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What does the UAE market look like?

❑ There are 9.6 million potential consumers in the UAE, 3.3 million of those in Dubai.

❑ The core consumer of UK food and drink products are the 100,000 UK expatriates living in the UAE, plus the

500,000 UK tourists every year.

❑ Pro-British sentiment is very strong in the market and is unique to UK products.

❑ The retail sector is dominated by the likes of Carrefour, Lu Lu, M&S, Waitrose, Spinneys and Choithrams

(Tesco). UK food and drink products are widely available in “UK” influenced retailers and are well known.

❑ A strong enabling environment with a buoyant foodservice sector, especially for hotels and restaurants.

❑ The UAE is also major international hub for air transport – 88 million passengers per year, and can be thought

of as the “gateway” to the wider Gulf Region.
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The UK expatriate population

❑ There is a sizeable expatriate population from the UK in the UAE, an

estimated 100,000 people.

❑ This figure is likely to remain fairly stable in future. Many British

companies have as part of their international infrastructure, a business

based in the UAE. This includes the likes of HSBC, Barclays, BP, Shell

etc.

❑ This in turn means stable demand for UK food and drink products. Many

of these UK expatriates will shop in the likes of Spinneys, Waitrose,

M&S, Lu Lu and Choithrams, who all stock a wide range of UK

products.

❑ Besides the inherent demand from the UK expatriate community, there

are an estimated 500,000 UK tourists who visit the UAE every year.

There are also a similar number of people visiting the UAE as part of

cruise liner-based holidays.

❑ There are a number of British expatriates at events and activities held in

the UAE each year, including the UAE Rugby 7s tournament. This

provides/provided opportunities for UK food and drink. An estimated

100,000 people attended this event alone.
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UAE Market Outlook

❑ Since 2009, the UAE’s Ease of Doing Business ranking has improved from being ranked 33 to 16;

the UAE scores particularly favorably for starting a new business and the overall regulatory

environment.

❑ The nature of the Vision 2021 strategy as developed in recent years (this is discussed later in this

report) will impact on the nature of food and drink imports in the future.

❑ The diversification of the economy, the increased emphasis on the issue of sustainability and

increased competitiveness of the import market for food and drink products will all be key features

of doing business in the UAE over the next 5 – 10 years.

❑ The key economic indicators show that the UAE remains a fundamentally good place for UK food

and drink companies to do business in the future, although even before COVID–19, the overall

operating environment was beginning to tighten.
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Opportunities by route to market
Rank Route to Market Strengths Weaknesses

1. High end retail This is a current and obvious route to

market for many UK food and drink

companies.

Supermarkets will grow in influence in

the UAE in the future.

UK provenance resonates in this

sector and a very wide range of UK

products are already stocked - it would

be hard not to find what you want.

A natural limit on the number of stores

per chain in a market of only 9.6 million

and aimed at only c. 2 million of the

overall population.

Retailers might look to limit the

number of suppliers they want to deal

with as they implement direct sourcing

models of procurement. Being an

existing UK supplier is not essential,

but a big advantage and might act as

barrier to entry for some.

2. High end hotel, restaurant 

and cafes (HORECA)

A vibrant sector in the UAE with a

diverse range of products demanded.

The UK has only a modest presence in

this sector to date.

There are number of well-regarded

British chefs and restaurants operating

in the UAE and many international

hotels have a British style pub.

Country of origin for most food and

drink products is of less importance.

Price and quality are seen as the most

important aspects of supply.

Contracts run for 12 months at fixed

prices.

UK food products are often seen as

“breakfast” products and not seen on

wider menus.
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Opportunities by route to market
Rank Route to Market Strengths Weaknesses

3. Other Gulf Cooperation 

Council (GCC) Markets

There is good potential for UK food

and drink product across the GCC

region and the UAE acts as a regional

hub for this sort of business.

There would be an opportunity to

pursue a strategy along the lines of

“don’t follow the country but follow the

customer” as some UK retailers

expand into these markets.

UK food and drink companies probably

need to know more about the

opportunities that exist across the

GCC region and be willing to break

away from the confines of the UAE

market.

Divergence on regulations, particularly

on labelling, can make it difficult to

expand into other GCC markets.

4. Independent retail This is still an important RTM in the

UAE but will be put under pressure

from the ever-growing influence of the

supermarket chains.

This a highly fragmented RTM. A very

limited range of UK food products is

evident - mainly biscuits and

confectionery and often produced in

other Middle East and North Africa

(MENA) countries.

5. Independent HORECA There are many independent

restaurants in the UAE - the vast

majority of them are Asian style but

there are a few “British” style

independent outlets too.

This sector is highly fragmented in

terms of distribution and not driven by

the use of high quality, imported

products from the likes of the UK/EU

etc. British influenced restaurants may

source some ingredients from the UK.
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The UAE retail market

❑ The UAE retail market is still showing

positive growth at around 4 – 5% per

annum.

❑ The structure of the overall food and drink

retail market, though, is still strongly

fragmented.

❑ The 3 leading players account for 41% of

the retail market.

❑ The share accounted for by “others” is still

at 50%.

❑ It is expected that the overall market share

of the leading players in the UAE retail

market will continue to grow over the next

3 – 5 years.

9



Key UAE retail player 

profiles - Waitrose

10

❑ Waitrose have been active in the UAE since 2008.

❑ They now have 10 stores across the UAE and their partnership with Spinneys means their

products are carried in Spinney’s stores across the UAE.

❑ They are operated under license with Fine Fare Food Market LLC (FFFM).

❑ Their shops all offer a wide range of Waitrose products.

❑ This includes fresh fruit and vegetables, fresh meat, bakery, delicatessen, frozen and non-food

lines.

❑ A full range of UK food and drink products are available at all the Waitrose stores in the UAE.

❑ This includes the Essential Waitrose and Waitrose Duchy Organic brands.

❑ Chilled supplies to the UAE are air freighted via a UK based consolidator 2 – 3 times per week.

❑ Other ambient products are sea freighted to the UAE.

❑ Being an existing Waitrose supplier in the UK already is a big plus point when looking to supply

them in the Middle East.

❑ All suppliers are audited to the same standards as they would be to supply Waitrose in the UK.

❑ The shopper profile for Waitrose in the UAE is 80% UK expatriates.

❑ Waitrose has no other stores/outlets in the Middle East at this moment in time.



Key UAE retail player 

profiles – M&S

❑ M&S in the UAE operate under the Al-Futtaim franchise who have held the regional franchise

rights for Marks & Spencer since 1997 and now has some 46 stores located in Bahrain, Kuwait,

Lebanon, Malaysia, Oman, Qatar, Singapore and the UAE.

❑ In the UAE, there are 12 M&S outlets.

❑ All buying for the GCC region is carried out on a central basis from Dubai.

❑ M&S have their own dedicated supply chain to physically bring products to the UAE on a regular

basis – a daily air freighted for chilled products and then a weekly sea freight service for all others.

❑ In the M&S food sections of their 12 UAE outlets, they feature some 2,000 premium products

including a range of Halal meat products from the UK and NZ, including chicken, beef and lamb,

as well as its vegan friendly Plant Kitchen range.

❑ All suppliers have to meet the M&S approval standards in order to be able to supply the UAE.

❑ In the past, it was necessary to already be an approved M&S supplier to do business in the GCC

countries, but this is not automatically the case nowadays.

❑ UK food companies are required to get their products to a M&S regional depot in the UK.

❑ All supplies must adhere to established M&S requirements such as the M&S Sustainable

Fisheries Policy and the production of free-range eggs etc.

❑ Products such as biscuits and bread are seen as being in the top 10 priority products for M&S and

cheese would be in the top 15.
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Key UAE retail player 

profiles - Choithrams

❑ Choithrams was first established in 1944 in West Africa.

❑ Since then, it has developed into an international retail company spanning Europe, North America,

Africa, as well as the Gulf.

❑ The company is a private business that also funds and manages a group of schools and hospitals

in India and West Africa.

❑ In the UAE, the business works closely with Tesco. Many of the products it stocks are sold under

the Tesco own label brand and a very wide range of UK sourced food and drink products can be

found in their stores as a result.

❑ They operate 25 stores in the UAE.

❑ All of the products/categories under study in this project could be found on a regular basis in

Choithrams stores.

❑ Supplies are normally consolidated from the UK daily for short shelf-life products and by sea

freight for longer life products.

❑ UK suppliers normally need to get their products to one of the Tesco regional distribution depots to

facilitate this.

❑ As well as their physical stores, Choithrams have an online delivery service for consumers.

❑ They have a strong sense of CSR and are active supporters of the Mastercard World Food

Programme.
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Tourist numbers in Dubai 
(source: Tourism Statistics of Dubai & Global Media Insight)

❑ As well as the local population, the number of consumers in the UAE is boosted every year by a high

number of tourists/business visitors.

❑ From the UK alone, there an estimated 600,000 per annum as well as significant numbers from the

likes of India, the KSA, China, Oman, Russia, Germany, the US and other SE Asian countries.

❑ Some estimates put the number of tourists to Dubai at up to 15 million per annum – almost twice the

size of the local population of the UAE.
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How do hotels typically buy food & drink?

❑ Hotels are home to many of the UAE’s restaurants and bars, catering to locals as well as tourists.

❑ Most hotels (even if part of a larger chain) purchase their food requirements on an individual

basis, although there is normally some element of central control applied from Head Office.

❑ Each chef is estimated to have a budget of between US$ 300,000 and US$ 3 million per hotel.

❑ The actual menu is set by the chef - the procurement team do the buying.

❑ Some chefs will specify in great detail the products they want, and others will just state “jam” or

“cheddar cheese” and occasionally “English cheese” as an example.

❑ Deliveries are normally received on a daily basis from a range of between 10 - 20 locally based

distributors who are used on a consistent basis – although some of the larger hotels will have up

to 100 registered suppliers.

❑ Contracts are normally offered for 12 month periods.

❑ Tenders are issued for this length of time at a fixed price although this can some timed be

renegotiated at 3, 6 and 9 month periods.

❑ Weekly tastings of all products are carried out in conjunction with suppliers and the Head Chef.

❑ UK products are seen as being of high quality, but often expensive compared to other suppliers.

❑ UK products are often seen as “breakfast” products e.g. tea, jams, marmalades, cereals etc.

❑ The country of supply is seen as being less important - price and quality are seen as the key

driver of the decision to purchase.

❑ There is an influential organisation – the Emirates Culinary Guild (ECG) that runs events at Gulf

Food, La Cuisine by SIAL in Abu Dhabi etc.

❑ Its is strongly associated with the World Association of Chefs Societies.
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How do hotels  typically buy food & drink 

in Dubai?

❑ Suppliers premises and facilities are visited on an unannounced

basis every 3 – 4 months.

❑ Some hotels have their own bespoke inspection systems but the

likes of HACCP, ISO etc. are commonly used too. Halal

certification schemes are essential.

❑ Payment is made to local suppliers on the basis of between 45 –

60 days.

❑ The supply base in the UAE for the high-quality restaurant and

hotel sector is quite narrow. All the leading hotels, as an

example, know all the leading suppliers and of course, vice

versa.

❑ As a result, new suppliers are not often proactively sought. Visits

are made to events such as Gulf Food as a check on new

products and potentially new suppliers, just in case something

has been missed.

❑ To win business in a leading UAE hotel chain, it is important for

the supplier to be able to influence the Chef, the procurement

team, and in some cases, the Head Office too.

❑ Many of the leading hotels have multiple restaurants - seafood,

Italian, Indian, Chinese, Korean, Japanese etc. are all popular

and many have an English style pub too.
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Airline and Cruise Liner Catering

❑ There are also substantial airline and cruise liner sectors in the UAE and wider Gulf region.

❑ Dubai International Airport is the world’s busiest airport for international passenger traffic and the

worlds 5th busiest airport for passenger traffic. This all helps generate a huge demand for in flight

food as well as food and drink consumed at the airport itself.

❑ Based at Dubai International Airport, Emirates Flight Catering provides airline, events and VIP

catering, plus ancillary services including laundry, food production and airport lounge food &

beverage. This includes the provision of some 225,000 in flight meals per day for over 100 airlines

that operate out of Dubai.

❑ Located at Port Rashid, Dubai Cruise Terminal, over 500,000 people dock at the terminal each

year. It can serve six cruise vessels and caters for up to 25,000 passengers at a time.

❑ Following the Covid-19 outbreak, global tourism sectors face a high degree of uncertainty for the

foreseeable future, however, as sector recovery starts there may be emerging opportunities within

this sector.
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Key market drivers in the UAE

❑ There are a number of key market drivers in the UAE that will impact the future prospects for UK

food exporters as follows:

➢ the key objectives of UAE government policy as set out in Vision 2021 and beyond – many of

which will impact on the food and drink sector.

➢ the importance of the issue of food security to the UAE – the country is 80% dependent on

imports of food and drink.

➢ the move by the leading retailers towards direct sourcing models.

➢ the trend towards a more sustainable food supply chain and products available to

consumers.

➢ food and drink demand is highly seasonal in its nature.

➢ the development of new food projects such as the Waterfront Market and then the Expo 2020

project.
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Food security in the UAE

❑ The UAE economy is diversifying, but still dependent

on the oil price for its wealth.

❑ The UAE is also relatively food secure. The main

vulnerability to the UAE though is the high

dependency on imports – around 80% of all food and

drinks are imported into the country.

❑ There are some big investments taking place in

areas such as vertical farming/food processing etc.

to help alleviate this with a focus on diversifying

supply chains. Laws to encourage and protect

domestic production are also being introduced.

❑ It is likely that even with these, the UAE will remain

highly dependent on imports of food and drink for

some time to come.

❑ This also means that a very wide range of countries

are involved in supplying the UAE market.
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Vision 2021

❑ In 2010, Vision 2021 was launched by the Vice President and Prime Minister, HH Sheikh

Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, with the aim of making the UAE amongst the best countries

in the world. The strategy has direct implications on various strands of the food and drink industry.

❑ To achieve the Vision, six national priorities have been identified:

❑ World Class Healthcare – clear quality standards to ensure a longer healthier life.

❑ First Rate Education System – significant investment to transform the system, ensuring that

there is support from exceptional staff and “smart” systems of learning.

❑ Cohesive Society & Preserved Identity – citizens feeling proud to belong to the UAE.

❑ Sustainable Environment & Infrastructure – improving the quality of life through a clean

environment and becoming a world class leader in infrastructure services.

❑ Safe Public & Fair Judiciary – reinforce security and the importance of a fair legal system.

❑ Competitive Knowledge Economy – becoming an economic, tourist and commercial capital.
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Direct sourcing in the UAE by retailers

❑ Globally, the retail sale of groceries and, to a lesser extent, fresh food tend to favour super/hyper-

markets. The UAE will likely follow this global pattern.

❑ Nearly all the major retailers in the UAE are looking to shorten their supply chains and deal on a

direct basis with food producers. This is typified by supermarkets in the UAE dealing less with the

traditional consolidators and instead designing their own bespoke supply chain arrangements.

❑ This follows on the trend seen in other European markets and as such is driven by the strong

influence of UK/French retailers in the UAE.

❑ It is part of a development being seen across the Middle East and not just the UAE – but also in

markets such as the KSA where the leading retailer, the Panda Group, is rapidly driving through

this sort of supply chain development.

❑ Where the UAE will be in 20 years is a moot point but, UAE Generation Z and Millennial

consumers will increasingly look for the one-stop-shop convenience of big shopping malls with

“anchor” hypermarkets, rather than the corner food and drink store.

❑ Most leading food companies in the UK are very familiar with the direct sourcing models used by

the main UK retailers. As these will influence this type of business in the UAE, UK food and drink

companies should be able to play to this strength.
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Health and Sustainability

❑ Interest in sustainable & healthy food supply chains & products is

becoming more prominent.

❑ There is increasing attention on this issue in the UAE market,

especially in the high-level retail and foodservice sectors.

❑ This revolves not so much around the actual source of supply itself, but

in areas such as:

➢ packaging usage and recycling.

➢ sustainable food production systems.

➢ products which are deemed to be organic, “free from”, vegan 

and/or vegetarian etc.

❑ This is an area where UK food producers are seen as having good

levels of expertise.

❑ There is an opportunity for UK food processors to supply not just their

products to the UAE market, but also their expertise in these sorts of

supply chain and market developments too.
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Highly seasonal UAE food demand

❑ The market in the UAE for all food and drink, but especially for

imports, is highly seasonal in its nature and this is something that

UK food and drink companies need to be fully aware of when

doing business in the UAE.

❑ There are significant peaks in demand at these times of the year

as examples:

➢ Christmas – this is not seen as a religious festival in the UAE,

but a holiday period all the same and many food shops have

traditional Christmas displays more akin to the UK.

➢ Thanksgiving & Halloween.

➢ Easter.

➢ Valentines Day & Mothers Day – the UAE has 3; one for the

UK, one for the US and then one for the UAE.

➢ Eid.

➢ Ramadan.

❑ At the same time, many locals and expatriates leave the UAE in

the period between July and August when the temperatures can

reach 50 degrees with high levels of humidity.
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The UK at ‘Expo 2020’
❑ This major international event will last from October

2021 – March 2022. There are due to be 195 country

pavilions there, including of course the UK.

❑ There will be some 4,500 events held over its duration

and there will be 200 restaurants there. It is expected

to attract 25 million visitors over the 7 months the

event is held.

❑ A UK based company - the Global Infusion Group -

has been awarded a contract to coordinate the supply

of UK food and drink for Expo 2020.

❑ One of the key themes of Expo 2020 will be around

food being organic, vegan, packed and processed

sustainably, affordable and sourced from local

ingredients - this could all play well into the hands of

the UK food sector which has strong credentials to

offer in all these areas.

❑ It is seen as an ideal opportunity for UK food and

drink exporters to develop the market in the UAE in

the short term (i.e. 3 - 6 months) but then use it as an

opportunity to embed themselves in the Gulf market

for the longer term afterwards.
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What products does the UAE want from the UK?

❑ Products with proven track record of success in the UK retail sector.

❑ Products for less well developed RTMs - foodservice, re-export to the rest of

the GCC and more towards mainstream retail.

❑ Products that are overtly British and authentic – “The Real Thing.”

❑ Cost competitive.

❑ The UAE is already well supplied from the UK, so future demand will be for:

➢ differentiated products – i.e. farmhouse cheese, not mass produced.

➢ innovative.

➢ niches – organic, free from, vegan alternatives.

❑ Promotional image - “the UK” is more important than regions etc.

❑ Red Tractor does not really resonate in the UAE.

❑ PDO and PGI does not resonate either.

❑ Not more products for the sake of it - better products from better and in some

cases, fewer, more focused suppliers.
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What does this all mean to UK food & 

drink exporters in the UAE?
❑ In summary:

➢ the UAE will still be dependent on food imports for some time to come.

➢ there are numerous companies and countries looking to supply the UAE.

➢ there are numerous UK exporters already active in the market, often for a period of time

already.

➢ UK exporters have been visiting the market for key trade events such as Gulf Food for a

number of years.

➢ this all points towards a highly competitive yet potentially rewarding market environment for

UK companies to do business in.

❑ UAE importers and retailers are always looking for new suppliers and new, more innovative

products.

❑ At the same time, the large number of UK companies that are active in the UAE means that in

many cases, that whilst there may be some demand for new suppliers, the real hope for end users

is that existing suppliers continue to improve, with direct sourcing likely becoming more prevalent.

This could potentially lead to some degree of supplier consolidation.

25



The UAE bread & pastries market

❑ The UAE bread market is growing at a level of between 6 – 7% per annum.

❑ Most bread sold in the UAE is, however, produced locally - many supermarkets now have an in-

house bakery and so do a number of the leading restaurants/hotel chains.

❑ There are only limited opportunities for imported products:

➢ M&S import bread direct from existing suppliers in the UK.

➢ Spinneys import some speciality bread from the US.

➢ Carrefour stocked a very limited range of “British breads”.

❑ Imported bread does, however, sell at a considerable premium at retail level to most of the locally

produced breads.

❑ British bread (and pastry) products have done well in the UK influenced retailers in the UAE – it

would be common to see British products being sold in the likes of Lu Lu, Spinneys, Waitrose,

M&S, Choithrams and Carrefour.

❑ In contrast, British suppliers have done less well in the more non-traditional routes to market for

them, and in other areas, such as foodservice and the HOREACA sectors.

❑ There is a good supply of locally produced bread from the UAE and many hotels etc. bake their

own products.
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The UAE cheese market

❑ Total UAE cheese imports have risen between 2009 – 2018 from 44,000 to 73,000 tonnes per

annum.

❑ UK exports to the UAE are still overall relatively modest at 2,400 tonnes per annum in 2018.

❑ This has increased from 1,200 tonnes 10 years earlier and cheese demand in the UAE is still

growing strongly.

❑ Nearly all of these UK exports are of cheddar cheese from established UK processors, although

there are some minor exports of goat's cheese too.

❑ The vast majority of demand in the UAE for cheddar cheese is for mild varieties - these are

favoured to their highly price competitive nature.

❑ The UK share of the cheese market is still quite small and could be grown further.

❑ There is already a proliferation of UK suppliers all chasing a limited market at the moment.

❑ The UK faces strong competition from other quality driven producers, such as France, and then

countries with structurally lower costs of production, such as Ireland, NZ and Australia.

❑ As with other British products, cheese producers have invariably done well in the UK influenced

retailers in the UAE – it would be common to see British products being sold in the likes of Lu Lu,

Spinneys, Waitrose, M&S, Choithrams and Carrefour.

❑ In contrast, British suppliers have done less well in the more non-traditional routes to market for

them, and in other areas, such as foodservice and the HOREACA sectors.
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The UAE sauces & condiments market

❑ The overall market is still growing at between 6 – 7% per annum.

❑ The overall market is dominated by a combination of dressings, sauces and cook in sauces which

account for over 50% of the category between them.

❑ There is a huge range of products available to consumers and these go from the high end retail

sector to low end commodity products, such as tomato ketchups.

❑ The UK has a position in the market and UK brands are well known but they face very strong

competition from other imports, in particular from the US and then from other suppliers, typically

in the MENA region.

❑ UK products are widely available in the leading UK influenced supermarkets.

❑ There is less of a position for UK products in the foodservice and HORECA sector, with the

exception of mustard.

❑ A number of leading brands strongly associated with the UK are now often manufactured in the

MENA region or elsewhere outside the UK (i.e. Heinz and HP sauces).
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UK sauces & condiments in the UAE

❑ A full range of UK sauces and condiments are available in the UAE – especially in the likes of

Waitrose, Spinneys, Choithrams and M&S.

❑ These are all bought to the UAE by UK consolidators by a combination of air and sea freight on a

regular basis.

❑ The initial target consumer in the UAE for these products is typically the UK expatriate – of which

there are 100,000 in the country and an estimated further 10,000 Irish nationals who will also be

familiar with many of these products too.

❑ The quality and provenance of UK sauces are seen as high.

❑ At retail level, there can be big price differentials – this can be over 100% for locally produced and

imported ketchups, as an example. UK sauces and condiments sell at a considerable premium to

locally produced and other imported products.

❑ The UK is also seen to have an innovative sauces and condiments sector with a range of

variations on flavours and pack sizes available to consumers.

❑ Demand is still increasing and there will be opportunities for products such as organic, free from

and those with strong UK provenance.
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UAE seafood market

❑ The UAE seafood market is still growing at an average of between 3 – 4% per annum.

❑ Fresh and frozen products account for c. 50% of the overall category between them.

❑ Products such as anchovies, prawns and shrimps and salmon dominate the imports of seafood

products.

❑ Most imported seafood from the UK, EU suppliers, the US and Canada is sold on to the leading

retailers and then the upmarket HORECA sector.

❑ UK suppliers have a minor presence in the UAE, but importers often sense that UK processors

and exporters are less interested in the GCC markets compared to China and SE Asian markets.

❑ The UK has a reputation for supplying lobsters, but these are seen as being more expensive than

products from the US and Canada – the preferred size is between 600g – 1 kg. UK “brown” crabs

are seen as being too small in size for the UAE. The preference for crabs is the King and Snow

species from the US and Canada.

❑ The UK is also known to have the capability to supply a range of other products to the UAE that

includes mussels and oysters as well as crab and lobster and there has been some business

done in the past with the Orkney seafood sector for brown crab.
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What can UK seafood exporters learn?

❑ The UK product offer is not that well recognised in the UAE and is seen as very high cost

compared to local and GCC suppliers, as well as those from SE Asia who can supply at ultra

competitive prices.

❑ UK exporters do not seem to be able to consolidate supplies in the same way as the French and

the Netherlands can.

❑ The UK has a good reputation for MSC standards which will be seen as more important in the

future.

❑ Scottish salmon is well known in UAE market, but finds it hard to compete with Norwegian

products.

❑ Seafood demand is still on the increase in the UAE and products are traded in both the retail and

foodservice sector.
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The UAE biscuit market

❑ The overall growth of the market for biscuits is 6 – 7% per annum.

❑ There is a huge range of biscuits available at the retail level. This includes products from the UK

from where there is a very strong reputation and products play strongly on the provenance and

image of the products.

❑ UK biscuits dominate the high-end biscuit sector in the UAE. There is limited demand in the

HORECA sector for UK sourced biscuits.

❑ A number of leading brands that originate from the UK are now produced in MENA countries such

as Egypt and Turkey.

❑ All of the leading retailers will stock a full range of UK biscuits aimed largely at the 100,000

expatriate community and wealthy local Emirati. The UAE biscuit category is highly branded.

❑ Imports to the UAE are made on a regular basis via the leading UK consolidators.

❑ UK biscuits sell at a considerable price premium over other locally made and/or imported

products.
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How have UK biscuits done in the UAE ?
❑ Biscuits are seen as a leading item at the POS for upmarket retailers and the UK has a strong

reputation in this sector.

❑ Products from large multi nationals and SMEs from the UK can be found in the UAE suggesting

scale is not the major barrier to market entry .

❑ The category is still in growth and there will be future opportunities for products that are free from,

reduced sugar, organic etc. and can display high levels of UK provenance.

❑ As with other British products, biscuits producers have invariably done well in the UK influenced

retailers in the UAE – it would be common to see British products being sold in the likes of Lu Lu,

Spinneys, Waitrose, M & S and Choithrams - and even in Carrefour.

❑ In contrast, British suppliers have done less well in the less traditional routes to market for them,

and in other areas, such as foodservice and the HOREACA sectors.

❑ Many UK brands are now produced in MENA countries and away from the high end retail market 

so the opportunities for UK produced biscuits might be more limited. 

❑ There is limited demand in the HORECA sector.
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The UAE confectionery market

❑ The UAE confectionery market is at a rate of between 5 – 6% per annum.

❑ There are a wide range of UK products available in most of the leading retailers and convenience

stores.

❑ UK confectionary products are not featured in the foodservice sector with the exception of gift

shops in hotels.

❑ A number of leading brands such as Cadbury and others are sometimes imported from the UK on

a direct basis but are also manufactured in MENA countries such as Egypt and Turkey.

❑ Most UK products imported on a direct basis to the UAE are done so via UK consolidators.

❑ The UK has a good reputation for confectionery products especially those that come straight from

the UK - these are seen as being “the real thing” and the provenance of UK confectionery is seen

as strong overall.

❑ The UK is also seen as having an innovative confectionery sector with a wide range of product

formats available and range extensions.

❑ The UK faces most competition in this category from the likes of the US and EU suppliers, such

as the Netherlands and Italy, in particular.

❑ The confectionery market is highly branded in its nature.

❑ UK confectionery products sell at a premium over more locally sourced and other imported

products.
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Lessons for UK confectionery exporters 

❑ UK brands are well known in the UAE and highly visible at the POS in a wide range of retail

formats and not just the high end retailers. A number of these can be regarded as iconic in their

nature.

❑ Products that come direct from the UK are seen as “the real thing” (i.e. Cadbury's chocolate

produced in the UK as opposed to the MENA countries).

❑ There is generally a good feel for UK provenance around confectionery and good opportunities for

NPD across the category in the future.

❑ Demand for UK confectionery is limited to the retail sector and is limited in the HORECA sector.

❑ Many UK confectionery brands are now produced in the MENA countries and shipped to the UAE

direct.

❑ There are a plethora of other confectionery products available in the UAE market.
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How do UK firms get to market?

❑ Most UK exporters use consolidators based either in the UK - or sometimes in the Netherlands.

❑ There are also a plethora of UAE import companies.

❑ Air freight links are excellent - daily and sea freight links are also very regular.

❑ Short shelf life products are shipped by air - longer shelf life products by sea.

❑ UK exporters attend Gulf Food - in good numbers.

❑ Other business contacts made at SIAL, ANUGA, US Fancy Food and others.

❑ Some help is provided by the DIT in Dubai.

❑ Many UK companies have been doing business in the UAE for some time.

❑ Being an existing supplier to UK retailers is a big help, but not essential.

❑ UAE customers look at the track record of success in the UK as a key indicator.

❑ UK food companies are seen as being very good at dealing with well known UK influenced retailers

but much weaker in other routes to market.

❑ UK products are also manufactured in MENA countries and shipped to the UAE.

❑ Terms of business are standard for international trade - 30/60/90 days, but are tightening even pre

COVID-19.

❑ Patience is everything in doing business in the UAE and you need a 3 – 5 year plan.
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The role of UAE food & drink importers

❑ There are many food and drink importers based in the UAE and they “hold the key to the door” for

any UK food company who wants to build a business in the UAE.

❑ Many of them are very familiar with UK food and drink products; British nationals working in these

import businesses are not uncommon – all of whom have a good knowledge of the UK food sector

and in particular how British supermarkets operate.

❑ This is seen as an invaluable skill bearing in mind the influence of retailers such as Waitrose,

M&S, Spinneys and Choithrams in the UAE market.

❑ UAE importers also invariably have connections and customers to other parts of the GCC region

and wider Middle East, East Africa and SE Asia. Dubai still plays an important role in the re-

export of products across the wider region, via the free trade zone at Jebel Ali.

❑ UAE food and drink importers are well travelled and attend a good number of international trade

shows around the world, including:

➢ Gulf Food – but for many, it was felt that this was an event that they almost had to attend,

because of its proximity, rather than for any real commercial benefit to them.

➢ SIAL and ANUGA in France and German & the Brussels Sea Food Expo.

➢ the US Fancy Food Fair(s).

➢ Bio Fach in Germany – for organic and natural products.
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Going “On Shore” in the UAE

❑ There is also an option for companies to set up onshore in the UAE by partnering up with an

Emirati company, or individual, and setting up a Limited Liability Company (LLC).

❑ Companies attain a Dubai Department of Economic Development trade license and are

established ‘onshore’ allowing for complete market access (i.e. rather than having the restrictions

of a free zone).

❑ The company formation types available are ‘Branch of a Foreign Company’ or ‘Representative

Office’ maintaining 100% by the UK parent company.

❑ UK firms can incubate with the British Business Centre (BCB) for a period of up to 24 months.

❑ This model would allow promotional and administrative activities, but goods would need to be sold

either directly from the UK, or through an onshore distributor.

❑ This might be an option for UK companies totally committed to the UAE and wider GCC market.

❑ The investment costs would be high and commitment to the Middle East and MENA market, total

in its nature. This is option is probably some way off, for even the most experienced and “battle

hardened” UK SME food and drink companies.
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Market entry requirements
❑ Bill of Entry or Airway Bill.

❑ Arabic labelling, which must first be approved by the local municipality.

❑ Consignment packing list and delivery order in case of containers only.

❑ An original health certificates approved by the governmental health authority at the country of

origin.

❑ Products containing alcohol can only be imported through specific authorised importers and

require separate approvals.

❑ An original Halal certificate issued by an Islamic Organisation which is approved by the UAE

authorities (for meat, poultry and by products).

❑ Other significant certificates which might be required in case of any international epidemics (such

as GMO-Free Certificates, Avian Flu Free Certificates, Dioxin Free Certificates, etc.).

❑ Prior to exporting to the UAE, it is always advisable to consult the Tariff Department with the

original invoice and catalogue to obtain the correct HS codes and confirm that the products are

not restricted or prohibited by any of the government authorities in the UAE.

❑ Animal fats and ingredients should be sourced from animals that are Halal slaughtered.

❑ All consignments of foodstuff arriving at any ports are physically inspected – without exception.

❑ Certain foodstuffs, such as baby foods, fish/seafood and edible oils get sampled frequently for

analysis at the Central Laboratory.

❑ All these documents can be sourced via the relevant UAE based authorities normally via the UAE

Embassies in the country of export and by the Ministry of Finance and Industry – but in most

cases, are all handled by a UK based consolidator who can provide advice on all aspects of these

requirements.
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Pinch points in the UAE Supply Chain

Point of Supply Chain Comments

Pre-shipment There can be some problems with meeting labelling and other

administrative requirements but in most cases a good

consolidator can help with these and they should not be a

deterrent to a serious exporter. Most orders are confirmed by

the buyer at least several months in advance.

Shipping to the UAE There are excellent air and sea fright connections to the UAE

from the UK and so this is not really a pinch point in the supply

chain for UK food and drink exporters. However the cost of air

freight can be a barrier.

On arrival at Dubai Airport or Jebel Ali There can be some areas that lack transparency in how

products are cleared through customs from time to time, but

again, the use of an experienced consolidator will mitigate

against this in most circumstances.

Internal distribution in the UAE The internal physical infrastructure of the UAE is excellent in

terms of movement of products to customers. Most of the

leading importers have their own network of transport and cold

storage facilities operating to a high standard.
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Pinch points in the UAE supply chain can 

be summarised as follows

Point of Supply Chain Comments

At the POS Supermarkets in the UAE operate to a high international

standard and are well provided in terms of logistics and storage

of products which is normally provided for them on behalf of

local wholesalers and distributors. There are very few pinch

points at the POS for UK food and drink exporters to be

concerned over beyond the highly seasonal nature of

consumer demand already referred to earlier.

Payment terms Normal international credit terms for suppliers apply in the UAE

but these are coming under pressure and could be subject to

extension as the trading environment toughens over the next

few years. Banking and other financial transactions tend to

work without too many problems.
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Payment terms & conditions of business

❑ The normal payment terms for doing business in the UAE are for credit terms of 30/60/90 days.

❑ Using a UK based consolidator means that payments are made to the UK exporter in Pounds

Sterling.

❑ Most UAE importers carry out a rudimentary check on any new supplier they look to deal with -

this might include a technical check (i.e. British Retail Consortium Global Standard Food Safety

Certificate, Halal accreditations etc.) as well as checking bank and financial references too.

❑ As well as the basic cost, insurance and freight (CIF) price to be quoted, UK food and drink

exporters would normally be expected to contribute to the following costs:

➢ a one off stock-keeping unit (SKU) listing fee – this could be anywhere between £2,170 -

£4,350 per SKU

➢ a monthly listing fee of between £100 – £650 per SKU

➢ a retail rebate of up to 20%

❑ UK suppliers might also commonly be expected to contribute to ad-hoc promotional activity and

the provision of free samples to potential new customers etc.
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Technical support & new product 

development (NPD)
❑ As in all international food and drink markets where the leading supermarkets are already

dominant (or are beginning to become) there is an ongoing need and requirement for a

combination of NPD and new products.

❑ This is driven by the highly competitive aspect of the UAE retail market and the fast-changing

consumer trends they are looking to respond to.

❑ Many Emirati are very well travelled, not least to the UK, and are very quick to pick up on

consumer trends in other parts of the world. The UAE is a very cosmopolitan part of the world with

a diverse population, and so is fully exposed to key market trends from around the world.

❑ The objectives of Vision 2021 sees a future UAE where food is healthier, produced more

sustainably and with the use of advanced tech skills for example.

❑ As a result there are good opportunities for the development of products that can meet these

needs. These might well include products such as vegan, free from, organic, reduced sugar and

salt.

❑ Due to the nature of the domestic UK retail market, UK food and drink companies have had to be

“innovative” in the production of their goods, and the level of NPD involved in this.

❑ These are the very same retail chains that are active in and are helping to drive the UAE market.

❑ There is an opportunity for UK food and drink companies to leverage their skills and expertise in

areas such as NPD, innovation and the development of more sustainable supply chains in

partnership with their customers, as opposed to just selling them products.
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The experience of dealing with the UK

❑ Overall, the experience of UAE food and drink businesses in dealing with the

UK as a source of supply is good.

❑ UK food exporters are seen as well used to supplying the UK retailers who are

active in the UAE market.

❑ British products are liked for several reasons:

➢ good provenance although this is seen as being mainly “British” and not

regional/country specific.

➢ a good track record of food safety and high standards of animal welfare

etc.

➢ a combination of traditional products and new, more innovative food

products.

➢ excellent logistics to the UAE via air and sea freight from the UK.

➢ a relatively common business culture for many.

❑ The UK food and drink sector has a good track record of corporate social

responsibility (CSR) type and environmental/sustainability work that should be

built on.
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The experience of dealing with the UK

❑ UK food and drink products are seen as expensive – which may in part be due to the relatively

high cost of air freighting goods to the UAE market, which is ultimately added to the price of goods

on the supermarket shelf .

❑ UK food companies are thought to be very comfortable with dealing with the UK retailers who

operate in the UAE but far less when looking to supply other parts of the UAE supply chain.

❑ UK food companies and their products are considered less suited to the foodservice sector.

❑ UK food and drink companies are seen sometimes as being quite conservative in their aspiration

to use the UAE as a hub for the rest of the GCC region.

❑ UK food and drink companies are sometimes seen as less proactive in the follow up to potential

sales leads generated at events such as Gulf Food.

❑ It is perceived that UK food and drink companies are more interested in markets such as India and

China, as opposed to the GCC region and therefore do not give it the full attention it requires and

are easily distracted by the lure of markets in SE Asia.
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Constraints to developing UK exports 
Nature of Constraint Required Actions to Mitigate

Difficulty breaking into the 

UAE market.

UK food and drink exporters need to have a 3 – 5 year strategy for the UAE market as

a starting point.

Use the UAE as a market in its own right and as well as the springboard to other GCC

markets.

If UK food and drink firms want to make the most of the UAE market must at look at

opportunities in other routes to market and beyond the core UK influenced retailers that

they are often very comfortable in dealing with.

Vision 2021 and Food 

Security Strategy

UK food and drink companies will find it easier to do business in the UAE if they can

align what they are trying to do with what the government objectives in the UAE are.

UK food companies should also leverage their expertise in developing sustainable

supply chains for customers – not just their ability to sell products to them.

The strength of international 

competition in the UAE 

market

The UK food and drink sector needs to counter this market environment by adopting

several market positions as follows:

❑ the distinctiveness of UK food and drink - this resonates in the UAE.

❑ promoting products more overtly.

❑ looking at new routes to market, including those in the wider GCC region.

❑ promoting British excellence in developing sustainable supply chains and not just

selling products to customers and our expertise in direct sourcing by retailers.

❑most importantly of all is being “exceptionally good” (at everything the UK does in the

UAE).
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Constraints to developing UK exports 

Nature of Constraint Required Actions to Mitigate

NPD and innovation Retailers in the UAE are interested in new products - maybe more than new suppliers.

UK food companies should showcase NPD and new products to UAE retailers,

especially in areas such as organic, free from, vegan products etc.

Price competitiveness Direct sourcing by UAE retailers (and this is on the way) might help reduce some of

the supply chain costs incurred.

Product range This is both a strength and potential weakness. Other countries of supply seem to

have a stronger focus on a smaller range of core products and build in other products

around this (i.e. US beef and Ireland beef and dairy).

The UK, in comparison seems to want to sell everything it has to the UAE and as a

result there could be a lack of focus.

Packaging & labelling etc. UK food companies should work with the established consolidators to over come any

specific issues relating to labelling requirements.

The use of more overt “British” labelling would do no harm and where appropriate,

regional branding but it is the “Britishness” of most products that resonates most

strongly across the supply chain.
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Labelling requirements

❑ All labels must be written in Arabic or both Arabic and English (approved stickers can be used to translate.)

❑ The labelling must be difficult to remove or altered and must be clear and easy to read.

❑ The label must show the following:

➢ brand name and product name (a summarised description of the food product) and the name of the

food manufacturer, packer, distributor or importer.

➢ “key facts” Arabic label.

➢ the food ingredients (arranged according to weight or volume).

➢ instructions for using the product (if needed).

➢ production and expiration dates of all products.

➢ net weight or volume.

➢ country of origin.

➢ lot (batch) number.

➢ storage conditions (if applicable).

❑ Alcohol as an ingredient in any product is prohibited in UAE (not including beverages for consumption on

particular premises).

❑ Displaying nutritional information is mandatory and the requirements differ from those of UK/EU labelling.

Traffic light style labelling is planned to be brought in from January 2022.

❑ Specialty food product labels, for items such as diet, health and infant foods, must contain detailed

ingredient information (vitamins, minerals, supplements, additives including food colourings, preservatives

etc.), nutritive value per 100 grams, health warnings if any, and instructions for proper use and storage.
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Food dating requirements

❑ The production and expiry date should be printed on the original package or label.

❑ It is prohibited to write such dates manually or indicate them on a sticker (including the sticker that

is used for Arabic translation).

❑ Double dates are not allowed.

❑ Production and expiry dates need to be clearly printed, embossed, or engraved and difficult to

erase.

❑ Day – month – year shall be indicated on food products with a validity of three months or less.

❑ Month – year shall be indicated on food products with a validity of more than three months.

❑ Shelf-life requirements only apply to certain products and should be checked beforehand.
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The impact of COVID-19

❑ What the long-term impact of this will be on the food and drink sector is uncertain, but potential impacts include:

➢ oil prices will remain volatile and this is one of the key drivers of the UAE economy. Any economic downturn will have

an obvious impact on overall consumer spending, even in a relatively wealthy country such as the UAE.

➢ the UAE will remain dependent on food and drink imports, but the emphasis on security of supply will increase and a

greater focus will be placed on diversifying supply routes.

➢ some retailers might look to shorten their supply chains and stress test their supply base to see how they cope with

such a shock to their distribution networks.

➢ for the immediate future, food and drink demand from hotels and restaurants is likely to remain subdued, as both

business and tourist travellers look to avoid the UAE – this will have a knock-on impact on both airline and cruise liner

travel.

➢ home delivery systems will increase in popularity as well as increases in online shopping for groceries and delivery

services such as Deliveroo or Careem delivering from grocery stores.

➢ increased focus on health foods and healthy eating.

➢ transport links to the UAE from the UK will face some disruption.

➢ the overall commercial and trading environment will invariably tighten.
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