
facilitates investments in knowledge, technology 
creation and dissemination, skills upgrading, and 
entrepreneurship. Emphasis in Dubai has been placed 
on not just attracting FDI, 
but also, importantly, on 
fostering the growth of local 
firms. Indeed, FDI has been 
among the most important 
vehicles for technology 
transfer, including through 
backward and forward 
linkages with local firms, 
imitation and demonstration 
effects, as well as 
movements of workers from 
foreign to local firms and vice versa.
Dubai Plan 2021 provides the vehicle for achieving 
the transformation to a knowledge-based economy 
that will take Dubai to the future technology frontier. 
For example, Dubai has embarked on an ambitious 
Smart City initiative focused on harnessing the forces 
of information technology in the provision of services, 
both public and private. 
How does policy ensure stability and robustness 
of underlying systems whether there is a boom or 
there are challenging circumstances?
Dubai’s leadership has defined a clear and transparent 
path of diversification for the economy and society 
to prosper. The plans and targets are the result 
of continuous engagement, discussions and then 
agreements with all stakeholders. Inclusiveness is not 
just a part of Dubai’s business model; it is its anchor. 
Operational flexibility and continuous monitoring are 
key features of Dubai’s strategic planning.
These two features are most visible in the initiatives 
the local and federal governments have introduced 
since April 2018 to accelerate the rate of economic 
growth in the UAE, and achieve the targets that have 
been set in the various strategic plans. 
While focusing on resolving current challenges for the 
business community, the government is also seeking 
to make the best use of the opportunities presented 
by emerging global trends. Over the last few years, 
there have been very active discussions, developments, 
and execution of future initiatives covering blockchain, 
artificial intelligence, the Internet of Things, and the 

‘FDI has been among the most important 
vehicles for technology transfer’

INTERVIEW: Dr. Raed Safadi, Chief Economic Advisor, Dubai Economy

Fourth Industrial Revolution. The formation of AREA 
2071, Dubai Future Accelerators, Ministry of Artificial 
Intelligence, and the Dubai Data Establishment are 
evidence of Dubai’s forward thinking and passion  
for innovation.
Which are the Government of Dubai’s best 
performing initiatives for attracting FDI into 
strategic sectors?  
The headline news today must be the 100 percent 
foreign ownership law for companies and the new 
10-year visas for international investors/innovators, 
and skilled professionals. These policy initiatives are 
unprecedented and they provide a clear path towards 
scaling up and attracting new investments, especially 
in technology and knowledge-intensive activities. 
These new initiatives add to the plethora of 
investment-friendly policies that the emirate has 
established throughout its history, including its open 
and transparent regulatory system. 
The results speak for themselves. While global 
FDI flows in 2017 have experienced a 15 percent 
downturn, in Dubai FDI capital flows have increased 
by more than 7 percent compared to 2016. Close to 
60 percent of the total capex FDI into Dubai during 
the last three years has been in medium to high-tech 
sectors, and these have earned Dubai the top rank 
globally in 2018 in the share of FDI in technology 
transfer like AI and robotics. This transformation has 
created new opportunities for business and boosted 
Dubai’s competitiveness across all sectors.

“The plans and 
targets are the 
result of continuous 
engagement, 
discussions, and 
then agreement with 
all stakeholders”
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What strategies does Dubai Investments use to 
ensure that the private sector plays an active 
part in nation-building and is also aligned with 
the strategic policies and road map set by the 
government?
Our diversified portfolio of 10 major businesses 
spans 23 sectors and 35 different companies, giving 
Dubai Investments an important role in support of 
the momentum of the UAE economy, and an active 
part in nation-building. To give one example, Dubai 
Investments now offers innovative and integrated 
solutions to the construction sector through the 
diverse activities of 18 subsidiaries in the sector, 
allowing businesses to capitalize on the market 
environment. 
We are also diversifying into education, healthcare, 
and entertainment, and this keeps us aligned with 
government strategies for the future – sustainability, 
innovation, health, and happiness – as we help to 
make Dubai an international hub for knowledge-based, 
innovative, and sustainable activity.
Which technologies of the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution will attract companies to DIP, in your 
view? How is Dubai Investments ensuring it is 
ready to attract them?
Many of the emerging technologies – from artificial 
intelligence through to the internet of things, 
blockchain, and 3D printing – are integral to Dubai’s 
vision of the future. We know the importance 
of aligning with this vision – for Dubai and the 
businesses looking to thrive here. Companies will 
continue to be attracted to Dubai Investments Park 
because of our infrastructure and facilities which 
enable them to develop and prosper. 
Dubai Investments is committed to attracting these 
businesses as we continue to seek opportunities 
which drive progress in key sectors and markets, and 
contribute to a shift towards a knowledge-based 
economy while making the economy a base for social 
stability and a happy society. 
Which are the sectors and sub-sectors in which 
you expect / envisage future investments for DI?
We have been investing in growth sectors in markets 
across the globe for 23 years now, thanks to our 
sound investment strategy based on diversification, 
prudence, and an ability to adapt to local and global 

‘Our diversifications keep us aligned with the 
government strategies of the future’

INTERVIEW: Khalid bin Kalban, MD & CEO, Dubai Investments

trends, coupled with our expertise in launching and 
sustaining unique concepts. Our agility and flexibility 
help us to explore many opportunities which arise 
domestically and globally, and we will continue this 
approach with a wide variety of sectors. This approach 
enables us to be ready for any opportunity.
Would you say that DIP began as a manufacturing 
hub and has evolved into a knowledge hub? What 
transformations has your cluster witnessed, and 
what has driven those transformations?
DIP started life as a manufacturing hub, but parallel 
to growth in this area we also developed in terms of 
residential and commercial offerings. So evolving into a 
knowledge hub is a result of our integrated approach, 
part of the evolution that has created a ‘city within a 
city’ at DIP, and brought together this vibrant mix of 
the residential, the commercial, and the industrial.
We have witnessed this transformation because DIP 
has become a place that attracts international and 
local companies in the commercial and manufacturing 
space, while also offering residents an ideal place to 
live and a welcoming community in ‘new Dubai’.

“Many of the 
emerging 
technologies  are 
integral to Dubai’s 
vision of the future”
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How do investors and location advisers typically 
use benchmarking data in decision-making? How 
much of a role does data play?
It depends on the size of the company. A small 
business would not necessarily have the budget to 
employ external advisers or to buy benchmarking 
databases and they typically make decisions quickly. 
For large companies, it’s a completely different 
situation. For example, if a company has customers 
across the Gulf and is looking where to put its 
regional HQ for manufacturing or logistics, it has 
many options on where to locate these functions. 
Very large companies have an in-house site selection 
or real estate team which leads corporate location 
assessment. In other large companies key functions 
(finances, HR, R&D etc.) create a project-specific 
team for a new site selection project.  And many 
large companies will outsource their site selection to 
specialist advisers. 
Whether in-house or outsourced, benchmarking data 
is used to inform corporate 
location. If you look at US 
companies, over half of them 
are planning to outsource 
their site selection to 
advisers and most of these 
advisors make extensive use 
of benchmarking data when 
advising their corporate 
clients so that the corporate 
location decision-making is 
as independent and fact-
based as possible.
How do large companies go about the site 
selection process using data? 
A company which is looking at where to invest might 
say: ‘I need to have a presence in the Gulf because of 
the size of the market.’ That is a strategic decision; 
you don’t need benchmarking data for that. But then 
you need to decide where in the Gulf to establish 
the operation. That’s where the benchmarking data 
comes in. 
Let’s say a financial services company that has 
customers across the Gulf needs a local office to 
manage its business in the region.  To decide in 
which country and city to establish its new office, the 
company will look at where its current and potential 
clients are. The more dispersed these customers are 
the more cities the company will likely consider. Data 
then plays a key role in analyzing a long-list of cities to 
create a short-list of location candidates. 
The company will define the key location determinants 
for its project and then benchmark the cities based 

‘It’s about which location is going to be 
the best partner’

INTERVIEW: Dr. Henry Loewendahl, Group CEO, WAVTEQ

on these factors, such as size of the financial services 
cluster, good infrastructure, international accessibility, 
low operating risks, a good judicial system, good quality 
of life to attract people, and low taxes. 
The company will then go on a site visit and meet 
with organizations that can support and facilitate their 
investment, including investment promotion agencies 
like Dubai FDI.
From an investor point of view, it’s not just about the 
which location comes out best in the benchmarking 
study or which location is lowest cost; it’s about 
which location is going to be the best partner for the 
project. That’s where the government can really make 
an impact. 
How do you see Dubai’s position in the FDI 
stakes by 2021? What factors will play into that 
positioning? 
Dubai has very strong mature sectors such as tourism, 
industrial goods, consumer goods, and logistics. These 
are the four big sectors where Dubai has a regional 
and global consolidated market leadership position and 
the FDI will continue to flow into those sectors. 
The question is really about the emerging 
transformative sectors, especially around technology, 
healthcare, education, and the green economy and 
how effective Dubai is in attracting those investments. 
It takes a whole program to nurture that, to bring in 
start-ups, to develop SMEs, to build the universities, 
and all the technology transfer organizations. We 
believe Dubai has the strategic vision to position the 
city for these new industries.

“Dubai has strong 
mature sectors such 
as tourism, industrial 
goods, consumer 
goods, and logistics 
and transportation”
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How robust is DHA’s partnership with the 
private sector? How do you plan to deepen the 
relationship?
Dubai Health Authority (DHA) has always support 
businesses and the private sector in the spirit of 
Dubai’s culture and its ethos. About 10 years ago 
the private sector was only 14-15 percent of the 
total healthcare market. Today, it is about 79 percent 
out-patient care and 74 percent in-patient care.  
That is because DHA has stepped back and not 
duplicated services. We have encouraged private sector 
involvement. A lot of work has been done within DHA 
to support and encourage that further. I would say it’s 
a very good relationship and it will grow much stronger 
in future. 
What is the model DHA applies in partnering with 
the private sector?
Partnership can be in two or three ways. First, it 
is about giving them an enabling environment for 
information, licensing process, reimbursement. The 
other is through the Public-Private Partnership (PPP) 
law. We have the land and we have the patients – you 
design, build, and operate it and we will finance it. That 
is a deeper partnership where both the public and 
private sector are taking equal amounts of risk and 
making an investment. 
The third is where we say here is an unmet need. 
We don’t have the infrastructure, or our capacity is 
constrained. 
We already have enough volumes and we have long 
waiting times so we can refer these patients to you. 
We can partner with you in such a way that you take 
on some of our demand, you provide some of 
these services. 
How does DHA ensure it is aligned with the FDI 
targets of Dubai?
We haven’t had specific targets in the past. Now 
we have set targets for ourselves for the future. We 
are working very closely with Dubai FDI. We have 
launched the Investment Guide as a testament to the 
amount of effort that we’re putting in together. We 
want healthcare to be one of the three or four sectors 
attracting the highest amounts of FDI. 
As we develop and create more opportunity in specific 
areas, we will see a lot more international investment 
coming in. 
What kind of projects are you setting up to ensure 
more FDI inflows?
One is the Investment Guide, which tells investors how 
to invest and how to navigate existing opportunities. 

‘In the next 3 years we want to bring in a 
billion dirhams in healthcare FDI’

INTERVIEW: Ahmed Faiyaz, Advisor, Health Investments & PPPs, Dubai Healthcare Authority

The other is the Certificate of Need program, which 
will be linked to these opportunities and will have a 
clear application and acceptance process. This will 
ensure that a certain number of entities are allowed to 
provide a particular service for a set number of years. 
That gives the private sector confidence that the 
investment is protected, and you try and bring in the 
best quality people. This program will bring in a lot of 
highly specialized investment. 
Finally, we are identifying areas that hinder investment. 
Is it multiple regulatory authorities? Overlapping 
processes? Low returns in some areas? We will then 
look at policy changes to address these. 
Do you have any specific dollar targets in  
terms of FDI?
In the next three years, we want to bring in about 
a billion dirhams, which is about USD 300,000, in 
healthcare FDI. I think that is an ambitious target 
but achievable. 

“We want healthcare 
to be one of the 
three or four sectors 
attracting the highest 
amount of FDI”
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Why did you choose healthcare and education as 
the core areas of Amanat’s operations? 
Both healthcare and education are non-cyclic sectors 
which makes them attractive at all times from an 
investment perspective. Another key factor is that 
both are the cornerstones of a healthy and productive 
economy. And, therefore, both the sectors occupy 
a leading position on the agenda of governments 
across the region’s biggest economies such as the 
UAE and KSA. The UAE Cabinet has allocated a bulk 
of its budget for education and social development, 
with education and healthcare allotted AED 10.25 
billion (17 percent) and AED 4.40 billion (7.3 percent), 
respectively. 
Today, you have value-based services being added, 
which are driven by data and artificial intelligence. You 
have smart hospitals and smart classrooms, which 
bring down the costs and improve the conditions 
of the sectors. The healthcare sector in the UAE 
is currently going through a period of massive 
transformation. We see consolidation taking place. 
We are likely to see small, corner clinics and single-
doctor assets come on to a platform with easier access 
to technology, software, and digital transformation. 
Similarly, within the education sector, there is a 
growing demand for affordable schooling and 
installation of Science, Technology, Engineering, the 
Arts and Mathematics (Steam) in UAE classrooms. 

‘Investment in health and education 
is recession-proof’

INTERVIEW: Dr. Shamsheer Vayalil, Vice Chairman and Managing Director, Amanat Holdings

Therefore, both healthcare and education offer 
excellent prospects for investors, and we believe there 
is an opportunity for Amanat to add significant value 
and support the continual improvement of these 
sectors. When it comes to value creation, Amanat 
adopts a collaborative approach – which means that 
we partner with our investee companies to ensure that 
they can deliver a best-in-class service, leveraging  
its insights and capabilities from across the region  
and beyond. 
How much of a role does Amanat play in the 
transformation of the assets in which it invests? 
Amanat is the only publicly listed investment company 
focused on education and healthcare in the GCC. We 
have deployed about 80 percent of our paid-up capital 
with a focus on ‘majority’ or ‘significant minority’ 
acquisitions in leading businesses. 
From our recent acquisition of 100 percent of 
Middlesex University Dubai to the acquisition of 
social infrastructure assets such as those of North 

London Collegiate 
School Dubai, and our 
healthcare holdings 
further afield, we 
look for high quality 
businesses or assets 
where we see the 
potential for us to 
support significant 
growth.  
To build on this 
potential, we have 

a strong portfolio management team. Our portfolio 
experts are able to view each asset from a 360-degree 
perspective and connect with the future. We are active 
in transforming these assets and gearing them for 
superior performance, whether it is through capital 
injection or providing technical expertise – there is a 
lot of value-add we are able to bring in. 
Where does Amanat fit into the global and the 
UAE’s FDI ecosystem? 
We believe in the UAE and we need more players in 
the market. For medical tourism, for example, we need 
many more providers. We need a pool of facilities. 
To perform better, we need to look at not just the 
hospitals but at the entire healthcare ecosystem. At 
Amanat, we want to help the UAE be at the forefront 
of the global healthcare and education markets. 
With Expo 2020 around the corner, we see a great 
deal of transformation taking place, creating new 
opportunities. We are confident about the future that 
is unfolding in our core sectors, especially with the 
number of public-private partnerships increasing.

“We are confident 
about the future that 
is unfolding in our 
core sectors...”
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The annual Impact FDI Forum is a program under the Hamdan 
Center for the Future of Investment, a global initiative with the 
mission to help transform the Sustainable Development Goals 
into attractive opportunities for investors and entrepreneurs. The 
forum aims to facilitate local, regional, and global partnerships, 
build capacity in research, project development and deal flows, 
and create a marketplace for SDG-oriented FDI projects. 

Impact FDI Forum
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Viewed as an opportunity for investment by the private 
sector, the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals 
present a market that is both economically and socially 
profitable. SDGs need to be incorporated into national 
agendas and prioritized in IPA strategies

As governments realize the magnitude of investment 
required to achieve the 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) and their 169 targets, the role of the 
private sector has emerged as fundamental. The 
Hamdan Center for the Future of Investment (HCFI) 
has been established to drive FDI inflows into the 
SDGs, and to bridge the gap between the public and 
private sectors. 

Paradigm change to address 
USD 12 trillion market

The economic case for SDGs
Established in 2017, the HCFI has three main 
programs: Foresight, Partnership, and Data Analytics. 
The first aims to establish new terms of reference to 
differentiate the Impact FDI framework. The second 
will establish local, regional, and global partnerships 
to promote greater private sector contributions 
and accelerate capital flows into SDG-oriented FDI 
projects. The third will provide data analytics and 
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No.3
ON THE CHANGE 
READINESS INDEX 
UAE is also No.1 in the Middle 
East on the KPMG index

No.4
MOST TRUSTED NATION  
IN THE WORLD
UAE is ranked high on the 
Edelman trust barometer

UAE Vision 2021 focuses on the UAE becoming the economic, 
touristic, and commercial capital for more than two billion people 
by transitioning to a knowledge-based economy, promoting 
innovation and research and development, strengthening the 
regulatory framework for key sectors, and encouraging high value-
added sectors.

Dubai Clean Energy Strategy targets the conversion of 75 
percent of energy production to clean energy sources by 2050, 
supported by five main pillars: infrastructure, legislation, funding, 
building capacities and skills, and environment-friendly energy mix. 
By 2030, the energy mix is targeted at 25 percent solar energy,  
7 percent each from nuclear power and clean coal, and 61 percent 
from gas. 

THE DUBAI ADVANTAGE

What are the overarching challenges to aligning 
foreign direct investment (FDI) flows to the 
sustainable development goals (SDGs)?
The biggest challenges include having a definition of 
SDGs, and how to deploy the ideas and present them to 
the stakeholders who will implement them. 
It’s about conveying the SDGs in a manner that can be 
understood by companies. So that whenever they invest, 
they have the SDG agenda in mind, focusing on at least 
a couple of those goals out of the 17, where they believe 
they can contribute, and then we support them from the 
government’s side with the right framework.
How would you recommend these challenges be 
overcome so that more sustainable development 
projects are created and financed via investment?
The companies should be part of the discussion 
at conferences organized by powerful international 
institutions such as World Bank or UN on investment 
reforms and legal framework. It’s not only companies that 
invest; it’s a mix of public and private investment into 
infrastructure and other areas. But the companies are an 
indispensable part of these investments.
How can we ensure that FDI into SDGs goes to the 
locations where it would have maximum impact?
The developed countries can provide more talent and a 
higher level of technology. Developing nations usually 
need improvement in their infrastructure and educational 
systems. So, the countries should, first, according to 
these goals, prioritize sectors. Each sector can identify 
with at least one of the SDGs. They can put together a 
strategy for three or four of these prioritized sectors in 
line with the SDGs and then promote them to investors. 
What role does WAIPA play in this ecosystem?
WAIPA is an umbrella organization of all the Investment 
Promotion Agencies (IPAs). We were part of the United 
Nations when we were first established in 1995 and we 
follow the mandate, to equip members – IPAs around 
the world – with proper knowledge and understanding. 
When we’re speaking about sustainable development, we 
try to put the component of SDGs into all our training 
to help IPAs, especially those from developing countries, 
understand this global agenda. 
Our second role is to advocate within governments to 
explain the importance of empowering IPAs, because 
an IPA is the first face when an investor comes to the 
country. They’re trying to be a bridge-builder between 
businesses and the governments.

‘Companies are 
an indispensable 
part of SDG 
investments’

INTERVIEW: Bostjan Skalar, Executive Director - CEO, 
World Association of Investment Promotion Agencies

evaluation tools to measure the economic, social, and 
environmental impact of such projects.
Discussing the role of investment promotion agencies 
(IPAs), the panel noted that there is a need for SDGs 
to be incorporated into national agendas and for this 
to be prioritized into IPA strategies. 
The term ‘Impact FDI’ instead of ‘SDGs’ may be more 
appropriate when communicating with IPAs, linking 
the concept closely to key performance indicators 
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No.1
MOST CREATIVE  
IN THE MIDDLE EAST
Dubai becomes first regional 
city to be added to UNESCO’s 
Creative City Network 2018

(KPIs). This would bring home the message that 
SDGs are investments that are both economically 
and socially profitable.
One example is that of the renewables sector, 
which has undergone a shift in less than a decade 
from being considered dependent on subsidies and 
support to now becoming a cost-effective profit 
center competing with fossil fuels. This has led to a 
surge in setting up renewable energy companies and 
shows that business and sustainability can co-exist.

Sustainable FDI intentions
Regional corporate entities have made sustainability a 
part of their targets, but sustainability also needs to 
become a part of lifestyle and education for it to be 
closely aligned with the SDGs. 
The market for sustainable investments is worth an 

Outcomes
l The term ‘Impact FDI’ rather than ‘responsible, quality, or 
sustainable FDI’ has more resonance with IPAs and puts SDGs into 
a business context as profitable investment opportunities with 
positive economic, social, and environmental impact

l Dubai FDI is building the value networks of HCFI in partnership 
with national, regional, and international investor communities

l Delivering the SDGs could open up USD 12 trillion in business 
opportunities by 2030 in four sectors: food and agriculture, smart 
cities, energy and materials, and health and well-being

l Impact investments are high on the list of a large proportion of 
companies surveyed, using strategic partnerships and joint ventures 
with local firms

What are the various ways in which human 
capital interacts with the achieving of sustainable 
development goals (SDGs)?
There are multiple layers ranging from policy-makers 
all the way to non-governmental organizations and the 
private sector. A holistic framework brings all parties 
together and delivers tangible results. If the framework 
is not aligned with the actual needs of each of the 
stakeholders, one will end up having multiple silos which 
is bound to fail. 
What are the challenges to ensuring there are enough 
trained and motivated people in this field? At what 
levels are they required?
The single largest challenge is human capital due to its 
nature being an intangible asset class. Investing in it is 
not measurable (lack of a clear ROI calculation) while 
investing in education has always been a long-term play. 
One of the most basic elements of a framework would 
be an all-rounded incentive scheme in which investments 
in human capital development are promoted with a clear 
ROI / benefit scheme for organizations.
A focused approach broken into 17 workshops and 
masterclasses catering to the right audience and interest 
groups can be used. These can be complemented by high-
end research tied to deriving tangible results. 
What are educational institutions doing to bridge the 
gap? What would you recommend these institutions 
do going forward?
At MODUL University Dubai, we have developed a 
platform that is open to everyone, both public and private 
sector, bringing together all stakeholders. We believe 
sustainability is a lifestyle, and not just about protecting 
the environment. It encompasses social, financial, 
economic and of course environmental aspects while 
our efforts must be geared towards helping us and all 
stakeholders make smarter and more informed decisions 
in the future. 
Overall, what is your view on the availability of talent 
in the Middle East, particularly Dubai, from the 
perspective of promoting investment growth? 
There is still a lot to be done. The main challenge, 
however, has to do with the lack of awareness of what 
sustainability actually is and how we can approach the 
17 SDGs. Sustainability needs to be at the heart of 
everything – in education, it permeates from undergrad 
to MBA level, which means students feel the impact of 
sustainability throughout life. 

INTERVIEW: Zaid Maleh, CEO, DACH Advisory

‘Achieving SDGs 
needs a bespoke 
and focused 
approach’
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estimated USD 12 trillion, potentially creating 380 
million jobs across a range of sectors, attendees 
heard from experts. Findings of the first survey 
to understand the sustainable FDI intentions of 
companies globally show that more than 40 percent 
of the 1,500 companies surveyed are planning FDI in 
12 sustainable sectors over the next year, primarily 
clean energy, energy efficiency, agricultural solutions, 
healthy lifestyles, and building solutions, with 58 
percent reporting that more than three quarters of 
their revenues came from these sectors. About 20 
percent said they were planning FDI in the Middle 
East over the next three years.
Panelists agreed that Impact FDI is the future 
of investment, with as much as USD 3.9 trillion 
needed to be invested each year in SDG-related 
infrastructure to meet the goals.

The market for sustainable 
investments is worth an 
estimated USD 12 trillion, 
potentially creating  
380 million jobs

Investing in SDGs
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FDI Policy Forum

20
Participants

2
Sessions
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The FDI Policy Forum brings together stakeholders from 
business, government, and academia to discuss the challenges 
and opportunities in applying emerging technologies. Aimed 
at enhancing Dubai’s economic sustainability, resilience, and 
competitiveness through policy instruments and initiatives, the 
Forum included policy-makers, advisors, and members of the 
foreign investor community, including multinationals, SMEs, 
and innovative start-ups.

FDI Policy Forum

FDI Future Readiness
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FDI Policy Forum

The policy challenge in 
managing disruption
Makers of public policy are facing critical 
challenges in developing innovative strategies that 
are responsive to new transformational industries. 
How much can true disruption be managed?  
How agile should government be to support  
new business models?

Governments seek to manage disruption while 
balancing the needs and interests of the public, 
business, and investors. But can true disruption be 
managed? This is one of the questions that the FDI 
Policy Forum set out to answer.
Two models of disruption were identified to enable 
economies to harness it for future transformation. 
One is the top-down model, where the government 
seeks disruption to enhance services (such as 
healthcare in Dubai). The other is the bottom-up 
model, where innovators create products and services 
to address the pain points of consumers and the 
society. The second is more unpredictable by nature 
and changes what is perceived as the comfort zone.

Regulating and welcoming disruption
Seizing the first-mover advantage requires 
governments to be risk-takers. Disruption requires 
a regulatory ecosystem that fosters it, while 

No.3
FDI LOCATION FOR  
AI & ROBOTICS
Dubai is also ranked first in FDI 
technology transfer by an fDi 
Markets study in 2018
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The UAE Strategy for the Future is centered round creating 
a new operational model for the government, building national 
capacity, and setting strategic priorities for the future. Prototypes 
for various sectors including healthcare, education, social 
development, and the environment will be developed as a basis for 
policy-making.

Dubai Industrial Strategy 2030 envisages the creation of a 
global platform for knowledge-based, innovative, and sustainable 
businesses. 

The National Innovation Strategy aims to create a viable 
environment for innovation across the UAE, especially targeting 
the seven sectors of renewable energy, transport, education, 
health, technology, water, and space.

THE DUBAI ADVANTAGE

also facilitating investment, and offering a safe 
environment for mistakes and failure. In today’s 
global climate, with many governments seeking 
the benefits of innovation, if one shies away from 
risk, another will embrace and manage it, thereby 
attracting related businesses. In some cases, 
government departments may even compete with the 
private sector to be the first-to-market with a service. 
Relevant policy needs to strike the right balance 
between regulating and welcoming disruptors. In the 
age of disruption, policy-makers need to re-examine 
their role and figure out whose interests to keep at 
the heart of policy-making and whom to protect. 
Long-term strategy backed by agility and flexibility in 
responding to quickly evolving technologies, macro-
economic factors, and investor needs is necessary for 
attracting the right kind of innovation. This requires 
a collaborative approach among various government 
arms and departments. 

No.1
ON THE GLOBAL RANKING 
OF MOVERS
UAE leads India, Singapore, 
China, and Japan on the U.S. 
News & World Report ranking 
of global Movers

Apart from training the policy leaders of the future, 
what role can an institution like yours play in shaping 
policy in such a rapidly evolving disruption scenario?
The best thing is for policy research to support the 
government policy suggestions and responses, through 
direct research and policy councils, where one gathers 
the views of stakeholders to build on research and 
make recommendations. The second thing we can do is 
training, executive education, innovation and policy.  We 
train government employees in different sectors. The 
third is academic programs. We have a Master’s in Public 
Policy. The research that students do as part of their 
Master’s thesis focuses on issues of current interest. 
We can redirect that in collaboration with government 
departments to provide policy recommendations. 
Which governments globally are setting the standards 
in best practice related to responsive policies for 
business and investment? 
I am biased towards Singapore. They have what I would 
call almost an obsession with analysis, data, planning, and 
with policy formulation, updates, and changes. They move 
fast and have no hesitation in changing half-way through 
the course, if they see this is not the right direction. 
They experiment a lot and I think that is beneficial for 
businesses and people in general. 
Which factors have the potential to support policy 
acceleration to cope with disruption?
I am not sure you can really keep up with disruption. The 
best you can hope for is to be quick to support positive 
disruption. Disruptions happens so quickly; sometimes 
governments react slowly. It’s important to listen to those 
in the field and channel that feedback to the government 
entities. It is a human-intensive activity, figuring out 
what’s next and coming up with policies to support it. 
How well do the Dubai and UAE policy frameworks for 
investment score on responsiveness to disruption?
I think we’re good. On a scale of zero to 10, I would give 
us eight. The challenge is that it is a moving target. We 
don’t know what we don’t know. We don’t know exactly 
what may change within a year or two. New business 
models may require entirely different approaches. Space 
or real estate may not be the essential thing. Will Dubai 
be able to adapt? Yes, I think the experience and ambition 
is there. The record of success is there. It is a matter 
of doing it. This is where, for example, Dubai Future 
Accelerators comes in, trying to be at the forefront to see 
how best we can respond, policy-wise.

‘Listen to those 
in the field and 
channel that 
feedback’

INTERVIEW: Prof. Raed Awamleh, Dean, Mohammed 
Bin Rashid School of Government
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Outcomes
l An ecosystem in which it is safe to make mistakes or fail is crucial 
for positive disruption to thrive 

l Seizing first-mover advantage requires governments to be risk-
takers and compete with the private sector to be the first-to-market 
with game-changing innovation

l Components of licensing and regulatory systems need to 
be monitored constantly in order to keep pace with accelerated 
innovation to ensure agile policy responsiveness 

l The UAE can harness its advantage to develop new opportunities

l Dubai’s advantage of having a multi-cultural population means 
that both global and local pools of talent can be harnessed

l Open data and matrixes for information sharing allow for greater 
transparency and trust

Disruption requires a regulatory ecosystem that 
fosters it, while also facilitating investment

No.6
AMONG THE TOP CITIES TO 
PURSUE WORK
Dubai scores high in a survey 
conducted as part of BCG’s 
Decoding Global Talent 2018 
report

For all government departments to be partners in 
the process, customer-facing and mid-level staff may 
need to be regularly retrained to align them with the 
implementation of larger strategies.

Seizing the advantage of size
The fundamental needs for attracting innovation 
from across the world include digital infrastructure, 
IP protection, and policies that are conducive to 
disruptive, inventive, innovative companies setting 
up business.  The UAE can leverage its size to its 
advantage, as it allows the flexibility to develop new 
opportunities quickly: move on if they don’t work, 
scale up quickly if they do. Making Dubai a hub for 
R&D activity is one way to attract the talent that 
innovative start-ups require. Radical policy shifts in 
certain sectors are required to adapt to the changing 
needs of society.

FDI Policy Forum
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How can government effectively manage 
disruption?
The age of disruption is already here. It’s not 
something you can stop. From our perspective, there 
are only two ways to manage the age of disruption. 
First, there should be less government intervention. 
Sometimes we intervene too much when we’re scared 
of things that we don’t understand. When you are 
scared of something, you just block it or put too much 
regulation on something that may actually turn out to 
be useful to you. If the private sector is already using a 
disruptive or different way of doing business, recognize 
that this is happening because they see value in it and 
keep an open mind.
Number two, ask if regulation is facilitating investment 
into disruptive technology. Whether you like it or not, 
if you block it in Dubai, for example, someone else 
will do it somewhere else. 
Once it is upgraded, or 
done on a larger scale, the 
country will lose the first-
mover advantage. Not only 
does government need to 
enable positive disruption, 
it also sometimes needs to 
provide the seed capital for 
it. If government takes a 
calculated risk, or facilitates 
it, others will follow. 
Just as businesses pivot to respond to market 
needs, how can governments do this in response 
to emerging policy challenges? 
It’s not about how to stay relevant in merely adopting 
or responding to new technology; it’s about how to 
stay relevant in driving new technology and change. 
Being adopters will only ensure following a disruption. 
This is why I am against government being overly 
protective. The more protective you are, the more likely 
are you to remain a follower in terms of disruptive 
technology. The more liberalized you are, the more new 
ideas can be seeded. New technologies and new ways 
of doing business will emerge from this part of the 
world only when we become enablers. 
Can you put this in the context of Dubai’s role in 
enabling disruptiuon?
Dubai should be a platform for testing disruptive 
technology. If we do this, we are going to be successful. 
In one example of theory to practice, when Dubai 
Electricity and Water Authority (DEWA) started the 
solar panels initiative, it was thought that with the 

‘If government takes a calculated risk, or 
facilitates it, others will follow’

INTERVIEW: Dr. Abdulaziz Istaitieh, Economic Advisor, The Executive Council

heat and the sun, this is the best place on earth for 
such an initiative. But funnily enough, the dust in the 
UAE blocks 80 percent of the heat. Cleaning the solar 
panels was another huge issue that was solved locally 
in an innovative way that ensures getting the best out 
of disruptive technology. 
DEWA installed the infrastructure, the panels, in a 
big area at their own expense and called for global 
companies to plug in their technology and conduct 
testing at DEWA’s expense. This was effective 
disruption. We do not need to wait for disruptive 
technologies and then follow them. We can initiate 
them too. We need to set our priorities based on the 
needs of the region. 
How can government ensure an accelerated 
response to policy challenges arising from 
disruption?
The main message is: don’t disrupt the disruption. 
When we talk about acceleration, we are talking about 
two types. One type comprises projects that remove 
inefficiencies and thereby accelerate business as 
usual. In my view, this is not an accelerator; this is just 
removing the weight off our back. The real acceleration 
is the second type, which is to visualize where we 
stand today, assess the technology and other enablers 
within the ecosystem, and then plan to move from 
Point A to Point B at a certain speed in a certain 
time frame. An additional accelerator injected into 
this equation would even enable shortening the time 
required to reach Point B and get better outcomes.

“The main message 
is: don’t disrupt the 
disruption”

FDI Future Readiness



50

FDI Readiness Forum

5
Speakers

6
Sessions
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Capacity Building Workshop

The FDI Readiness Forum is part of the Dubai FDI Capacity and Readiness 
Development Program. The Forum aims to qualify leaders from the public 
and private sector as best in class to enhance their abilities in the  
field of foreign direct investment (FDI). The workshop highlights  
investor experience and the new priorities for investment promotion,  
with focus on FDI and international entrepreneurship. 

FDI Readiness Forum



52

FDI Readiness Forum

IPA strategies reflect  
new location priorities

A new FDI ecosystem is urgently required to cater 
to new and unknown companies that have shown 
massive growth in the last few years. Software and IT, 
business services, and financial services have taken 
over as FDI leaders in many geographies. 
Nimble, agile companies are using technology to 
internationalize quickly, reducing the minimum 
requirement for scaling. A combination of shifts in 
the global macro-economic environment, technology 
development, and consumer behavior has resulted 
in the emergence of a new cohort of ‘born-global’ 
companies. 
A location for investment is increasingly being 
chosen based on the availability of an ecosystem that 
provides access to talent, markets, and financing. 
While unicorns (a start-up valued at over US$ 
1 billion) continue to dominate the investment 
promotion conversation, born-global start-ups 
seeking to internationalize the business from day one 
are likely to make investment decisions based on a 
location’s ability to provide the means to do so. 

Top10
DIGITAL ECONOMIES OF 
THE FUTURE 2018
Dubai is among the top 10 
locations under the FDI 
Attraction pillar in the fDi 
Intelligence ranking

Evolving technologies, consumer behavior, corporate 
needs, and FDI source trends are changing the 
framework of investment promotion. Nimble and agile 
IPAs are more responsive to the new investor profiles
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What are the most compelling arguments for 
locating a start-up in Dubai? 
Dubai’s prime position in the region is thanks to 
multiple government initiatives focused on fostering 
entrepreneurship as a key point of attraction. Many of 
the region’s incubators, accelerators, and success stories 
are located in Dubai. This has been the root of a growing 
and developing ecosystem here.
Dubai has many regional and corporate headquarters 
and for a business-to-business (B2B) start-up, it is 
ideal to have clients in the same place. Dubai also has 
strong logistics, which allows start-ups to use Dubai as a 
headquarters location. It is also an ideal testing ground. 
How do these reasons compare with other cities in 
the region and with global cities?
There is a lot of government focus across the region 
in developing cities into entrepreneurial hubs based 
on their different advantages. Dubai has strategically 
developed as an ecosystem, with investors and 
intellectual capital transfer. 
A challengeو however, is to acquire talent. This can be 
solved through investment  in education. Attracting tech 
talent is a challenge because it is costly to house them. 
So start-ups may choose to have back offices in cheaper 
locations and keep the management and business 
development teams in Dubai to focus on sales. 
There are many accelerators, co-working spaces and 
incubators, which is beneficial in developing a vibrant 
ecosystem. A challenge in the UAE, however, is that 
these are very spread out, unlike say,  the Beirut Digital 
District, or the iPark in Aqaba. This can be done in the 
UAE as well, which will help foster knowledge exchange, 
help cluster service providers, and encourage interaction 
between founders and investors. 
This is commonly seen in developed cities. You see Paris 
launching the Station F concept to house start-ups, 
investors, corporates, and tech companies under one 
roof. In the region, Dubai has a strong standing. 
How does Dubai fit into a start-up’s plans  
to scale up globally? 
If you’re looking to create a platform to scale in 
the region and emerging markets, Dubai is a great 
headquarter location. As you scale into different 
markets, it is not uncommon to have multiple 
headquarters across North America and Europe. 
However, if you’re looking to have regional presence 
while scaling to a global platform, being headquartered 
in the UAE is essential. 

Cross-sector growth 
At the same time, born-global companies have an 
impact on other industries and they positively affect 
the reputation of the locations in which they are 
based, making them an attractive target group. FDI 
is crucial to the plans of born-global enterprises 
because it allows the headquarters control over 
the global strategy, while retaining the competitive 
advantage of technological know-how. It also 
presents ownership advantages, while facilitating 
their market expansion and asset seeking motives. 
The right policies can create and promote momentum 
for entrepreneurship. This will attract market-seeking 
born-global enterprises and match them with local 
industry needs.

Strategies to attract born-global companies
The preferred route-to-market of born-globals 
is rarely direct investment, necessitating a 
comprehensive approach towards attracting and 
supporting them. 

Middle East
3%

Western Europe is most important source region of
born-globals expanding into the Middle East (mostly UAE)

Source: Presentation by Dr. Joachim Arnold, based on fDi Markets database (2008-2018)
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‘Many of the 
region’s incubators, 
accelerators, and 
success stories are 
located in Dubai’

INTERVIEW: Philip Bahoshy, Founder & CEO, MAGNiTT



54

FDI Readiness Forum

No.2
ON THE GLOBAL MEGACITY 
RANKING
Dubai is ahead of London, New 
York, Paris, and LA on ABI 
Research’s innovation ranking  
of developed smart cities

A combination of  
policy, markets, 
finance, human capital, 
support, and culture is  
needed to attract  
born-global companies

What would you say are Dubai’s most compelling 
arguments as a foreign direct investment (FDI) 
location, especially for born-global companies?
One of the six pillars of our framework for assessing an 
ecosystem is markets, and accessibility – where Dubai 
has a competitive advantage. Ease of doing business 
is important. Dubai has an advantage over peers in 
the region of being able to attract talent. In terms of 
supporting infrastructure, transport links and digital 
infrastructure, Dubai is providing a good environment 
but has the potential to improve. Finally, financing is 
very important for companies that want to grow – the 
way to attract companies is through instruments and 
accessibility. Dubai has a great reputation as a finance 
hub. On the other hand, there is some risk-aversion 
towards entrepreneurship. 
What types of born-global enterprise would likely 
find Dubai as a ‘best fit’ to start up or expand into? 
The first wave of technology companies, or information 
technology (IT) and software companies, are forming 
the base of all subsequent activities around technology. 
Those companies are already in Dubai, providing the 
platforms. The next wave is the networks. They are here 
but need regulatory support. The third wave is not yet 
here – these are companies that provide technology 
solutions in real world industries. Artificial intelligence 
is one of the big ones and interesting for Dubai. The 
others are financial services, fintech and healthcare. B2B 
companies would be interested in this ecosystem. 
Early stage start-ups, which are expanding around their 
home countries in Western Europe and the U.S., seek 
opportunities, as scale-ups outside their core regions. 
Dubai should target those. 
How compelling are Dubai’s credentials as  
The City of the Future, The Gateway to the Region, 
and The Global Hub? 
As a global hub, it is quite compelling. I would consider 
Dubai to be one of the top global cities across the 
world, directly competing with London, Singapore, New 
York. That is not only the case for born-global and new 
companies but also for multinationals. In fact, it may 
be more relevant for them than the entrepreneurial 
ones, especially since these companies are driven by 
opportunity and not just by scale and size. 
As a gateway to the region, the accessibility is 
tremendous. As the location factor goes, Dubai has a 
unique positioning and has managed to cement this. 

‘Early-stage start-
ups are looking for 
opportunities to 
scale up’

INTERVIEW: Dr. Joachim Arnold, 
Director – Global Operations, OCO Global
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Capacity Building Workshop

Outcomes
l With a 90 percent failure rate among start-ups, an effective 
ecosystem would allow quick, easy failure so entrepreneurs can learn 
their lessons and move on to the next project  

l The UAE would benefit from bridging relationships with other 
countries to make it easier for regional and international start-ups 
and investors to access other markets

l Entrepreneurs who turn investors, and those who become serial 
entrepreneurs, have a chance to apply lessons from their successes 
and failures to their new ventures

l A sub-sector approach enables IPAs to match domestic 
capabilities with high-growth sectors 

Speed-to-market for valuation is one criterion, 
requiring a combination of policy, markets, finance, 
human capital, support, and culture. 
A regulatory system that supports innovation and 
venture financing is important for the born-global 
entrepreneur, where even local activity becomes an 
FDI attractor. B2B match-making is important as well, 
as is digital infrastructure, both of which count as 
Dubai’s advantages.  
Specifically in the Middle East and North Africa, the 
profile of the entrepreneur is different from their 
global counterparts. Regional entrepreneurs typically 
have more experience and rely more on their skills to 
navigate the administrative aspects of start -up that 
are part of the ecosystem. 

Future Readiness Framework 
Regionally, Dubai has strategically developed as an 
ecosystem, with investors and intellectual capital 
transfer enabling multiple stakeholders to engage. 
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The proprietary Dubai FDI Future Readiness 
Framework involves developing new policies, 
partnerships, programs, and initiatives to create an 
environment that is attractive to investors, as well as 
a supporting ecosystem that enables businesses to 
grow, expand, and flourish.
Entrepreneurs find it rewarding to re-enter the 
ecosystem as investors after having successfully set 
up and exited their ventures. However, increased 
resilience to and greater acceptance of the possibility 
of business failure can result in a more effective 
ecosystem, one that facilitates volume and scale for 
start-ups, which by nature have a high turnover. The 
system needs to be supportive of failing and starting 
again cost-effectively. While unicorns are rare, smaller 
companies have the ability to create high impact and 
high value, which may lead to major successes. The 
emergence of unicorns can only be possible when 
there is enough volume of start-ups from which 
massive success stories can emerge. 

Dubai Plan 2021 charts the future of Dubai through holistic and 
complementary perspectives, addressing the urban environment 
and the living experience of residents and visitors as a result of 
their interaction with its services. The plan also focuses on the 
economy, which is the city’s development engine and its fuel for 
its march forward. 

UAE Strategy for the Fourth Industrial Revolution aims to 
advance innovation and future technologies to increase their 
contribution to the economy, thereby positioning the UAE as a 
hub for key sectors of education, artificial intelligence, intelligent 
genomic medicine, and robotic healthcare, among others.

THE DUBAI ADVANTAGE

FDI Readiness Forum
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How are you positioning DMCC in the evolving 
global trade flows?
When we launched DMCC (Dubai Multi Commodities 
Center) in 2002, we did not have a benchmark and 
it was difficult to integrate gold, precious metals, 
agricultural goods, and other commodities all in  
one place.
Fast-forward 17 years, DMCC is now the largest free 
zone in the Middle East and ranked the best free zone 
in the world for an unprecedented fourth consecutive 
year. We have created a Tea Center that re-exports 60 
percent of the world’s tea. It also provides blending, 
packaging, and redistribution facilities. We are 
launching our Coffee Center, which will provide similar 
facilities – such as a coffee lab, blending and packaging 
facilities, a roasting facility, and even a certified training 
academy.
We have never simply looked at attracting the big 
companies; we wanted start-ups and SMEs to register 
with DMCC as well. In fact, we have a special zone for 
SME services.
What are the main factors playing into DMCC’s 
continuing success?
We live in a very competitive city. That plays a huge 
role. There is a minimum standard of what Dubai 
accepts in any endeavor, and that drives us to perform. 
We noticed this when we reported robust growth in 
the aftermath of the global financial crisis, between 
2008 and 2010. Competing centers were unhappy 
about the global recession, but we registered some 
of our best years during that period. We used to 
register an average of 300 companies a year before 
that. During the difficult years, we started registering 
around 2,000 companies a year. Today, we are more 
than 15,000 companies, and our target is to reach 
30,000 in 2025. To some, it may sound too ambitious, 
but it makes sense to my team and me.
How will you achieve this? What are your global 
expansion plans?
We will continue to promote DMCC in regions 
from where perhaps we do not have strong enough 
representation. For example, Latin America is of course 
very important given its connections to agricultural 
products and commodities. Recently, we added 
Spain as a destination for our Made For Trade Live 
international road shows. Spain is also a launch pad 

‘There is a minimum standard of what Dubai accepts in 
any endeavor, and that is what drives us to perform’

INTERVIEW: Ahmed bin Sulayem, Executive Chairman and CEO, Dubai Multi Commodities Center

for Latin American businesses when they want to go 
global, so it makes sense to concentrate marketing 
efforts there. Whilst we are still seeing a lot of interest 
and businesses setting up with us from India and 
China, there is still more to be done.
How does DMCC fit into the overall locational 
advantage of Dubai for FDI inflows?
DMCC would not achieve 10 percent of what it has 
today if it were not for the infrastructure that Dubai 
has created. And we also complement the growth of 
the infrastructure. The ports and airports expansion, 
for instance: the businesses that we attract because 
of Dubai’s strong trade infrastructure in turn use 
these services and support their further growth 
and expansion. In fact, DMCC contributes about 10 
percent to Dubai’s GDP. 
We also play an advisory role in policy-making. For 
instance, our advocacy was a contributor to the 
decision to keep the diamond trade outside the 
purview of the Value Added Tax.

“DMCC contributes 
about 10 per cent to 
Dubai’s GDP”

Capacity Building Workshop
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www.dubaiinvestmentweek.ae

A global platform for Growth,  
Partnership and Innovation. 

كة واالبتكار منصة عالمية للنمو الشرا


