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1. Introduction
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Introduction

❑ The Department of Environment, Food & Rural Affairs (Defra) has commissioned

Promar International to carry out a series of market research studies in the US, India

and the UAE.

❑ This report documents our analysis of the UAE market and includes the following:
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1. What are the strength and weaknesses of the UK as a food supplier?

2. Where in the UAE are the opportunities for the UK? 

3. What will constrain or stop this?

4. Which route to market should be followed - where in the country, what types of 

consumers?

5. What do UK companies and other stakeholders need to be doing to increase exports? 

6. What are the norms of doing business in the UAE market?



What did we do in the UAE?

❑ Using a semi-structured topic guide developed in conjunction with Defra and with input

from other project stakeholders, we carried out the following:

➢ 15 interviews with importers.

➢ 4 interviews with retailers.

➢ 6 interviews with foodservice companies/operators.

➢ 4 interviews with other miscellaneous market respondents.

➢ 2 interviews with UK food companies doing business in the UAE.

❑ We also carried out 8 retail store audits in Dubai.

❑ A list of contacts is given in Appendix I of this document.
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Abbreviations – the following are 

commonly used in this document

❑ ATL Above the Line

❑ BTL Below the Line

❑ BRC British Retail Consortium

❑ EU  European Union

❑ FTA Free Trade Agreement

❑ GCC  Gulf Cooperation Council

❑ GDP Gross Domestic Product

❑ HACCP Hazard & Critical Control Points

❑ HORECA Hotels, Restaurants & Catering

❑ ISO International Standards Organisation

❑ KSA Kingdom of Saudi Arabia

❑ MENA Middle East & North Africa

❑ MSC Marine Stewardship Certification

❑ POS Point of Sale

❑ QSR Quick Service Restaurants

❑ RTM Route to Market

❑ SWOT Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities & Threats

❑ UAE United Arab Emirates

❑ UN United Nations

❑ WTO World Trade Organisation 
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Exchange rates

❑ At the time of doing our research in the UAE, the exchange rate was as follows:

❑ AED 1.00  - £ 0.23

❑ Source: www.xe.com - 24th February 2020
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The impact of COVID-19
❑ At the time of our field research, the issue of COVID-19 was just beginning to be a feature of daily life in the UAE.

❑ 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, one of the key drivers of the UAE economy. Any economic downturn will have

an 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.

➢ 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.

➢ Transport links to the UAE from the UK will be disrupted.

➢ The overall commercial and trading environment will tighten.
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2. Executive Summary
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❑ 9.6 million consumers.

❑ 3.3 million in Dubai.

❑ 60% of the population are SE Asian expatriates.

❑ 100,000 UK expatriates, down from 125,000.

❑ 500,000 UK tourists every year.

❑ Highly wealthy Emirati.

❑ 500,000 tourists on cruise ships per annum.

❑ A major international hub for air transport – 88 million passengers per year.

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

(Tesco).
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What does the UAE market look like?



What does the UAE market look like?

❑ Pro-British sentiment starts at the very top of the country - no one else

has this.

❑ UK influence in UAE retailing is strong.

❑ A strong enabling environment.

❑ There is a buoyant foodservice sector, especially for hotels and

restaurants.

❑ UK food and drink products are widely available in “UK” influenced

retailers and are well known.

❑ Tariffs are usually 5% for everyone, except GCC suppliers.
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How do UK firms get to market?

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

❑ There are also a plethora of UAE import companies.

❑ Air freight links are excellent , 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 can be made at SIAL, ANUGA, US Fancy Food and others.

❑ Some help is provided by the Department of International Trade (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 very good in 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 this is tightening even

pre COVID-19.

❑ Patience is everything in doing business in the UAE, you need a 3 – 5 year plan.
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What will drive demand for UK products?

❑ The UAE is 85% import dependent for food and drink.

❑ Food security and sustainability are key drivers in the UAE

economy. UK food companies can demonstrate expertise here.

❑ The Big Picture Objectives of Vision 2021.

❑ The oil price is still critical.

❑ UK expatriates demand can only go so far.

❑ New routes to market.

❑ Using the UAE to act as a springboard to the rest of the Gulf, East

Africa and even SE Asia.

❑ Direct sourcing will improve the competitiveness of UK supply.

❑ Better promotion – cf. Ireland, US, Canada, Spain, France etc.

❑ Highly seasonal nature of demand.

❑ Expo 2020, the Waterfront Project etc.
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What might constrain this?

❑ A downturn in the Gulf economy.

❑ The population is 9.6 million which is the size of London – but the “real” customer base is only c. 2

million.

❑ UK exporters stick to the tried and tested customer base of UK retailers.

❑ Tariff barriers - a FTA would be useful but not critical.

❑ Non-Tariff Barriers (NTBs) - a good consolidator will deal with most of these.

❑ Physical distribution in-country - not an issue.

❑ Everyone else wants to supply the UAE such as EU members, US, Canada, Oceania, MENA, SA,

India, China etc.

❑ Supply chain rationalisation cuts out the UK.

❑ UK products are considered high priced.

❑ Not enough focus on the UAE market due to the lure of other international opportunities.

❑ Lack of focus - the UK tries to sell everything we have.

❑ We miss the opportunity to sell agri-tech type services alongside products.

❑ A conservative approach of UK exporters to business development.

❑ A lack of market support and promotion – we don’t always play to our strengths.
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What sort 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, i.e. 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 products.

➢ Niche categories – organic, “free from”, vegan alternatives.

❑ For the promotional image, “the UK” is more important than regions etc.

❑ Red Tractor does not really resonate in the UAE.

❑ Protected Designation of Origin (PDO) and Protected Geographical Indication

(PGI) do 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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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, 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 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 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 GCC Markets There is good potential for UK food

and drink product across the GCC

region. 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.

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 often produced in other

MENA countries.

5. Independent HORECA There are many independent

restaurants in the UAE. The majority

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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3. Macro Economic Data, Tariffs &       

Non-Tariff Barriers
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3.1  Population & Demographics
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The UAE population (‘000s), 2014 – 2029 
(Source: World Bank)
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The UAE working age structure, (‘000s) & 

ethnic structure (million) 
(Source: UN Population estimates & UAE National Statistics) 
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Population & demographics - summary

❑ The population in the UAE has increased by a CAGR of 1% between 2014 and 2029; rising from

9.2 million people to 10.6 million.

❑ Of this, the biggest Emirate is Dubai, with 3.3 million people residing there – this is closely

followed by Abu Dhabi at 3.2 million.

❑ Almost 50% of the population are expatriates from SE Asia. There is a bedrock of 100,000 UK

expatriates in the UAE with an additional 500,000 UK tourists every year.

❑ There are more males as a percentage of the population compared to females, with 69% of the

population being male in 2020 - this is expected to fall slightly to 68% by 2029.

❑ In the UAE, the population is largely urban, and this is expected to increase. In 2020, 87% of the

population was living in urban areas. In 2029 this is expected to reach 89%.

❑ The UAE has a relatively young population, with the median age of 33.5 years. The majority of

people fall between the age of 25 – 54 years. This can largely be attributed to working men and

women within the expatriate community.
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The UK expatriate population
❑ There is a sizeable core expatriate population from the UK in the UAE of an

estimated 100,000 people. This is down slightly from a figure of 125,000 a

few years ago.

❑ This figure is likely to remain fairly stable in future, and there is a growing

trend for UK expatriates in management roles to be replaced by cheaper

alternatives, often from SE Asia. 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 does however give core 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. They all stock a wide range of UK products.

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

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

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

liner 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

opportunities for UK food and drink. An estimated 100,000 people attend

this event.
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3.2 The UAE Economy
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The UAE GPD per capita income, 2013 –

2024 (£) (Source: IMF)
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The UAE inflation rate, 2017- 2024 (%) 
(Source: IMF)
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The UAE ease of doing business index
(Source: World Bank)
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The UAE economy - summary
❑ GDP per capita in the UAE has fallen overall in the last few years. In 2014, GDP per capita

peaked at £33,223, by 2020, this had fallen to £28,651. GDP per capita however is expected to

re-increase slightly to £29,590 by 2024.

❑ After inflation fell by 1.5% in 2019, the rate is expected to rise slowly between 2020 and 2024,

rising from 1.2% to 2.1%.

❑ Since 2009, its Ease of Doing Business ranking has improved from being ranked 33rd to 16th. 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 future food and drink imports.

❑ 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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3.3 Tariffs & Non-Tariff Barriers
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Tariffs

❑ The tariff situation in the UAE is straightforward to understand. The details of the tariffs for

products under review in this study are given in Appendix II

❑ The UK pays a flat rate of 5% for all products under review in this study, with the exception of

seafood which enter the UAE market at zero duty.

❑ In this respect, the UK faces the same tariff barriers as most countries they are in direct

competition with (i.e. other EU and or North American/Oceania based suppliers).

❑ A FTA between the UK and the UAE would always help in this respect, but tariffs are not the

deciding factor in developing UK exports compared to markets such as India and the US.

❑ The only countries that have a degree of preferential access to the UAE market are the other GCC

countries.

❑ Value Added Tax (VAT) is 5% on all products and charged at the POS.
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Non-tariff barriers

❑ The UAE has a number of NTBs to overcome, but for the serious exporter to the Gulf these should 

not be seen as a major barrier to entry.

❑ In most cases, one of the established UK based consolidators will take care of these issues so the 

burden on the UK food and drink exporter is relieved.
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Labelling requirements – these are as 

follows
❑ All labels must be written in Arabic or both Arabic and English.

❑ 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

➢ Product name (a summarised description of the food product)

➢ The food ingredients (arranged according to weight or volume)

➢ Production and expiration dates of all products

➢ Name of the food manufacturer, packer, distributor or importer

➢ Net weight or volume

➢ Country of origin

➢ Product barcode

➢ Lot (batch) number

➢ Storage conditions (if applicable)

❑ Approved stickers could be used to translate the food labels in the Arabic language.
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Labelling requirements – these are as 

follows

❑ Instructions for using the product (if needed).

❑ A “key facts” Arabic label is compulsory.

❑ Alcohol as an ingredient in any product is prohibited in UAE (but this does not include alcoholic

beverage for consumption on particular premises).

❑ Displaying the nutritional information is optional (except for products with special uses such as

baby foods, foods for patients, etc.)

❑ 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.), nutrition 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. They must be

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.
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Market entry procedures

❑ Bill of Entry or Airway Bill.

❑ Delivery order in the case of containers only.

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

origin.

❑ Consignment packing list.

❑ An original Halal certificate issued by an Islamic Organisation 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.

❑ This will allow the consignee to avoid any delays in obtaining any required permissions after the

goods have arrived.

❑ All meat and poultry products must be accompanied by an Islamic (Halal) slaughter certificate

prior to exporting into the UAE.

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

❑ All consignments of foodstuff arriving at any ports are physically inspected – there is no exception

to this requirement.

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

analysis at the Central Laboratory.

❑ When the consignment has been sampled for analysis, the decision as to their fitness normally

takes five working days, or more depending on the item.

❑ All of 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. In most

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

of these requirements.
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4.  The UAE Food & Drink Importers
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The role of UAE food & drink importers

❑ There are many food and drink importers based in the UAE.

❑ 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, either having travelled to the UK

often in the past in a business and/or personal capacity, or in some cases having been educated

in the UK.

❑ 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 have connections and customers in 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.
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UAE importer profile -

Truebell
❑ Truebell are a well-established UAE based importer

formed 35 years ago.

❑ They operate and distribute across the GCC region.

❑ They have major customers in both the retail and

foodservice sectors.

❑ For products from the UK they consolidate shipments

from their own facility based in Hull, mainly to sea freight

to the Gulf.

❑ From the UK they import on a cheese, biscuits and

cereals on a regular basis.

❑ The main criteria they look for in a new supplier is their

reputation in the UK market and how “export ready” they

appear to be (i.e. do they have all the required

certifications in place to begin with).

❑ Truebell attend some 20 international food trade shows

per annum in the Gulf, the EU and US.

❑ They see UK food and drink products as being most

suitable for the UAE and GCC retail market and less so

the foodservice sector.
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UAE importer profile - Truebell

❑ They also source products from the likes of Italy, France and Spain from within the EU, and

additionally the US, Canada, Peru and Oceania countries.

❑ They are concerned that at times too many UK companies seem keen to supply the UAE which

will erode the supply chain margins.

❑ They have a view that UK food and drink products are as good as anyone else in the world when

it comes to supplying the UAE market.

❑ They do not differentiate as to whether a product comes from England, Scotland, Northern Ireland

or Wales - to Truebell, it all comes from “the UK and/or Britain.”
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UAE importer profile – Alliance 

Foods (Asmak)
❑ Alliance are a leading importer and processor of seafood products in

the UAE.

❑ They handle Scottish salmon on a regular basis, but nowhere near in

the volume they handle from Norway.

❑ All fresh and chilled products are air freighted to Dubai from a wide

range of sources that include:

➢ Turkey – sea bass

➢ India, Thailand and Vietnam – shrimps

➢ Canada and the US - lobster

➢ Oman - lobster

➢ New Zealand - mussels

➢ France and the Netherlands - mixed consignments

❑ They have had some experience of dealing with the Orkney Isles for

crabs in the past.

❑ They do not see accreditation schemes such as the MSC as

mandatory in the UAE currently, but see that this is on the way and

will be driven by the leading retail chains operating in the market.

❑ Payment terms range from use of L/Cs for frozen/sea freighted

products to 30 – 60 days for air freighted products.
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UAE importer profile –

Smylies

❑ Smylies have traditionally supplied the likes of Carrefour, Lu Lu and Spinneys with a range of

imported products from the UK on a consolidated basis.

❑ They are based on the Wirral, exporting on a regular basis to the Gulf region as well as Australia,

Africa, China, SE Asia and the US.

❑ Products are delivered to their distribution centre in the Wirral to be air freighted daily from

Manchester, or sea freighted from London, Liverpool or Felixstowe.

❑ They have an office based in the UAE and have been active in the market for some 15 years to

date.

❑ However the last few years has seen these retailers look to source direct and bypass the

traditional consolidators route to market in the UAE.

❑ In response, Smylies has looked to diversify their business in the UAE with new accounts around

convenience stores and other retailers active in the market.

❑ There is a wide range of UK food products to be found in the UAE but they are often forced to

target the higher end of the market due to the high cost structures involved.

❑ They see that the UAE is the springboard to the rest of the Gulf and Middle East for UK food and

drink companies.

❑ They fundamentally believe in the quality of food and drink products from the UK and believe that

their UAE customers see them as the “real thing” (i.e. Cadburys is made in the UK and not Turkey

and/or Egypt etc.)
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Other UK consolidators active in the UAE
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Case Study - UK exporter

❑ Delamere Dairy has been exporting to the UAE for almost 10

years.

❑ They use one of the established UK consolidators to facilitate this

business.

❑ This makes life easy in that all the export administration is taken

care of and they get paid in the UK in Pounds Sterling.

❑ They visit Gulf Food every year.

❑ They have traditionally supplied the likes of Spinneys, Carrefour,

Lu Lu and Choithrams in the past.

❑ They are now getting some interest from what they refer to as

“second tier” retailers.

❑ They see the UAE as a useful market to have in their export

portfolio, but the big prizes for them are the likes of the US and

China.

❑ They hope to be able to use the UAE as a springboard in to other

GCC markets in time.

❑ They firmly believe that the (British) provenance of their product is

an important part of the overall export offer they have.
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Case Study - UK exporter

❑ Dingly Dell have been exporting high quality pork-based products

for about 6 years.

❑ In the UAE, they had a bit of a false start when they found that the

distributor they had appointed had in effect too many other food

products in their portfolio to give them the attention the DD

products needed.

❑ They now supply the likes of Spinneys and hotels and restaurants

via a UK based consolidator.

❑ They see the UAE market as a useful part of their overall export

mix.

❑ They air freight products to the UAE every week.

❑ Thy remain optimistic about the future prospects in the UAE

market.

❑ They see the British image as being important in terms of their

export success to date but do not believe they get a premium just

for being “British” – this is more due to having a good product and

being differentiated from other pork suppliers in the US, Brazil and

Denmark etc.

❑ Their view on export success in the UAE overall - “you have to be

exceptionally good at what you do or don’t bother.”
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5. How Is The UK Seen As A Food & Drink 

Supplier?
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5.1  SWOT Analysis
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Strengths
❑ The strong relationship between the UAE and the UK per se - this goes well beyond the food and

drink sector.

❑ A good overall enabling environment to do business in the UAE and a favourable “Ease of Doing

Business” ranking.

❑ Excellent logistics between the UK and UAE market for both air and sea freight.

❑ The UK is in most cases not at a tariff disadvantage to its main competitors.

❑ A bedrock of UK expatriates demand in the UAE - this is supplemented by a huge number of UK

tourists who visit the UAE every year.

❑ The presence of several UK food retailers in the UAE.

❑ Many of the buyers and/or technical teams behind them are from the UK and have a very good

knowledge of the capabilities of the UK food and drink sector.

❑ A number of well-regarded food consolidators all supply the UAE on a regular (weekly) basis.

❑ UK food and drink companies are very used to dealing with the UK retailers that operate in the

UAE.

❑ UK food and drink products are commonly found in the leading supermarkets in the UAE.

❑ A vibrant foodservice sector exists in the UAE.

❑ The UK food sector has a good reputation for product quality, innovation, provenance etc. with

leading buyers and are seen as the “real thing.”

❑ The “British” image resonates with both UK expatriates as well as local Emiratis.

❑ A number of truly iconic UK style brands are present in the UAE market.
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Weaknesses
❑ In the last few years, per capita income has fallen in the UAE.

❑ The traditional market of 100,000 expatriates is static, and might fall further.

❑ The UK food offer to the UAE is very wide, it looks as if we are looking to sell something of

everything.

❑ The UK has a tariff disadvantage against local/GCC and some SE Asian based suppliers.

❑ UK food products are considered to be expensive at all stages of the supply chain. As a result, 50

- 60% of the UAE population might never buy a UK food product.

❑ UK food companies are often seen as being very comfortable when dealing with UK retailers but

less so in other parts of the UAE retail chain.

❑ UK food products are nowhere near as strong in the foodservice sector as they are in the retail

market.

❑ UK generic promotional efforts are not at the same level as other EU/North American suppliers.

UK food companies are not seen as being tenacious enough to chase up potential business

leads.

❑ UK food companies are sometimes seen as being distracted by the lure of other markets, not least

in SE Asia.

❑ UK food companies have not really taken the opportunity to use the UAE as a springboard to the

rest of the GCC region or beyond.

❑ The UK food image is often based around iconic brands such as Cadbury but the product is often

not made in the UK (often now in Turkey or Egypt etc.)

❑ The UK brand image is a “catch all” and does not differentiate between England, Scotland, Wales

and NI.
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Opportunities
❑ Extend UK food product distribution beyond the leading UK influenced supermarkets.

❑ Build a better presence in the foodservice sector, beyond being seen as a provider of “breakfast

products”.

❑ Bring a degree of focus to the UK food export effort - not “sell all to all”.

❑ UK food companies already active in the UAE to do “better” rather than just encourage new 1st

time type exporters to the UAE.

❑ Use the UAE as a springboard to the rest of the GCC area, parts of East Africa and then even SE

Asia.

❑ Leverage the highly favourable image of the UK to launch “UK food weeks” with leading retailers.

Lu Lu would be an obvious example.

❑ Similar activity might be held in the upmarket foodservice sector across the UAE and explore

opportunities in airline catering and the cruise liner sectors.

❑ Use British food sector expertise in areas of developing sustainable/secure food supply chains for

major retail customers and not just be seen as a provider of products.

❑ Build on UK expertise and experience of direct sourcing in the supply chain – this is on the way in

the UAE.

❑ Increase promotional efforts at events, such as Gulf Food.

❑ Take full advantage of the opportunity being provided by the likes of Expo 2020 and new retail

developments such as the Waterfront Market.

❑ Further differentiate UK food products by source of supply, when appropriate.

52



Threats 
❑ The UAE market suffers from a prolonged period of low oil prices. Despite efforts to diversify the

economy, this still drives the UAE overall and will impact GPD per capita.

❑ UK companies find other parts of the global market even more attractive and do not give the UAE

market the required attention to detail it requires.

❑ UK food companies are seen as being somewhat cautious and conservative in their approach to

the UAE market.

❑ A further contraction of the expatriate UK market demand.

❑ Huge variations in the seasonal nature of consumer demand in the UAE places strain on supply

chains.

❑ Increased promotional spend from EU suppliers including the likes of Ireland, France, the

Netherlands, Italy and Spain.

❑ UK companies find it challenging to sell products in routes to market beyond UK influenced

retailers.

❑ UK food and drink companies cannot access the foodservice sector beyond current efforts.

❑ Increased price competition becomes an engrained feature of the UAE food and drink supply

beyond what it already is - the UK is seen as a high cost supplier already.

❑ Increased competition and improving quality of products from the likes of China, Turkey, Egypt

and from locally UAE based food processors.

❑ UK food export efforts remain too fragmented to be effective.
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5.2  What Can be Learnt from Other 

Suppliers?
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What can be learnt from other suppliers?

❑ UK food and drink companies do well in the UAE, but the competition to supply the market is

fierce.

❑ This has always been the case, but seems especially so now. The GDP fall in recent years has

seen the overall market tighten and supply chain margins put under further pressure.

❑ The fact that the UAE is very dependent on food imports (up to 80% of the total) means that many

countries want to and currently supply the market.

❑ The UK faces competition therefore from a wide range of countries from all around the world.

❑ We have commented on some of the main sources of competition in the UAE to the UK on the

following pages.
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What can be learnt from other suppliers?
Country What Can Be Learnt By UK Exporters?

US US food exporters have a long-term commitment and interest in the UAE market and

look to target premium segments of the market. US export development efforts are

focussed around a number of core products such as beef, dairy, poultry, seafood etc.

Efforts are led by USDA funded co-operator groups such as the US Meat Export

Federation or the US Dairy Export Council, who have their own locally based trade

representatives.

These organisations often have significant budgets available for export promotion

work via the USDA (USMEF - US$12.9 million and USDEC some US$4.6 million in

2020).

France French companies are seen to be very strong in areas such as dairy and seafood

products, where they are able to consolidate supplies and provide a full range of

products to customers in the UAE. As with UK companies they are sometimes seen

as being far more comfortable when dealing with retailers from their own domestic

market such as Carrefour and Geant rather than other retail chains. They have

aspirations to build business beyond just the UAE into other areas of the Middle East

and North Africa. French companies have a strong reputation in the foodservice

sector in the UAE. They have a big presence at Gulf Food. SOPEXA is a well

regarded organisation and the French Embassy is seen as particularly active in the

UAE market in terms of building links between French food and drink companies and

the leading food importers.
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What can be learnt from other suppliers?

Country What Can Be Learnt By UK Exporters? 

India Indian food processors and exporters provide a wide range of products to the

UAE market and make regular market visits. They have a strong presence at

events like Gulf Food etc. Indian exporters benefit from an array of transport

connections to the Gulf including both air and sea freight connections. Indian

companies also benefit hugely from c. 3 million expatriate Indian consumers

living in the UAE.

Ireland Irish export efforts are highly focused on the beef and dairy sector around which

other products are factored in. Bord Bia only have a small local team in the

UAE, but are highly effective and leverage off Irish involvement in the duty-free

sector in the UAE.

Netherlands Netherlands based companies are very active in the UAE market through the

role of consolidator type companies, who supply the market via regular air and

sea freight business. They are able to supply mixed consignments of a wide

range of products and are especially strong in the seafood and dairy products

sector. They can however also supply a full range of other products too.

Netherlands based companies are seen as being very entrepreneurial and

willing to explore new/other markets beyond the UAE.
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What can be learnt from other suppliers?

Country What Can Be Learnt By UK Exporters?

Turkey Turkish food and drink exporters are seen as very entrepreneurial, market

focused and quick to follow up commercial leads. They have a very strong

presence at events such as Gulf Foods. Turkish companies have a strong

cultural affinity to the Middle East region and have aspirations to trade across

the GCC area and North Africa, not just the UAE. They are seen as very good

at “trading” but maybe less strong in more sophisticated marketing of food and

drink products.
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Case Study - Bord Bia in the UAE
❑ There are an estimated 10,000 Irish nationals living in the UAE.

❑ The core of the Bord Bia export effort in the UAE is around the

beef and dairy sectors.

❑ 11 Irish companies attended the Gulf Food trade show in 2020.

❑ Bord Bia play very much to the concept of Origin Green in terms

of export promotional efforts. This is a fundamental part of the

core message about Irish food and drink products.

❑ Bord Bia receives high level ministerial support for key trade

events.

❑ They see the UAE and KSA as the key markets for the Irish food

sector in the Middle East.

❑ As well as beef and dairy products, biscuits, cakes, bread,

chocolate, crisps/snacks and seafood (mainly salmon) are also

exported to the UAE from Ireland - as well as Baileys.

❑ Irish food and drink products can be found in a wide range of

retail outlets and well beyond the leading UK influenced retail

chains.

❑ Bord Bia run a number of hotel and foodservice promotions every

year.
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Case Study – USMEF in the UAE

❑ The US Meat Export Federation (USMEF) have a total export

development programme of some US$ 12.9 million, funded by the

USDA Market Access Programme (MAP) – although this is for all

international markets.

❑ USMEF see the Middle East as a key export market for the US

beef sector and have a series of trade representatives based

across the region.

❑ The Middle East is historically the 3rd largest export market for the

US beef sector in the world.

❑ They tend to see the Gulf region “as one” but with the UAE and

the KSA as being the focus of this (but also to include the likes of

Oman, Kuwait, Bahrain etc. too).

❑ US beef export efforts are very much focused on the foodservice

sector across the region and within this, the casual dining route to

market.

❑ 6 US companies attended Gulf Food in 2020. USMEF also

attends the World of Food trade show in Abu Dhabi.

❑ USMEF has a very close relationship with the Emirates Culinary

Guild. The USMEF runs a whole series of events around chef

training and education in leading hotels in the UAE, and at key

trade shows backed up by other PR efforts and social media.
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Conclusions

❑ By looking at what other countries do in the UAE market, it can be seen – as often is the case -

that there is no one single correct way of doing business.

❑ There are however, we believe some interesting lessons that can be learned from looking at what

other countries do. We have put together on the following slides what is almost an identikit profile

of what the “best in class” do.
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Best in class – what do they do in the UAE?

Country What do they do?

Ireland Bord Bia gain high level Ministerial support for key export development events

and strongly concentrate on two key sectors: beef and dairy. Irish companies

have gained access to a number of routes to market beyond the UK/EU retail

chains.

Turkey Turkish companies are seen as being highly entrepreneurial and export

focused. Whilst they see the UAE as a key export market they are looking well

beyond this and across the region for export opportunities. They have a very

strong trading mentality.

US The US Meat Export Development Federation have a focus on developing a

pan regional strategy and specific route to market (i.e. casual dining etc.).

France France has a strong focus on dairy and seafood products and receive excellent

support on the ground from the French Embassy and SOPEXA.

The Netherlands The Netherlands businesses do what they do best – they consolidate products

(including those from the UK) and can send a range of products in mixed

consignments by either sea or air freight on a regular basis. They look well

beyond the UAE as being the only market in the Gulf and Middle East to target

for exports.
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Best in class – what do they do in the UAE?

Country What do they do?

India Indian food and drink companies supply a wide range of products to the UAE

and benefit to the full from the highly competitive logistic rates they can enjoy

by either sea and/or air freight.

They have the huge benefit of being able to sell to c. 3 million Indian

consumers who live in the UAE and shop/buy food in a very wide range of

retail and HORECA type outlets. India has a big presence at events such as

Gulf Food.
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5.3 The Image of the UK Food & Drink 

Sector
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The image of the UK food & drink sector 

in the UAE
❑ UK exports of food and drink to the UAE are dominated by products such as whisky, gin, baked

goods, confectionery and breakfast cereals.

❑ Exports to the UAE from the UK for most other food and drink products are modest.

❑ There are however, a very wide range of UK food and drink products that can be found in all of the

leading retailers in the UAE. This includes some of the more localised food retail outlets such as

West Zone and local mini markets/convenience stores.

❑ British sourced food and drink products generally have a good reputation based on their inherent

quality and familiarity by the high number of UK expatriates who live and work in the UAE - this is

estimated to be c. 100,000 and forms a bedrock of demand for UK food products.

❑ The flip side of this is that UK food products are seen as expensive, but this does not apply to UK

food products alone - it applies to other imported products from other EU countries and the likes of

the US and Canada.

❑ The other image that UK food companies have developed in the UAE is that they are often quite

conservative and cautious in their nature. While they are happy to sell to UK influenced retailers,

they are less likely to develop other routes to market.
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The British Butcher

❑ This business has been operating in the UAE for a number

of years and operate out of the Geant Supermarket – they

have 3 BB outlets in Dubai.

❑ The owner has been living and working in the Gulf for c. 20

years.

❑ They sell online and home delivery as well as from the

shop itself. They sell mainly to UK expatriates a range of

sausages, bacon, burgers, pies etc., but also to local

wealthy Emiratis too who like British products.

❑ The BB imports around 1,000kg of pork-based products

per week via air freight from farms in Suffolk.

❑ They also use consolidators such as Smylies to bring in

pies and other products.

❑ They (very) proactively promote the “Britishness” of the

product and that it is produced in an animal welfare friendly

environment in the UK.

❑ They see good opportunities for other niche UK food

products producing farmhouse style recipes and who are

prepared to work hard at building a business in the UAE.
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“Great” Britain campaign
❑ This is very visible in selected shopping malls and business

centres – these shots were taken at the Dubai International

Finance Centre.

❑ In general, UK food products are seen as very positive in the

UAE market, but this is not to say that other countries of

supply are not well regarded either.

❑ UK food products are invariably seen as being:

➢ High quality.

➢ Produced to high standards.

➢ Safe.

➢ Have a combination of heritage associated with them as

well as a degree of innovation.

➢ But are mainly found in what are seen as UK friendly

retailers such as Spinneys, Choithrams, M&S and

Waitrose etc.

❑ This liking for UK products goes well beyond just the food

and drink sector and extends to many other aspects of UK

life – ranging from the Royal Family to sport and education

etc.
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The experience of dealing with the UK –

the good bits

❑ 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 a number of 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,

➢ 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.
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The experience of dealing with the UK –

the good bits

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

corporate social responsibility (CSR) and

environmental/sustainability work that should be built on.

❑ An underlying “feel good” factor about the UK which

transcends the food and drink sector and which has far

deeper social, cultural and economic roots. It was pointed

out on a number of occasions that this gave the UK a

potentially advantage over other countries of supply if

played correctly.

❑ Some truly iconic brands and products come from the UK.
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The experience of dealing with the UK –

the less good bits
❑ UK food and drink products are seen as highly priced.

❑ UK food companies are seen as being very comfortable when 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 seen as less suited to the foodservice sector.

❑ UK food and drink companies are sometimes seen 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, SE

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

requires.
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UK provenance, Red Tractors and PDO/PGI 

schemes,  BRC,  ISO, HACCP etc

❑ The UK provenance is seen as a positive.

❑ BRC, ISO and HACCP are all commonly used and referred to in the UAE food and drink sector.

❑ There is little or no recognition of the Red Tractor scheme in the UAE.

❑ There is little use of EU funded schemes such as PDO/PGIs in the UAE.

❑ Halal certification is a must for relevant products.

❑ Schemes such as MSC are not widely recognised at the moment but there is a feeling in the more

sophisticated trade that this is on the way.

❑ For most consumers in the UAE being British is enough. There is limited knowledge of specific

regionality with the exception of the UK expatriate community.

❑ In the commercial supply chain in UK driven retailer groups, there is a strong understanding of

where specific food and drink products come from and the same would apply with the most

knowledgeable foodservice/chef operators, but for the vast majority the British label is still the

most influential.

❑ Even the British Butcher based in Dubai plays to this image as opposed to county specific

imagery (the pork comes from Suffolk).
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6.  Where Are The Best Opportunities For 

UK Exports?
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6.1 Opportunities by Route to Market
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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 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 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 Mass retail Mass retail still accounts for a high 

overall % of consumer demand in the 

UAE.

UK food and drink has very limited 

distribution in this RTM to date and 

might well struggle at least in the short 

term to match price points at the POS.

4. Online and ecommerce This is fast growing part of the UAE 

food distribution system and is poised 

for future growth.

This is still a small-scale route to

market in the UAE and as in other

markets around the world, many of the

players involved are finding it hard to

make it pay financially to date.

5. Wholesale/wet markets A traditional RTM in the UAE but this is

being put under pressure by the

development of more modern retailing

formats.

This sector is very price driven with 

highly variable standards of quality 

evident.   British products are rarely 

seen in this RTM.

6. QSR HORECA This is not an obvious route to market

for expensive imported/high quality UK

food and drink products.
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Opportunities by route to market
Rank Route to Market Strengths Weaknesses

7. 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

evident - mainly biscuits and

confectionery and often produced in

other MENA countries.

8. 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.

9 Other 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 per se and be willing to

break away from the confines of the

UAE market.
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Free Trade Zones in the UAE

❑ The option of setting up a manufacturing base in the UAE is becoming more popular within the

food and drink sector. The main advantage of this business model is that it allows for easy re-

export of products to other parts of the GCC.

❑ The free zones are also the most effective way of owning 100% of the company, thus offering a

more productive business and tax incentive to foreign companies. Companies however in the free

zones cannot trade onshore and would still need onshore distributors/agents for them to supply to

the foodservice and food retail sectors.

❑ There are more than 37 free trade zones operating in the UAE and below are some of the leading

ones:

➢ Jebel Ali FTZ – this is perhaps the best known and used extensively by many food and drink

companies already in the UAE

➢ Dubai Airport FZ

➢ Dubai Multi Commodities Centre

➢ Dubai Internet City (DIC)

➢ Dubai Logistics City

➢ Ras Al Khaimah Free Trade Zone

➢ Dubai International Financial Centre

➢ Twofour54
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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 (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 option is probably some way off for even the most experienced and “battle

hardened” UK SME food and drink companies.
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7. What Are The Constraints To 

Developing UK Exports?
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Constraints to developing UK exports 
Nature of Constraint Comments Required Actions to Mitigate

Population structure of the UAE and 

the  impact on food markets

The population of the UAE is only

9.5 million which is about the size of

London.

c. 50% of the population are

expatriate Indians and Pakistanis.

These expatriates are probably not

the target market for high cost UK

food and drink exporters and maybe

never will be (their main objective is

to earn money to return to home).

There are however 100,000 UK

nationals living in the UAE and

another 500,000 who visit as tourists

every year.

Amongst the local Emirati population

there are very many wealthy

consumers, many of these are pro-

British not just for food and drink.

As mentioned, UK food and drink

exporters need to have a 3 – 5 year

strategy for the UAE market as a

starting point.

The real attraction of the UAE

beyond being a market in its own

right might well be to use it as the

springboard to other GCC markets.

At some stage, the UK retail chains

will have completed any foreseeable

expansion plans for the GCC

region.

UK food and drink firms if they want

to make the most of the UAE market

must at some time look at

opportunities in other routes to

market.
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Constraints to developing UK exports 
Nature of Constraint Comments Required Actions to Mitigate

Population structure of the UAE and 

the impact on food markets per se

The real target market for UK food and

drink companies is therefore c. 2

million of local Emirati, UK and other

Western expatriates and wealthy

Asian consumers, which is about the

size of Manchester or Birmingham in

effect.

Within the UAE though, UK food and

drink exporters need to see beyond the

core UK influenced retailers that they

are often very comfortable in dealing

with.

Not understanding the Bigger Picture 

in the UAE – Vision 2021 and beyond

Vision 2021 is all about the UAE being

a better place for everyone and the

Government has the willingness and

just as importantly, the money to see

that this happens.

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.

All of the key food and drink

stakeholders in the UAE will be

required to show that they are

contributing to what the Government

wants to achieve.

UK food companies should also

leverage their expertise in developing

sustainable supply chains for

customers – not just their ability to sell

products to them.

82



Constraints to developing UK exports 
Nature of Constraint Comments Required Actions to Mitigate

Taking a long-term view of the UAE This might be as important as

anything. Success is difficult to

achieve overnight in the UAE.

UK food and drink exporters need to

have a 3 – 5 year strategy for the

UAE market as a starting point and

then consider how it can be used as a

springboard to other markets in the

GCC region.

UK food companies need to work out

where the UAE and GCC fits in to

their overall export plan.

Lack of interest from the UK food 

sector

Most UK food and drink companies

see the UAE as having good future

potential - a “useful” part of their

overall export mix but not totally core

to it at the moment.

The main factor here is much as

above – UK food and drink exporters

to the UAE need to have a mid to long

term plan as to what they want to

aspire to in the Gulf region per se,

how they will do this, and over what

period of time.
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Constraints to developing UK exports 
Nature of Constraint Comments Required Actions to Mitigate

The strength of international 

competition in the UAE market

Nearly every serious/credible food

and drink producing country and

organisation in the world wants to do

business in the UAE.

The UK is in competition with

suppliers from across the globe as a

result.

In the future, it might well be that UAE

importers and retailers look to

streamline supply chains, and as a

result will reduce the number of

suppliers they deal with.

The UK food and drink sector needs

to counter this market environment by

adopting a number of market

positions as follows:

❑ The distinctiveness of UK food and

drink - we know this resonates in

the UAE.

❑ Promoting UK food and drink

products more overtly.

❑ Looking at new routes to market

and outside the UAE - but more 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 Comments Required Actions to Mitigate

Lack of market presence and/or trade 

representation

There are opportunities with leading 

retailers who are very pro British food 

and drink  to drive sales forward.

UK food companies should appoint 

local representatives rather than rely 

on consolidators to do all the work for 

them.

NPD and innovation UK products in the UAE have a

strong track record but are often

based around “iconic” brands such as

Cadbury, Marmite, Colmans etc.

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 and not be backwards in

coming forward with NPD and

products, especially in areas such as

organic, free from, vegan products

etc.

Logistics of supply from the UK There are very regular shipping

services to the UAE from the UK by

sea and air freight.

N/A
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Constraints to developing UK exports 
Nature of Constraint Comments Required Actions to Mitigate

Price competitiveness UK food products are seen as being of

high quality, but expensive throughout

the supply chain.

Direct sourcing by UAE retailers (and

this is on the way) might help reduce

some of the supply chain costs

incurred.

In-country distribution and storage The UAE has excellent physical

infrastructure and local distribution is

not an issue for UK food and drink

exporters to the UAE.

N/A.

Product range The UK supplies a very wide range of

products to the UAE market – there

are very few products that a consumer

in the UAE cannot obtain from the UK.

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.
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Constraints to developing UK exports 

Nature of Constraint Comments Required Actions to Mitigate

Packaging & labelling etc. UK food and drink products are

normally well packaged.

There are some issues with specific

labelling requirements for the UAE in

terms of local labelling requirements,

but this should not act as a serious

barrier to the determined UK exporter.

There is a need for Halal certification

for some products.

UK food companies should work with

the established consolidators to

overcome any specific issues relating

to labelling requirements.

The use of more overt “British”

labelling would do no harm and where

appropriate, regional branding. It is

however the “Britishness” of most

products that resonates most strongly

across the supply chain.

Tariffs The UK faces the same tariff barriers

as most other countries they are in

direct competition with and are neither

at an advantage or disadvantage in

this respect.

A FTA between the UK and the UAE

would always help in this respect, but

tariffs are not the deciding factor in

developing UK exports compared to

markets such as India and the US.
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Constraints to developing UK exports 
Nature of Constraint Comments Required Actions to Mitigate

NTBs NTBs in the UAE can be complex to 

understand, especially for the 

inexperienced exporter. 

For the “serious” UK based exporter 

to the UAE, they should not be seen 

as a major deterrent.

NTBs in the UAE are probably no

more complicated than anywhere else

in the world for UK food companies.

The use of the established

consolidator companies is the way

around this issue for most UK

companies.

There could be a case for more

training in this area by the likes of the

FDF and DIT for less experienced

exporters.
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Constraints to developing UK exports
Nature of Constraint Comments Required Actions to Mitigate

UK Service Package The UK Service Package to the UAE

is on the whole strong. The weakest

points of it are:

❑ The high cost structure of UK

products in the supply chain.

❑ The lack of distribution outside

leading UK influenced retailers.

❑ The lack of promotional activity

beyond involvement at Gulf Food.

There are a number of things that can

be done here:

❑ Use of direct sourcing models as

they are adopted by the leading

UAE retailers.

❑ Assess market opportunities in

routes to market that are less

familiar and probably

underexploited as a result for UK

food and drink, i.e. foodservice,

airline catering, cruise liner

business and non UK retailers.

❑ Extend promotional activity to

other events and engage with pro

British retailers and foodservice

players, not least the ECG.
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Constraints to developing UK exports 
Nature of Constraint Comments Required Actions to Mitigate

Finances and Terms & Conditions of 

supply

Terms & Conditions of supply to the

UAE are in effect no different to many

other international markets and do

not present a major problem for UK

food and drink companies.

Banking and other financial

transactions between the UK and the

UAE work well.

There are a number of UK banks

operating in the UAE who can provide

advice to UK food and drink exporters

in this respect, such as HSBC and

Barclays.

UK food exporters who operate via

the well established consolidators get

paid in the UK in Pounds Sterling so

this is a low risk commercial model

Direct supply arrangements could see

this change.

In general, payment terms in the UAE

will toughen in response the slight

slow down in the economy and could

typically extend from 30 – 60 days to

60 - 90 days.

Promotional support & marketing The UK has a good presence at

events such as Gulf Food, but is not

as strong as other countries such as

Italy, Spain, India, China and Brazil.

There is an opportunity to diversify

the UK promotional offer beyond

involvement in events such as Gulf

Food, such as foodservice and retail

specific British food/drink activities.
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Constraints to developing UK exports 
Nature of Constraint Comments Required Actions to Mitigate

Use the Britishness of food and drink 

exports more overtly 

The “Britishness” of many food and

drink products is a major selling point to

importers and retailers alike in the UAE.

This is probably less the case in the

foodservice sector though. The UK has

some iconic food products to offer the

UAE market per se. There is desire to

see more NPD and product

development from UK suppliers as a

matter of course.

This is especially for niche markets

such as vegan, free from and organic

etc. as well as products that have even

more UK based provenance like

farmhouse produced cheese, animal

welfare friendly dairy and meat

products etc.

The Union Jack and Britain is Great

image resonates in the UAE well

beyond food and drink.

There is an opportunity to be far more

proactive across the UAE in promoting

the Britishness of food and drink

products.

This could be extended to the

regionality of some products in some

cases that are particularly well known

such as Welsh lamb, Scottish salmon,

some Northern Irish dairy and sea food

products where appropriate.

All of this will take time and effort of

course but the most obvious opportunity

would be at Expo 2020 in the short term

- but other opportunities exist with:

❑ UK based retailers and the likes of Lu

Lu and Carrefour etc.

❑ Other retail chains operating in the

UAE (in time).

❑ The high end food service sector.
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8. Product Specific Information
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8.1 Bread & Pastries
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The UAE bread & pastries market, 2016 -

2023 (AED million)
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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 restaurant/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 stock 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.
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Retail price structure for bread 
(Source: Promar, based on trade research)

Product Source of 

Supply

Pack Size Price (AED) Price (£)

White bread UAE 

(convenience 

store)

500g 1.95 0.43

White bread UAE 

(supermarket)

360g 3.00 – 4.50 0.66 – 0.98

Sunflower & 

pumpkin

UK 600g 15.00 3.28

Wholemeal & rye UK 400g 10.00 2.19

Farmhouse UK 600g 15,00 3.28

Protein bread US 350g 11.00 2.41

Organic & flax 

seed

US 350g 11.00 2.41
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Where have British products done well?

❑ 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 and Choithrams - and even in 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 HOREACA sectors.

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

own products.

97



8.2  Cheese
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UAE cheese imports

❑ 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 have increased from 1.200 tonnes 10 years earlier.

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

there are some minor exports of goats cheese too.
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UAE imports of cheese (‘000 tonnes), 

2009 – 2018 (Source: UN Comtrade)
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Leading cheese suppliers to the UAE 
(Source: UN Comtrade and Promar research)

Country of 

supply

Volume (tonnes) % Market Share Comments

KSA 15,000 20.0 Processed cheese

US 7,000 9.5 Processed cheese, 

mozzarella and some 

Monterrey Jack etc

Denmark 6,000 8.2 Mainly feta style 

cheese

Egypt 4,250 5.8 Processed cheese

New Zealand 4,000 5.4 Mainly cheddar and 

mozzarella

Turkey 3,700 5.0 Processed cheese

France 3,500 4.8 A range of French 

cheese products

UK 2,400 3.3 Mainly cheddar
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UAE demand for cheddar cheese (% 

market share) (Source: Promar, based on trade research)
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Cheddar cheese pack sizes in the UAE 

(% share) (Source: Promar, based on trade research)
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Demand, supply & packaging

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

favoured due to their highly price competitive nature.

❑ There are a number of UK cheese processors already active in the UAE market – at least 6 

companies were identified as being active in the market during the course of our store audits.

❑ UK cheese is supplied to the UAE in a number of formats as follows:

➢ 200 - 400g packs primarily for the  retail sector.

➢ 2.5kg and 5kg for foodservice customers.
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CIF cheddar cheese prices 
(Source: Promar, based on trade research)

Source of supply US$ per tonne Comments

UK 6,000 – 7,000 Mature and speciality products

UK 4,000 – 4,200 Mild

Ireland 3,900 – 4,200 Mild 

New Zealand 3,500 – 4,300 The NZ price is set by the 2 per 

month GDT auctions
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Retail pricing structures
(Source: Promar, based on trade research)
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Country Brand/type Pack size Price (AED) Price (£)

UK Monte Christo 400g 33.40 7.27

UK Davidstow Cornish 350g 36.95 8.05

UK Grandma Singleton 200g 18.95 4.13

UK Lyecross Organic Red 

Leicester

200g 27.95 6.09

UK Lyecross Red Leicester 200g 18.50 4.03

UK Wensleydale 150g 18.50 4.03

UK Mild slices 200g 16.00 3.48

UK Mild grated 200g 16.00 3.48

UK Long Clawson Blue Stilton 102 per kg 22.21



Retail pricing structures
(Source: Promar, based on trade research)
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Country Brand Pack size Price (AED) Price (£)

UK Mild Yellow 200g 13.50 2.94

UK Mature 200g 16.50 3.59

UK Goats cheese 150g 33.50 7.30

UK Organic feta 200g 25.00 5.44

UK Lactose free feta 200g 20.00 4.36

UK Lactose free 

cheddar

200g 23.00 5.01

NL Black pepper 

gouda

7.20 per 100g 1.57

France Emmental 3kg 5.25 per 100g 1.14

NZ Natural cheddar 2kg 49.90 per kg 10.87

Australia Bega 4.4lb 3.57 per 100g 0.78



Retail pricing structures
(Source: Promar, based on trade research)
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Country Brand Pack size Price 

(AED)

Price (£)

Cyprus Halloumi 250g 13.13 2.87

MENA Kraft processed 6 x 100g jars 19.95 4.37

MENA Kraft processed 

block pack

500g 24.95 5.46



The competition to the UK

Country of Supply Comments

New Zealand NZ supply primarily cheddar cheese to the UAE and in effect sets the price

via the Global Dairy Trade (GDT) auction held every 14 days. All leading UAE

cheese importers follow this on a regular basis and are totally clued up on

world prices and availability of products from the likes of the US, EU and

other MENA countries. NZ exports are made to the UAE via Fonterra the

leading NZ processor and exporter.

Australia Australia is also a well-established supplier to the UAE market and provide a

combination of cheddar and mozzarella cheese. Cheddar is normally

distributed to the retail sector and mozzarella to the foodservice (pizza)

chains.

France A wide range of French cheese is exported by consolidators, distributed to a

wide range of retail outlets across the UAE and then into the high end

HORECA sector. French cheese has a good reputation in the UAE market for

its high quality.
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The competition to the UK

Country of Supply Comments

Ireland Ireland is a small-scale supplier to the UAE for cheese, although dairy

exports from Ireland increased by 23% to over 11,400 tonnes in 2019,

compared to 9,279 tonnes during 2018. Much of these exports are a

combination of skim/whole milk powder (SMP/WMP) and butter. There are

modest exports of Irish cheddar supplied to the UAE dependent on prices.

The US The US exports a range of cheese products to the UAE and the US Dairy

Export Council (USDEC) benefits from USDA funding to underpin export

promotions work across the Gulf region. US cheese exports range from

cream cheese, mozzarella for the foodservice sector and US speciality

varieties such as Monterrey Jack.

The US cheese sector is especially strong in the foodservice market but

some product can be found in the retail sector too.

UAE importers are concerned that US exporters are fundamentally more

interested in other markets in NAFTA and SE Asia than the GCC, but US

exports to the region are up in the last years, not least as a result of the fall

off in exports to China.
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The competition to the UK
Country of Supply Comments

MENA and GCC countries Imports of cheese from these countries tend to be of processed

cheese and so are not in direct head to head competition with the UK.

They do however sell for very competitive prices in the UAE retail

market.

The UK In the course of our field research, we identified at least 7 suppliers of

UK cheese to the UAE retail sector but there maybe more of course -

this is all for a market size of 2,400 tonnes.

As a result, there is a good deal of competition in the UAE market for

UK cheddar in particular as well as other cheese types such as Red

Leicester.

This produces a strong degree of price competition between UK

suppliers and limited loyalty amongst key UAE buyers.
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Fonterra in the Middle East

❑ A subsidiary of Fonterra Co-operative Group, the Middle East Africa Brands

business unit was established in 1994 along with the multi-million dollar

manufacturing site in Saudi Arabia as a joint venture with SADAFCO.

Fonterra has been operating overall in the Middle East and North Africa

(MENA) region for more than 30 years.

❑ In 2010, Fonterra purchased the partner JV share to become a fully owned

entity. The main factory in Dammam, KSA has five processing lines, packing

milk powders, processed cheese and recombined feta-style white cheese,

and cutting natural cheddar cheeses. The site is one of the largest multi-

product dairy processing sites in the GCC.

❑ From the regional head office in Dubai the expansive region of GCC, Levant,

Africa and Central Asia is managed. The Fonterra portfolio is a mix of over

150 products including milk powder, butter, processed & natural cheeses,

cooking creams, adult nutrition powder and foodservice products.

❑ These are made in Fonterra factories in the KSA and Oceania. Fonterra

have 350 staff members based across the region in markets and

manufacturing sites.
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What are the lessons for the UK in the 

UAE cheese sector?

❑ Cheese demand in the UAE is still growing strongly.

❑ The UK is recognised as a key supplier of cheddar cheese to the UAE.

❑ 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 EU producers such as France, and

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 and Choithrams - and even in 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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8.3 Sauces & Condiments
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The UAE sauces, dressing & seasoning 

market, 2012 – 2022 (AED million)
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The UAE sauces, dressing & seasoning 

market, 2012 – 2022 (AED million), by 

category
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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 cooking sauces which

account for over 50% of the category between them.

❑ There is a huge range of products available to consumers, 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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Sauces & condiments in the UAE at retail 

level - a huge choice exists…
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UK sauces & condiments in the UAE

119



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 expatriates – 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.

❑ 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.

❑ There are also seen to be some iconic UK brands available in the market such as HP and Heinz

and even products, such as Sharwoods curry sauces etc.

❑ 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.
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Retail prices for UK sauces & condiments 

in the UAE (Source: Promar, based on trade research)

Country of 

Origin 

Product Pack size Price (AED) Price (£)

UK Mustard 150g 16.50 3.59

US Mustard 397g 6.56 1.43

UK Ketchup 450g 10.00 – 12.75 2.18 – 2.78

MENA Ketchup 340g 5.78 1.26

MENA Ketchup 560g 7.88 1.72

MENA Ketchup 340g 4.15 0.90

UK Pickle 310g 11.00 2.40

UK Horseradish sauce 170g 14.50 3.16

UK Tartare sauce 170g 14.50 3.16

UK Mayonnaise 235g 12.08 2.63

UK Mayonnaise 395g 17.06 3.72
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Retail prices for other sauces &  condiments 

in the UAE (Source: Promar, based on trade research)

Country of 

Origin 

Product Pack size Price (AED) Price (£)

US Pasta sauce 397g 8.66 1.89

US BBQ sauce 510g 9.40 2.05

US Salad dressing 

(gluten free)

267g 11.03 2.40

The 

Philippines

Fish sauce 350g 4.15 0.90

Thailand Fish sauce 200 ml 4.15 0.90

Malaysia Garlic dressing 340g 4.73 1.03

122



What can UK sauce & condiment 

suppliers to the UAE learn?

❑ There are a number of iconic UK brands available in high end retail and in some cases, high end

HORECA too.

❑ Demand is still on the increase and there is a very wide range of products available in this

category from an equally wide range of countries of supply, which suggests an open and

competitive market exists.

❑ There will be opportunities for products such as organic, free from and those with strong UK

provenance.

❑ There is a highly competitive supply base for most commodity style sauces and ketchups from 

other MENA and GCC countries.
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8.4  Seafood 
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The UAE seafood market, 2012 – 2022 

(AED million) 
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The UAE seafood market, 2012 - 2020, by 

category (AED million)
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UAE seafood imports, 2018 (‘000 tonnes 

& US$ millions) (Source: UN Comtrade)
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UK share of UAE seafood imports 
(Source: UN Comtrade)
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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 (salmon was not included in this assessment – our focus was on other seafood species

but accounts for some 11,000 tonnes of imports).

❑ After that, the volume of imports for individual species of fish are relatively small.

❑ The UK share of the market in the UAE (with the exception of sole) is normally well under 5%.
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Leading fish suppliers to the UAE

Country of Supply Comments

The UK With the exception of Scottish salmon, the UK is not regarded as a

leading supplier to the UAE market, but in the past a number of

exports have been made of products such as crab, lobster and

some oysters and mussels.

Norway Norway dominates supply of salmon to the UAE.

US/Canada The US and Canada are leading supplier of high end crab and

lobsters as well as oysters.

France and the Netherlands France and the NL supply mixed consignments of crab, lobsters,

oysters, prawns and mussels.

New Zealand NZ mainly supplies mussels to the UAE.

Oman Oman supplies locally caught prawns and lobsters.

India/Pakistan India and Pakistan (as well as Sri Lanka) supply prawns and crabs 

both fresh and frozen to the UAE.
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The New Waterfront Market is now the 

main POS for imported fish in the UAE
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The UAE seafood market
❑ Most imported seafood from the UK, other 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 and more so in China and other SE Asian

markets.

❑ There is little or no promotion of UK seafood products in the UAE when compared to the US,

Canada and Norway. They all run inward and outward trade missions to and from the UAE. They

also hold events at their respective Embassy’s and promotional activities with leading hotels and

restaurants etc.

❑ 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.

❑ The preference for crabs is the King and Snow species from the US and Canada. UK “brown”

crabs are seen as being too small in size for the UAE.

❑ 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. There has been some business done in

the past with the Orkney seafood sector for brown crab.
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The UAE seafood market

❑ 90% of imports from the UK, Canada, the US and other EU countries are supplied by air freight.

❑ Products from the likes of India, Thailand, Vietnam and Indonesia all arrive via sea freight and are

normally frozen.

❑ UK suppliers seem to struggle with assembling mixed consignments in the way that France and

the Netherlands seem able to do.

❑ Products are normally packed in 15 – 20kg polystyrene boxes and packed with ice.

❑ Payment to suppliers is normally on credit terms of between 15/30/60 days, depending on the

strength/duration of the trading relationship.

❑ There is no current premium for products that have MSC certification.
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UAE CIF prices for seafood 
(Source: Promar, based on trade research)

Source of supply Product Price quote Price (£)

UK Mussels €6 – 7 per kg 5.32 – 6.21

The Netherlands Mussels €4.5 per kg 3.99

France Mussels €5 – 6 per kg 4.44 – 5.32

US Lobster US$ 25 per kg 20

Canada Lobster US$ 20 – 30 per kg 16 - 24

The Netherlands Crab €12 per kg 10.65

The Netherlands Mixed consignments of 

lobster, oyster and 

mussels

€45 per kg 39.93

France Mixed consignments of 

lobster, oyster and 

mussels

€40 – 50 per kg 35.50 – 44.37
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UAE wholesale prices 
(Source: Promar, based on trade research)

Species Source Price per kg 

(AED)

Price (£)

Salmon – fillet Norway 85 18.51

Salmon - slices Norway 45 9.80

Salmon  - whole Norway 40 8.71

Prawns Oman 35 7.62

King Prawns Oman 120 26.13

Prawns Iran 25 5.44

Crabs Pakistan 45 9.80

Crabs UAE 35 - 45 7.62 - 9.80

King Crabs Alaska 110 – 350 23.95 – 76.22

Lobster UAE 90 19.60

Lobster Thailand 40 8.71
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UAE retail prices 
(Source: Promar, based on trade research)

Species Country of 

Origin

Retail Price (AED 

per kg)

Price (£)

Salmon Scotland 125 27.22

Organic salmon Canada 199 43.34

Salmon fillet NZ 199 43,34

Cod fillet Norway 99 21.56

Crab UAE 22.95 5.00

Oysters France 175 38.11

Prawns Sri Lanka 129 - 199 28.09 – 43.34

Prawns India 49 - 69 10.67 - 15.03
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The competition to the UK

Source of Supply Comments

Norway Norway dominates the supply of salmon to the UAE and is noted for

its high quality, very competitive price structure and excellent logistics

to the market. The Norwegians sets the standard for all seafood

suppliers.

US The US supplies mainly lobsters and crabs to the high-end

foodservice sector.

Canada The Canadian seafood sector is much like the US industry – supplying

lobsters and crabs to the upmarket foodservice and HORECA sectors.

New Zealand New Zealand is noted in particular for supplying high quality mussels

to the UAE market.

France The French seafood sector is noted for supplying a range of seafood

products on a consolidated basis to the high end HORECA sector.
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The competition to the UK

Source of Supply Comments

The Netherlands As with the French seafood sector, the Netherlands is noted for

supplying a range of seafood products on a consolidated basis to the

high end HORECA sector.

Oman Oman benefits from geographic proximity to the UAE and sells a range

of fresh seafood products into the market at highly competitive prices

as a result.

India/Pakistan Both India and Pakistan benefit from relative proximity to the UAE and

from highly competitive sea and air freight rates. They send a range of

products to the UAE including prawns, crabs and lobsters.
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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 vis a vis

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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8.5 Sweet Biscuits
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The UAE baked goods market, 2016 –

2023 (AED million)
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The UAE biscuit market

❑ Like lots of other food products in the UAE, the overall growth of the market for biscuits is still in

growth at 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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UK biscuits in the UAE retail sector
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Retail prices of UK biscuits in the UAE 
(Source: Promar, based on trade research)

Country of Origin Product Pack size Price (AED)

UK Hob Nobs 300g 12.00

UK McVities Digestive 200g 9.95

UK McVities Digestive Lite 250g 9.50

UK Walkers Shortbread 200g 21.00

UK M&S Shortbread 450g 49.00

UK M&S Chocolate 

Digestives

300g 10.00

UK Cabdury Cookies 200g 13.50
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Retail prices of other biscuits in the UAE
(Source: Promar, based on trade research)

Country of Origin Product Pack size Price (AED)

India Vita Marie Gold 140g 3.50

India Tiffany Marie tea 

biscuits

100g 1.75

India Britannia Gold 75g 1.75

India Britannia Digestive 

Lights

225g 7.00

Germany Loacker Wafer Biscuits 90g 5.95

Germany Loacker Vanilla Biscuits 90g 2.95

India Good Day Cashew 

Creams

100g 2.36
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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 more non-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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8.6 Sugar Confectionery
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The UAE confectionery market, 2012 –

2022 (AED million)
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The UAE confectionery market, 2013 –

2023 (AED million), by category
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The UAE confectionery market

❑ The UAE confectionery market is still growing 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 other 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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How is confectionery sold in the UAE at 

retail level 
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Retail prices of confectionery in the UAE
(Source: Promar, based on trade research)

Source of 

supply

Product Unit size Price (AED) Price (£)

UK Cadbury 230g 13,00 2.83

UK Kit Kat 46g 3.00 0.65

Italy Ferrero Rocher 312g 24.95 5.43

Italy Ferrero Rocher 200g 22.95

UK & MENA Mixed bag of Mars 

products

710g 42.50 5.00

US Hershey 150g 14.00 3.05

Germany Ritter 100g 9.40 2.05

Switzerland Lindt 35g 4.30 0.94

UK Maltesers 85g 6.60 1.44

UK Twix mini bars 150g 11.50 2.50

UK & MENA Quality Street 375g 28.35 6.17

Belgium Traditional Belgian 

chocolates

1kg 197.00 42.90
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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, 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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9. The UAE Service Package
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The Service Package concept

❑ We have found that any export development and subsequent promotional activity, no matter how

well it is funded, planned and carried out, will find it difficult to make the desired impact if some

element of the overall Service Package is not quite right.

❑ In the past, we have seen very good export development and promotional programmes nullified

by the export sector providing the wrong or sub optimal varieties, poor logistics, incorrect

packaging and inconsistent pricing etc., which weakens the overall export offer. This limits further

market and/or promotional opportunities.

❑ To this, now might well be added, the overall question of the source of supply’s sustainability and

all-round provenance credentials.

❑ To be successful, it is important to able to compete across all aspects. A weak link in one area of

the Service Package can impact other areas of strength and will limit the development of sales, or

at least make this a much harder task.

❑ The key features of the required UAE Service Package are detailed on the following pages.
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The UAE Service Package

❑ This can be seen to cover the following areas:

➢ Shipping

➢ Terms and conditions of business

➢ Other contractual stipulations to supply

➢ Product range

➢ Promotional support

➢ NPD

➢ Supply chain margins
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Shipping to the UAE market

❑ There are 11 flights per day from London to Dubai.

❑ The main UK consolidators use these to make regular shipments of short shelf-life products to the

UAE.

❑ Air freight rates from the UK to the UAE are broadly competitive due to the sheer number of flights

per day that go between the two destinations but as with sea freight are higher than the rate

enjoyed by suppliers from SE Asia.

❑ As such, shipping UK relatively high value food and drink products from the UK to the UAE market

is not a major issue, as products can be delivered overnight.

❑ There are also a range of sea freight routes used to transport longer shelf-life products to the UAE

from the UK – depending on the route, the transit time can be between 14 - 28 days.

❑ All air freight products come through Dubai International Airport.

❑ All sea freight products come through Jebel Ali.

❑ The UK pays approximately the same rate as other EU suppliers to the UAE, but much more than

those from SE Asia – and lower than those from North America.

❑ In terms of transit times for sea freight, the UK is at a considerable disadvantage compared to

food and drink suppliers from India and Pakistan - in much the same situation as against EU

suppliers - and considerably better off when compared to exporters in North America and/or

Oceania.
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Air freight rates to the UAE (US$ per kg) 
(Source: Promar trade research)

From Rate 

London 0.80 – 1.00

Rotterdam 0.80 – 1.00

Mumbai 0.50 – 0.60

Karachi 0.60 – 0.70

US – West  Coast 1.00 – 1.20

Canada – West Coast 1.20 – 1.30

New Zealand 1.30 – 1.35

Australia 1.30 – 1.35

Turkey - Izmir 0.80 – 0.90
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Sea freight rates to the UAE 
(Source: Promar trade research)

From US$ per 20 foot container Typical Transit Time

London 1,100 – 1,200 14 – 28 days

Rotterdam 1,100 – 1,300 14 – 28 days

Le Havre 1,100 – 1,300 28 days

Mumbai 550 – 625 5 – 6 days

Karachi 630 – 700 3 – 4 days

Bangkok 1,400 – 1,500 20 – 22 days

Shanghai 425 – 475 28 – 30 days

US – East Coast 2,000 – 2,100 35 – 38 days

Canada – East Coast 2,145 – 2,365 38 – 40 days

New Zealand 1,000 – 1,200 > 40 days

Australia 850 – 950 30 – 32 days

Turkey - Izmir 1,400 – 1,500 5 – 7 days
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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.

❑ The current business environment in the UAE means that many importers are looking to stretch

these terms as far as possible.

❑ All financial transactions are now made electronically.

❑ UK businesses are generally seen as being easy to do business with.

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

Sterling.

❑ Most UK exporters report no major problems in getting paid from the UAE beyond the normal and

occasional issues with late payments.

❑ 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. BRC, Halal accreditations etc.) as well as checking bank

and financial references.
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Other supply & contract stipulations 

❑ As well as the basic CIF price to be quoted, UK food and drink exporters would normally be

expected to contribute to the following costs:

➢ A one off SKU listing fee – this could be anywhere between AED 10,000 – 20,000 per SKU

(e.g. £2,170 - £4,350)

➢ A monthly listing fee of between AED 500 – 3,000 per SKU (e.g. £100 – £650)

➢ 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.

❑ UK companies are generally well thought of in terms of meeting these sort of contractual extras.
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Promotional support

❑ There is a wide range of promotional support provided by a mix of suppliers in the UAE.

❑ The UK food and drink sector has a strong image to capitalise on in the UAE.

❑ A number of the Embassies hold receptions etc. for leading companies in the UAE food and drink

sector - the French and Italians were mentioned in this respect.

❑ The UK has a reasonable presence at Gulf Food, the leading food and drink trade event in the

UAE. In 2020 the UK had 80 companies there, as many as France, but this is nothing compared to

other countries such as India, China, Brazil or Turkey.

❑ Social media is increasingly being used in the UAE to help develop the export message.

❑ There are regular in-store promotions at both ABL and BLT levels. These sometimes feature British

food products – price offers at the POS are very common.
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Promotional support

❑ The UK Red Tractor scheme is generally not well known and/or

recognised or not seen as relevant to key players in the UAE

food and drink sector.

❑ PDO/PDI type schemes are seldom used - occasionally these

are seen in the cheese sector.

❑ The “Great” Britain campaign is recognised, but not

automatically linked with the food and drink sector.

❑ The general view is that compared to other countries in the UAE,

the UK is still punching below its weight in terms of promotional

support.
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Gulf Food is a must attend event

❑ 97,000 international visitors

❑ 5,000 companies

❑ 185 countries

❑ 80 UK firms represented

Other key trade events in the UAE include as follows

❑ SEAFEX, Dubai   - www.seafexme.com

❑ SEAFOOD EXPO - www.dubaiseafoodexpo.com

❑ SIAL MIDDLE EAST  - www.sialme.com
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Supermarket magazines

❑ This latest edition of the Spinneys “house”

magazine features a range of Irish based food

recipes for St Patrick’s Day.

❑ It also has a feature on a range of food products

from Canada and soft fruit from Spain.

❑ It also features recipe ideas for Mothers Day and

Ramadan.
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Spinneys house magazine & Carrefour 

retail flyer
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Full page adverts & sponsorship in the 

Gulf Gourmet
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Where do UAE food & drink companies 

find UK exporters?
❑ UAE food and drink importers are well travelled and attend a good

number of international trade shows around the world.

❑ These would include as follows:

➢ Gulf Food – but for many, it was felt that this was an event that

they had to attend because of its proximity, rather than for any

real commercial benefit to them.

➢ SIAL and ANUGA in France and Germany respectively & the

Brussels Sea Food Expo.

➢ The US Fancy Food Fair(s).

➢ Bio Fach in Germany – for organic and natural products.

❑ While well acquainted with the UK food sector, very few appear to

travel to the UK for specific food and drink sector trade events.

❑ Many rely on simple word of mouth and their own commercial

networks to find new suppliers (if needed), as well as basic internet

searches etc.

❑ Experience of dealing with UK DIT in Dubai was positive when there

had been contact. Some were still unaware of the help they could

receive, especially in the import sector.
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Technical support & NPD
❑ As in all international food and drink markets where the leading supermarkets are already (or are

beginning to assume dominance), 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 so are very quick to pick up on

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

of the world too and so again is fully exposed to key market trends from around the world.

❑ There are the objectives of Vision 2021 which sees a future UAE where food is healthier,

produced more sustainably and with the use of advanced tech skills etc.

❑ 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 etc.

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

by their very nature “innovative” in how products are produced 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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Typical margin structures – cheese as an 

example (Source: Promar, based on trade research)

Stage of supply 

chain

% Cost in US$ Other costs Comments

UK labelling in 

Arabic

5 – 10 p per unit

UK export 

documentation 

£50 – 100 per 

shipment

Landed price (CIF) 4,200 per tonne

Tariff rate 5 210 per tonne

Import margin 5

Customs clearance 2

Local distribution & 

storage

1.5

Wholesale margin 25

Wholesale 

distribution

1.5

POS margin 30
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Typical margin structures – cheese as an 

example

Stage of supply 

chain

% Cost in US$ Other costs Comments

POS other charges AED 15,000 per 

SKU

SKU listing fee paid 

by UK supplier

VAT 5

Retail rebate 20
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The UAE Service Package & the UK

Element of the Service Package Good Less Good

Shipping The UK has excellent sea and air

freight connections to the UAE at

reasonable rates.

Suppliers in India and Pakistan

enjoy even better freight rates and

quicker transit times to the UAE.

Payment terms UK food and drink businesses are

seen as relatively easy to do

business with.

Terms and conditions of doing

business in the UAE will tighten in

response to current market

conditions.

Contract stipulations UK food and drink companies are

very used to dealing with these.

There are potentially lots of hidden

extras to account for at times. A

lack of transparency in how these

are applied can exist at times.

Product range The UK provides a wider range of

products than other countries to

the UAE.

There might be a lack of focus as

a result – Ireland in comparison

focuses strongly on dairy and beef

and builds in other products

around this.
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The UAE Service Package & the UK

Element of the Service 

Package

Good Less Good

Technical and NPD support The UK has a strong track record

of both NPD/innovation, as well

as developing more sustainable

supply chains.

Other countries (not least in the

EU) will be saying the same thing

- Ireland, Denmark and the

Netherlands etc., New Zealand

and even the US/Canada.

Pricing The UK’s high-quality positioning

is underpinned by a premium

price structure and helps justify

the “real thing” positioning it has

with some consumers/customers.

The UK is seen as a high cost

source of supply vis a vis other

EU countries and even North

America and Oceania and less

export oriented per se. In a

market which is being driven

increasingly by price and the

possible threat of over supply,

this is a somewhat vulnerable

position to be in.
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The UAE Service Package & the UK

Element of the Service Package Good Less Good

Promotional support The UK has a good presence at

key trade events such as Gulf

Food.

There is a feeling that the UK still

punches under its weight and

there is so much more that could

be done bearing in mind the

goodwill in the supply chain

towards UK products.
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Pinch points in the UAE supply chain can 

be summarised as follows
Point of Supply Chain Comments

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

administrative requirements. 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 a pinch point in the supply chain

for UK food and drink exporters.

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 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 pin

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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10. Key Market Drivers in the UAE
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Key market drivers in the UAE

❑ We believe that there are a number of key market drivers in the UAE that will impact on 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 the Expo 2020

project.
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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.

❑ 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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Food security in the UAE

❑ The UAE economy is diversifying, but still dependent on the oil price for its wealth.

❑ The UAE is also still relatively food secure (see the chart overleaf). 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. 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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Food security is a national priority for the UAE
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Global food security index (100 = the 

most secure) (Source: EIU)
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Direct sourcing in the UAE by retailers

❑ Globally, the retail sale of groceries and to a lesser extent fresh food such as fruit, vegetables,

meat and fish tend to favour super/hypermarkets. No doubt, the UAE will follow this global pattern

– the issue is at what pace?

❑ 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 can be typified by supermarkets in the UAE dealing less with the traditional consolidators

(see later in this section) but developing their own bespoke supply chain arrangements.

❑ This follows trends 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.
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Direct sourcing in the UAE by retailers

❑ 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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Sustainable & healthy food 

supply chains & products are 

becoming more in focus
❑ 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 not just supply

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

supply chain and market developments too.
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The highly seasonal nature of UAE food 

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

imports is highly seasonal in its nature. 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 too.
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The New Waterfront Market
❑ This is a major recent development and includes the new

fish wholesale market, supermarkets, a fruit market, a meat

market, spices and other dry goods, dates, food retail shops

and other fashion shops, as well as restaurants, coffee/cake

shops etc.

❑ It is positioned as much as a tourist attraction as a place for

buying and selling food and attracts around 800,000 visitors

per month.

❑ It is set on the site of the old fish market in Dubai as a

deliberate attempt fuse the past with the modern future.

❑ In the fish market there were products from Asia and the US

being sold commonly, as well as what seemed to be small

volumes of Scottish salmon.

❑ In the Lu Lu supermarket, there was a range of UK food and

drink products being sold.

❑ In the dry goods shops, while there was a range of imported

food and drink products available, these were mainly being

sourced from other GCC countries and the likes of India,

Pakistan, Egypt and Turkey.

❑ The whole project covers an area of 120,000 sq. metres and

has over 1,000 parking spaces.
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The UK at Expo 2020
❑ This major international event will last from October

2020 – April 2021. There are due to be 195 country

pavilions there, including the UK.

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

and there will be 200 restaurants. 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 that food

will be 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 of 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 does this all mean to UK food & 

drink exporters in the UAE?
❑ The fact that:

➢ 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 – in some cases for a long

period of time.

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

number of years.

➢ 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, 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.
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11. The Food & Drink Retail Market in the 

UAE
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The growth of the UAE food retail sector, 

2015 – 2022, AED billion (Source: IGD)
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The UAE grocery market, by % market 

share, 2019 (Source: IGD)
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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 however 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.
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Key UAE retail player profiles - Carrefour

❑ Carrefour are present in many Middle Eastern

countries, with 230 outlets in 15 markets; the UAE is

the largest of these markets (2018 sales equivalent

to AED17.4 billion).

❑ In 2013, Majid Al Futtaim (MAF) acquired a 25%

stake in Carrefour’s Middle East and North Africa

joint venture. In 2017, the group expanded further

through the acquisition of Retail Arabia.

❑ By 2023, the aim is to double the size of their Middle

East business, investing some US$50 million.

❑ Carrefour plan to diversify their store profile in the

UAE in order to modernise and strengthen their

brand. This will involve making more international

products available, introducing smaller formats and

providing instore game areas.

❑ The launch of “Carrefour Business” will launch the

brand into the HORECA sector. The business to

business platform will initially offer 4,000 products to

customers.

Strengths
• Second largest 

hypermarket (behind Lu 

Lu) in the UAE.

• Significant buying power, 

keeping prices low and 

provides consumers with 

variety.

Opportunities
• Expansion in terms of 

store numbers and 

convenience format, and 

launch of Carrefour 

Business into the 

HORECA sector.

• Private label concept 

gaining traction.

• Hypermarket segment is 

not saturated, plenty of 

growth potential 

available.

Threats
• Competition from a 

growing number of 

international and 

domestic retailers.

Weaknesses
• Need to continually 

invest to gain market 

share from Lu Lu. 

• Expansion is difficult in 

UAE due to cost and 

location (many retailers 

are restricted to space in 

shopping malls).
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Key UAE retail player profiles - Spinneys

❑ The business was founded in 1924, today it

operates 51 outlets in the UAE and Oman,

with plans to expand further with 18 new

stores by the end of 2020.

❑ The group also have a network of stores

across North Africa and the Seychelles.

❑ Spinneys also anticipate a store presence in

Bahrain and Kazakhstan in the future.

❑ They have a premium offering targeting high

spending locals and expatriates.

❑ Through the Waitrose partnership, Spinneys

opened the first Waitrose store in Dubai in

2008.

❑ Future expansion plans extend further into an

online platform, flagship store and cookery

school.

Strengths
• Recognised for high-

quality. 

• Licence agreement with 

Waitrose.

• Alcohol and non-halal 

products available. 

• Strong neighbourhood 

convenience format.

Weaknesses
• High quality = high 

prices.

• Not favourable during 

economic downturns. 

Opportunities
• Yet to launch online.

• Supermarket segment 

not saturated. 

• High spending 

consumers. 

• Growth in convenience 

retailing. 

Threats
• High end retailing will 

attract more investment 

and therefore greater 

competition. 
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Key UAE retail player profiles - Lu Lu
❑ Lu Lu is operated by EMKE, a food and retail

group based in Abu-Dhabi with 169 stores

across the GCC, Indonesia, India and

Malaysia.

❑ In 2018, total sales were equivalent to US

$7.4 billion.

❑ Its growth strategy involves rapid expansion

to be within reach of the entire Gulf

population.

❑ Most recently, they have also expanded into

China and the Philippines.

❑ The launch of Lu Lu Express enabled growth

into the convenience format, whilst also

increasing the range of convenience foods.

❑ To remain competitive, Lu Lu is investing time

emphasising the safety and quality control of

their product lines to consumers.

Strengths
• Leading hypermarket 

with strong brand equity.

• Also present in the 

supermarket and 

convenience formats.

• Competitive on price, 

reported as the 

cheapest.

Weaknesses
• Needs to invest to 

maintain leading 

position, especially as 

competition grows from 

international and 

domestic players 

entering the market.

Opportunities
• Expansion opportunities 

outside the main three 

Emirates and into Asia.

• Launch of online 

platform.

• Stand alone retail stores.

Threats
• Competition from a 

growing number of 

players entering the 

market.  Further 

supported by falling 

prices in real estate.
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Key UAE retail player 

profiles - Waitrose

197

❑ Waitrose have been active in the UAE since 2008.

❑ They now have 10 stores across the UAE.

❑ They are operated under a 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 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. This includes chicken, beef and

lamb, as well as its vegan friendly Plant Kitchen range.

❑ All suppliers must 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 today.

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

❑ All suppliers 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,

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 and 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 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 on a daily basis 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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Key UAE retail player 

profiles – West Zone

❑ West Zone have c. 95 stores across the UAE.

❑ They were established in 2005 and are an Indian owned business.

❑ Many of these are more akin to mini markets rather than supermarkets, however West Zone does

operate in a variety of locations including some malls.

❑ They are primarily a food retailer but also sell a range of sundry products.

❑ West Zone outlets tend to stock a limited range of products per category, primarily due to the

smaller size of outlet they typically run.

❑ There are a wide range of imported food and drink products on sale to consumers but very few of

these appear to come from the UK.

❑ The exception would be some biscuits and some commodity style confectionery products.

❑ It is estimated that about 30% of the overall foods they sell is imported, but often comes from

other GCC countries (Turkey and Egypt etc.).

❑ Promotions are heavily featured in store, but these are often based around price offers.

❑ West Zone also have interests in real estate development and operating foodservice/restaurant

outlets.

❑ They have their own 300,000 sq. ft. warehousing and distribution facility for frozen, chilled,

ambient and dry products.
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Key UAE retail player profiles -

independent sector

❑ Hey Day is a small chain of independent mini stores found across the UAE.

❑ They sell a range of food products ranging from canned foods, biscuits, ice cream, confectionery,

bread, soft drinks, bottled water and snacks.

❑ As well as food, they sell a range of other products such as cigarettes, toiletries, stationary and

some household products.

❑ They offer a free delivery service to consumers.

❑ They stock a number of food brands that originate from Britain such as Cadbury, Kit Kat, Mars,

Cities etc., but are in the majority of cases manufactured in other parts of the Middle East and

North Africa such as Egypt and Turkey.

❑ There are typically other imported foods in store from the US (cookies etc.) and the Netherlands

(chocolate bars etc.)

❑ There is typically no deli counter, but often a small in-house take-out coffee bar and sandwiches

etc.

❑ There is little to no promotional activity at the POS beyond some simple price offers.

❑ They are open for long hours – typically from 07.00 until 03.00 the following morning.
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Other major retailers in the UAE
(Source: Fitch Solutions)

Company Country of Origin Fascia Format Number of 

Outlets

Union Co-op UAE Union Co-op Hypermarket 11

Al Safeer UAE Shop n Save Hypermarket 35

Al Maya UK/India Al Maya Supermarket 20

Emirates 

Petroleum Group

UAE EPPCO Convenience 

Stores

150

Emirates Co-op UAE Emirates Co-op Supermarkets 5

Emarat Gas UAE Emarat Convenience 

Stores

65

Circle K UAE Circle K Convenience 

Stores

40
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12. The Foodservice Market in the UAE
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The structure of the UAE foodservice 

sector, 2019 (number of outlets)
(Source: Al Masah Capital)
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The QSR sector in the UAE, 2008 - 2018 
(Source: Al Masah Capital)
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Dubai - the leading international overnight 

tourist destination for spending (US$ 

billion) (Source: Statistica/Mastercard Cities Destination Index)
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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 is an estimated c.

600,000 visitors 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 in Dubai at up to 15 million per annum

– almost twice the size of the local population

of the UAE.
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The hotel sector in Dubai

❑ Dubai has some estimated 750 hotels – the general view

is that the sector has almost reached overcapacity even

with the planned Expo 2020 on the horizon.

❑ Each chef is estimated to have a budget of between US$

300,000 and US$ 3 million per hotel.

❑ 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.

❑ They produce a publication called Gulf Gourmet. It is read

widely by chefs in 5 star and 4 star hotels, and elite

standard independent restaurants.

❑ Its members include several international food groups and

suppliers from the US, France, Australia and New Zealand.

There appear to be none from the UK.

❑ All the leading foodservice distributors in the UAE are also

members of the ECG.
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Selected international members of the 

Emirates Culinary Guild
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How do hotels typically buy food & drink 

in Dubai?

❑ 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.

❑ 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. Others will just state “jam” or

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

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

who are used consistently. 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 sometimes 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 the key drivers of the

decision to purchase.
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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 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 the leading suppliers and 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.

Many have an English style pub too.
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Airline catering

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

worlds 5th busiest airport for passenger traffic.

❑ It has the highest average number of passengers per flight in the world. It typically handles 88

million passengers, 2.65 million tonnes of cargo and registers 410,000 aircraft movements

annually.

❑ This all helps generate a huge demand for in flight food in addition to 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 &

beverages.

❑ This includes the provision of some 225,000 in-flight meals per day for over 100 airlines that

operate out of Dubai.
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Airline catering

❑ Emirates First and Business Class lounges operate at Dubai International’s Concourses A, B, C

and D. Chefs work in the show kitchen of the First Class lounge where passengers can

experience the a la carte service and signature dishes.

❑ Emirates also cater for multiple airline hospitality lounges throughout all the airport concourses.

These include Emirates, the Marhaba Lounge, flydubai, Gulf Air, British Airways and the Senator

Lounge of Lufthansa and Star Alliance.

❑ Emirates also have a 10,000 sq. metre food production facility located at Dubai Investment Park.

❑ Emirates are an Expo 2020 Premier Partner, to offer the full operational scope and requirements

of any country pavilion participating in Expo 2020.
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The cruise liner sector

❑ 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.

❑ There is an array of ship chandlers who provide food and drink to

these cruise liners such as Al Baraka Ship Chandlers, HASACO,

Gulf Ship Chandlers etc.

❑ The main cruise lines to use Dubai include as follows:

➢ Cunard Cruise Lines

➢ Princess Cruises

➢ Holland America Lines

➢ P&O Cruises

➢ Peter Deilmann Dubai Cruises

➢ Silversea Cruises

➢ Happag Lloyd Cruises

➢ Fred Olson Cruises

➢ Seabourn Cruises

➢ Windstar Cruises

❑ There is also a network of hotels in the surrounding area to Port

Rashid.
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13. Appendices
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Appendix I - List of Contacts
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Company Name Sector

Importer (I), Exporter (E) 

Retailer (R),  Hospitality (H), 

Store Visit (SV), Other (O)

Aal Mir Group Biscuits, confectionery 

sauces etc

I

ADI Logistics & distribution I

Alseer Full range of foods I/H

Al Sharq Al Aqssa Trading Full range of foods I

Asmak Seafood I

Carrefour Full range of foods SV

Choithrams Full range of foods SV

Delamere Dairy Cheese E

Dingy Dell Meat E

British Butcher Shop Meat and other UK foods I & R

Emirates Culinary Guild H O

European Seafood Seafood I

Geant Full range of foods SV

Hey Day Biscuits, confectionery, 

snacks

R/SV

List of contacts
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Company Name
Sector

Importer (I), Exporter (E) 

Retailer (R),  Hospitality (H), 

Store Visit (SV), Other (O)

HSBC Finance O

Marks & Spencers Full range of foods R/SV

Middle East Chef Full range of foods I/H

NTDE Biscuits, breads, 

confectionery sauces etc

I

Luca Zara Full range of fresh and 

processed foods

I

Lu Lu Full range of foods SV

Promar Trading Cheese and other foods I

Radisson Blu Full range of foods H

Smylies Full range of foods I

Squiby Foods Full range of foods I

Spinneys Full range of foods R

Transmed Full range of foods I

List of contacts (continued)
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Company Name
Sector

Importer (I), Exporter (E) 

Retailer (R),  Hospitality (H), 

Store Visit (SV), Other (O)

Truebell Cheese and other foods I

UAE UK Business Council Business support services O

UK DIT Government O

Waterfront Market (various) Seafood I

Waitrose Full range of foods SV

West Zone Full range of foods SV

List of contacts (continued)
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UAE – import tariffs 
(source: WTO)

Product
UK/ EU 

rate
WTO Other GCC

SE Asia
Oceania, 

US, Canada, 

Turkey etc Others Singapore

Biscuits 5% 5% 0% 5%

0%

(GCC –

Singapore 

FTA) 

5%

Breads
5% 5% 0% 5% 5%

Cheese
5% 5% 0% 5% 5%

Confectionery
5% 5% 0% 5% 5%

Sauces & 

condiments 5% 5% 0% 5% 5%

Seafood
0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

221


