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INTRODUCTION

Introducing ADCCI

Introduction to research partner: 
Abu Dhabi Chamber of Commerce and Industry (ADCCI)

The Abu Dhabi Chamber of Commerce and Industry (ADCCI) 
was established in 1969 out of the need to create a unified 
body to support, promote, enhance and protect the interests 
of enterprises in the emirate. Acting as the voice of the 
business community in Abu Dhabi, ADCCI contributes 
towards developing and organising commercial and trade 
activities, increasing the competitiveness of the private 
sector and expanding their opportunities through a variety 
of services. ADCCI represents the interests of more than 
120,000 businesses of all sizes and across industries, which 
rely on it to amplify their voice. Guided by the leadership 
of the UAE federal government and Abu Dhabi emirate 
government, ADCCI's strategies and activities are aligned 
with the main development plans shaping the environment 
for the private sector. It also acts as a strategic partner to 
the government in strengthening the regulatory framework 
and developing high-value industries. 

ADCCI during the pandemic
ADCCI had a key role to play in supporting members when the pandemic created disruption for businesses globally. 
The chamber's strategy focused on three areas:      

MITIGATION ADAPTATION TRANSFORMATION 

ADCCI had the responsibility of ensuring members’ safety and helping them to mitigate challenges to their survival amid the 
pandemic. As such, ADCCI temporarily closed its centres and shifted to 100% digital services. Enhanced e-service offerings 
allowed the chamber to meet the need of members and the wider business community without jeopardising their health 
and safety. It also engaged closely with local and international partners through its “Chamber Talk” webinar series to provide 
members with vital information on adapting to the challenges posed by the pandemic and identifying new growth avenues. 
The pandemic ultimately provided ADCCI with an opportunity to enhance its commitment to the positive transformation of the 
private sector and contribute to realising sustainable development in Abu Dhabi.

Why read this Covid-19 Response Report? 
The following report will explore:

Ultimately the report will explain and contextualise the factors that can boost economic and trade diversification, support the 
development of start-ups and SMEs, and accelerate human capital development. The role that ADCCI has played and will continue 
to play in helping businesses overcome challenges and capitalise on emerging opportunities will be a common thread throughout.

how resilient the 
national and emirate 
economies were against 
the unexpected shock of 
the Covid-19 pandemic

how policymakers and 
corporate stakeholders 
responded to the 
challenges

the outlook for 
recovery and growth 
for businesses and the 
wider economy

the long-term prospects 
for enhancing dynamism 
in the private sector and 
generating new high-
value growth engines
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CONTEXT

Source: Our World in Data

The disruption caused by the pandemic forced businesses 
to adapt to unprecedented challenges

GCC countries implemented containment restrictions throughout 2020 and 2021 as the crisis evolved 

OXFORD COVID-19 GOVERNMENT RESPONSE TRACKER (OXCGRT)* AT MONTHLY INTERVALS
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Timeline of selected key milestones and events

2020 2021

The UAE reports its 
first Covid-19 case 
related to a Chinese 
individual from Wuhan

The country initiates 
nationwide night 
time curfew from 
10pm to 6am

Residents stuck overseas 
are permitted to return 
upon submission of a 
negative PCR test 

Abu Dhabi raises 
workplace attendance 
limit at government 
entities to 60%

Covid-19 booster shots made 
mandatory for those who 
received two shots of Sinopharm 
more than six months before

Fully vaccinated UAE citizens 
permitted to enter Abu 
Dhabi from other emirates 
without a PCR test

The Ministry of Health 
and Prevention 
announced its first two 
deaths from Covid-19

Schools cease 
physical lessons in 
the country until 
next academic year

UAE begins the rollout 
of its Covid-19 vaccine 
programme in the 
capital Abu Dhabi

Abu Dhabi restricts 
entry to public places to 
fully vaccinated citizens 
and residents only

Abu Dhabi reopens 
to fully vaccinated 
international tourists 
without quarantine

In response to the Omicron variant, Abu Dhabi 
announces that travellers arriving from other 
emirates will be required to show a green pass 
if vaccinated, or a recent negative PCR test 
result if unvaccinated
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* Rankings from the OxCGRT, which collates publicly available data on governments’ measures to contain the spread of the virus to create a Stringency Index
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The global economy appears to be over the worst of a highly disruptive period
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Fuel and mining trade hardest hit in 2020
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The first year of the pandemic 
was highly disruptive to the global 
economy and trade, with most 
goods categories experiencing steep 
annual declines. The only exception 
was agricultural produce, which 
experienced growth in global trade 
values despite disruptions to supply 
chains forcing many countries to 
scale up domestic production. 
Significantly for Abu Dhabi, fuel 
and mining trade decreased by 
24% overall, which highlighted 
the need to accelerate economic 
diversification efforts. As the global 
economy gradually recovers, private 
sector development initiatives in 
Abu Dhabi should help companies 
to capitalise on rising demand for 
products such as metals, chemcials 
and tech solutions. 

Cautious optimism 

CONTEXT

Global recovery provides new growth opportunities 
for Abu Dhabi’s companies 

Trade in goods and 
services globally 
decreased by 12% 
to $22trn in 2020 
compared with the 
previous year.
Emerging economies' 
trade volumes were 
expected to expand 
over 11% in 2021, 
above the global 
average.
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ReinventionRecoveryResponseResilience
What factors will underpin the long-
term growth of Abu Dhabi’s economy?

Which overseas emerging markets 
offer high potential for export 
expansion and diversification?

To what extent will the UAE’s net zero 
agenda lead to new business and 
investment opportunities? 

How can Emiratis be incentivised to 
seek employment or start businesses in 
the private sector? 

Are the economies of the UAE and Abu 
Dhabi on a sustainable recovery path?
 
How has the pandemic impacted the 
UAE’s capacity to invest in private sector 
development?

To what extent did the pandemic 
accelerate digitalisation trends? 

What are the prospects for growth in 
trade and investment? 

What impact did the pandemic have 
on working practices in the emirate?
 
Did the authorities deploy adequate 
measures to support businesses 
through the challenges? 

Was the health care response 
effective at tackling the pandemic? 

To what extent did the health care 
response support the continuity of 
commerce? 

Was Abu Dhabi’s economy capable 
of withstanding pandemic-related 
economic challenges? 

To what extent had Abu Dhabi’s 
economy diversified prior to Covid-19? 

How advanced was Abu Dhabi’s digital 
economy when the pandemic struck? 

Could Abu Dhabi’s health care system 
cope with the pressures of the 
pandemic?

January 2022
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RESPONSE RECOVERY REINVENTIONRESILIENCE

Abu Dhabi’s non oil economy expanded steadily in the decade prior to Covid-19
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NON-OIL GDP VALUE AT CURRENT PRICES (M AED)

Non-oil % of GDP

Oil % of GDP

20192010

48.5% 51.5% 49.6%50.4%

CAGR 2010-19: 5.3%

Infrastructure
Business e�ciency

Government e�ciency

Economic performance
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UAE's performance in factor rankings

January 2022Sources: SCAD; World Bank; Moody’s; IMD; Global SWF; Mubadala; IE Sovereign Wealth Ranking

The wealthiest of the seven 
emirates, Abu Dhabi had 
been making steady progress 
diversifying its economy away 
from oil before Covid-19 arrived. 
Its wealth is testament to a 
strong and transparent regulatory 
regime, as evidenced by the UAE’s 
region-leading performance in the 
2021 IMD World Competitiveness 
Rankings. When the pandemic 
hit, the emirate was in a strong 
position to raise funds through 
bond issuances thanks to its low 
debt, robust credit rating and 
positive net asset position. This 
allowed the emirate to capitalise 
on low interest rates and 
international investor appetite for 
higher returns when the global 
downturn began.

Robust position

Abu Dhabi’s resilient and increasingly diversified economy 
was relatively well placed to withstand pandemic shock

Strong fiscal buffers placed Abu Dhabi in a resilient position 

Sovereign debt to GDP:

Moody’s sovereign credit rating:

Sovereign wealth fund assets 
under management: (ADIA 
and Mubadala only)*

2019 2020

ADIA and Mubadala are the emirate’s two largest SWFs. Figures compiled 
from Global SWF, Mubadala and the IE Sovereign Wealth Ranking. Reliable 

full year figures were unavailable for both years for ADQ and ADIC.  

11.8%

Aa2

$977bn

22.7%

Aa2

$1.07trn

Country
2021 ranking in IMD World 
Competitiveness Ranking

UAE  9

Qatar 17

Israel 27

KSA 32

Jordan 49

UAE is the most competitive economy in MENA
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January 2022Source: SCAD

ICT, hospitality, transport, and research and development 
record positive pre-pandemic performance 

Although oil and gas remains the 
dominant economic sector in 
Abu Dhabi, the positive impacts 
of economic diversification and 
private sector development 
policies were already in evidence 
when the pandemic struck. Indeed, 
several industries spearheaded by 
private companies were displaying 
positive growth signs, most 
notably ICT – which had expanded 
more than any other sector in the 
year prior to the outbreak. 

In terms of employment, the 
vast majority of Emiratis in Abu 
Dhabi were still employed in 
public sector positions, although 
this is expected to change in the 
years ahead (see Recovery and 
Reinvention sections).

Positive signs 

*Others' includes work with mixed public and private 
entities, private households, and non-profit organisations

Private sector largest employer in Abu Dhabi 
but most citizens work in public sector

Distribution of workforce including 
expatriates (%), 2019

Distribution of employed 
citizens (%), 2019

Oil and gas remained dominant in Abu Dhabi but other industries display promise 

Public sector

Others*

Private sector

Private sector

Others

Public sector

81

4.9

14.1

17.7

56.2

26.1

GDP by economic activity at current prices (Dh m), 2019

6,727

373,297

57,699

38,660

85,693

47,184

26,311

10,836

25,193

70,470

38,415

20,782

12,317

64,489

14,638
13,730 6,034

2,775

Arts & recreation

Household employment

Agriculture, foresty & fishing

Accomodation & food services

Admin & support

Health & social work

Education

Professional, scientific & support

ICT

Transport & storage

Real estate

Utilities

Wholesale, retail & auto repairs

Manufacturing

Public admin, defence & social security

Financial services

Construction

Mining & quarrying (includes crude oil & natural gas)

Total
915,250

2019, % y-o-y growth rates

ICT 4.2

Accomodation & food 
services

1.9

Transport & storage 0.5

Financial services -0.05

Real estate -1.1

Professional, scientific & 
support

1.2

Manufacturing -2.1

Wholesale, retail & auto 
repairs

-2.2

Construction -2.7

How were major private sector employers faring pre-
pandemic?
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January 2022

Policymakers fostered a vibrant digital economy that could 
support a sudden shift to remote work and commerce

Source: IMD; UNEDGI

Country Rating class* EGDI rank
UAE V3 21

Bahrain V2 38

KSA V2 43

Kuwait V1 46

Oman V1 50

Qatar HV 66

0.6

0.7

0.8

0.9

1.0

QatarOmanKuwaitKSABahrainUAE

EGDI (2020) EGDI (2018)
Within the UN's E-Government 
Development Index (EGDI), the UAE's 
rating is in the very high bracket, in the 
second-highest class overall, with its 
score improving from 0.8295 in 2018 to 
0.8555 in 2020. This helped to facilitate 
continuity in public service provision 
when the pandemic hit.

The UAE is a regional leader in e-governance

The UAE and Abu Dhabi are are highly ranked in the IMD Digital Competitiveness Index*
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The UAE's global rankings in two of the main factors between 2016-20
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Abu Dhabi’s selected global rankings in individual indicators and sub-indicators

* The Digital Competitiveness Index measures the capacity and readiness of 63 national economies 
to adopt and explore digital technologies for economic and social transformation. The ranking 
measures “knowledge”, “technology” and “future-readiness”. The Global Technology Index used 
results from the Digital Competitiveness Index and assessed Abu Dhabi separately from the UAE. 

With 4G coverage widespread and 
the rollout of 5G under way, Abu 
Dhabi’s digital foundations were 
strong when the pandemic began. 
The year 2019 had seen the launch of 
Hub71, an ecosystem for innovative 
tech start-ups and investors that 
provides access to markets and 
capital. Elsewhere, under the scope 
of the Abu Dhabi Transportation 
Mobility Management Strategy 2030, 
transport networks were becoming 
increasingly interconnected through 
smart technology. Meanwhile, smart 
government initiatives had made 
significant progress in embedding 
ICT in government processes and 
digitalising services to improve 
efficiency and the user experience, 
which proved vital in maintaining 
continuity during the pandemic.

Blossoming ecosystem

Public-private 
partnerships (PPPs)
5th

Cybersecurity
5th

Digital/
technological
skills
6th

Technology 
regulatory 
framework
5th

Use of big data 
and analytics
9th

Technological 
framework
8th

IT integration
8th

Abu Dhabi ranks 
11th overall 
in the Global 

Technology Index

Rating classes are broken down into four categories: Low, Middle, High and Very High. Each category has 
four grades within: 1, 2, 3, plus the highest grade, which is distinguished by two letters (e.g. VH for the Very 
High category).  
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January 2022Source: AT Kearney; Ghadan

Future-oriented policy planning has paved the way for 
innovative businesses to flourish 

Abu Dhabi quickly rises on the Global Cities Outlook (GCO) rankings 

City 2020 2019 2018 2017

London 1 1 3 4

Toronto 2 11 12 20

Singapore 3 2 5 11

Tokyo 4 6 14 23

Paris 5 5 4 3

Munich 6 8 7 7

Abu Dhabi 7 20 50 52

Stockholm 8 10 11 9

Amsterdam 9 4 6 16

Dublin 10 9 33 40

Top improvement in ranking 2017-20

30

DUBLIN

45

ABU DHABI

19

TOKYO

8

SINGAPORE

18

TORONTO

1

GCO 2020 analyses 151 
cities on their prospects to 
be future global players

$13.6bn budget for Ghadan 21 
government-led accelerator programme 

(2019-22)

Ghadan 21 projects include:

Economics 
dimension

$81m allocated to XPRIZE Foundation 
crowdsourcing innovation platform

$145m earmarked for tech ventures 
and partnerships with global 
accelerators 

$272m worth of incentives available 
for agri-tech innovations to deliver 
sustainable food production 

GDP per 
capita metric

Infrastructure
metric

Abu Dhabi is ranked 1st in the GCO 

st

In the years leading up to the 
pandemic, Abu Dhabi was rising 
quickly in the Global Cities Outlook 
rankings released by AT Kearney 
annually. It is now firmly established 
in the global top 10 of the world’s 
future leading cities, having climbed 
45 places over the course of three 
years. This improvement was 
driven by long-term investment in 
economic diversification, with the 
UAE’s capital scoring highly in the 
quality of its infrastructure thanks 
to robust public-private partnership 
legislation. Abu Dhabi’s commitment 
to private sector development is 
evidenced in its digital economy, 
where the government acts as an 
effective partner for innovative 
start-ups through the Ghadan 21 
accelerator programme.

Sky’s the limit

Non-exhaustive highlights of pre-pandemic private sector development
• Abu Dhabi first established a privatisation committee in the 1990s

• The UAE gains accession to the WTO in 1996

• The UAE enacted a federal Competition Law in 2012

• The UAE government adopted a resolution to facilitate PPPs in 2017

• The Abu Dhabi Investment Office (ADIO) was formed in 2019 

• to boost the private sector

• Abu Dhabi published its own PPP law in 2019
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The UAE spends the most per capita on health care in the Gulf

0 500 1000 1500 2000

OMAN
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KSA

KUWAIT

QATAR

UAE

HEALTH EXPENDITURE PER CAPITA ($), 2019

The health care system in 
the UAE is comprised of a 
comprehensive public service 
funded by government, and a 
rapidly developing private system 
that complements public care. 
The system is regulated at both 
the national and emirate level, 
with Abu Dhabi Health Services 
Company (SEHA) operating all 
public hospitals and clinics in the 
emirate. SEHA is a key component 
of efforts to make Abu Dhabi 
a global leader in health care 
services and innovations, and the 
robust system in place ensured 
medical facilities and personnel 
across the emirate were equipped 
to cope with the pandemic and 
support the wider economy.

Innovative system 

Sources: World Bank; Bayanat; KPMG

Robust health care system in the UAE and Abu Dhabi 
supported an effective crisis response

In 2019 the UAE government funded approximately 69% 
of total health care expenditure in the country. However, 
according to KPMG’s 2020 UAE health care perspective 
report entitled “Who cares, wins”, private health care 
expenditure will record a compound annual growth rate 
(CAGR) of 9.5% between 2018 and 2022, compared to 
4.4% for the public sector. Private sector growth is being 
fuelled by government support for PPPs, growing demand 
for care from an ageing population, and the privatisation of 
hospitals, clinics and insurance, which is encouraging greater 
integration between health care providers and insurers.

Infrastructure (2019) Abu Dhabi Dubai Sharjah Ajman
Umm Al 
Quwain

Ras Al Khaima Fujairah

Public
Hospitals 16 6 8 4 2 6 3

Beds 3185 1585 851 215 260 613 334

Private
Hospitals 45 30 17 3 - 3 2

Beds 3175 2698 539 177 - 84 95

Total beds 6360 4283 1390 392 260 697 429

Beds per 1,000 
people 1.97 1.29 0.92 0.73 3.25 1.79 17.16

Abu Dhabi entered the pandemic with the most hospital beds in the UAE
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Workshop on how businesses 
can benefit from the products 
and services of Etihad Credit 
Insurance 

Entrepreneurship and Career 
Forum in partnership with 
with the Abu Dhabi Business 
Women Council, the Arab 
Business Women Council, and 
the International Federation of 
Business and Professional Women

Workshop on import 
and export procedures 
in collaboration with 
the International 
Chambers of Commerce

Seminar on FDI 
hosted with the 
Pakistan Business 
Professionals Council

Training course on 
future foresight for 
businesses in Abu 
Dhabi with the Superior 
Scientific Centre

Source: ADCCI

At the start of the pandemic, ADCCI 
represented the interests of almost 
100,000 companies. Understanding 
that small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs) constitute 98% 
of Abu Dhabi businesses and are 
central to economic advancement 
plans, ADCCI has long maintained a 
strong focus on helping this segment 
develop and diversify through 
tailored training programmes and 
services that help them to grow 
revenues and penetrate untapped 
markets at home and abroad. 
Support services range from advice 
on specific business plans and 
tender bids, to the facilitation of 
partners and external investment. 
Such efforts helped to strengthen 
the resilience of businesses in Abu 
Dhabi prior to Covid-19. 

Strong partnership 

CASE STUDY: How ADCCI helped to enhance 
private sector resilience ahead of the pandemic

How ADCCI helped boost corporate resilience pre-Covid-19
• Provision of consultations and specialised development training 

• Articulated private sector challenges to government councils and facilitated business meetings 
to resolve them 

• Conducted private sector surveys to understand concerns of businesses and help resolve them 

• Organised SME excellence awards to recognise and reward innovative and entrepreneurial ideas

• Facilitated B2B matchmaking events and diplomatic meetings to provide businesses with 
international opportunities

The Khalifa Fund for Enterprise Development 
was established in 2007 with an initial capital 
base of Dh300m as the main financing tool 
for SMEs and entrepreneurship by the Abu 
Dhabi government. ADDCI provides members 
with funding advice and acts as guidance for 
suitable candidates to the Khalifa Fund. New 
economic activity generated because of the 
fund’s support equalled 1.15% of GDP in 2019

Khalifa Fund for Enterprise Development
Key capacity building events held by ADCCI in the year before the pandemic

Specialised training course 
on e-marketing with Meirc 
Training & Consulting 
company

ADDCI's membership growth leading up to the pandemic
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Panel discussion on 
oil and gas disputes 
– past, present and 
the future

A seminar entitled 
“Implications of the 
UAE’s New Anti-Money 
Laundering and Anti-
Terrorism Financing Law”

Workshop on the rapid 
economic development 
of Asian countries, held 
in partnership with The 
Economist

ADCCI organised 65 events, 30 seminars and workshops, four celebrations and one conference to enhance the capacity of its members in 2019

June OctobersMay July September NovemberFebruary March April December

Workshop on 
international 
trade terms with 
the International 
Chamber of 
Commerce
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Resilience
A robust credit rating and positive net 
asset position meant Abu Dhabi was 
well placed to withstand the economic 
challenges of the pandemic

The non-oil economy in Abu Dhabi had 
a CAGR of 5.3% in the decade prior to 
Covid-19, although oil still constituted 
half of GDP

A vibrant digital economy had 
emerged in Abu Dhabi prior to 
the pandemic, supported by 
e-government services and publicly 
funded accelerators 

Abu Dhabi entered the pandemic with 
the highest number of hospital beds in 
the the UAE, and an advanced system 
built on public-private collaboration

January 2022

ReinventionRecoveryResponse
What factors will underpin the long-
term growth of Abu Dhabi’s economy?

Which overseas emerging markets 
offer high potential for export 
expansion and diversification?

To what extent will the UAE’s net zero 
agenda lead to new business and 
investment opportunities? 

How can Emiratis be incentivised to 
seek employment or start businesses in 
the private sector? 

Are the economies of the UAE and Abu 
Dhabi on a sustainable recovery path?
 
How has the pandemic impacted the 
UAE’s capacity to invest in private sector 
development?

To what extent did the pandemic 
accelerate digitalisation trends? 

What are the prospects for growth in 
trade and investment? 

What impact did the pandemic have 
on working practices in the emirate?
 
Did the authorities deploy adequate 
measures to support businesses 
through the challenges? 

Was the health care response 
effective at tackling the pandemic? 

To what extent did the health care 
response support the continuity of 
commerce? 
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January 2022Sources: Our World in Data; Poly

The UAE government imposed 
various restrictions on public 
mobility and gatherings in an 
effort to slow the rate of Covid-19 
transmission, with the Abu Dhabi 
emirate government implementing 
additional measures on top of 
the federal stipulations. Abu 
Dhabi maintained tighter mobility 
restrictions than the UAE average 
through much of the pandemic, 
with this placing pressure on service 
industries in particular. Parks and 
transit stations registered the 
sharpest drop in mobility patterns.  
Businesses were forced to adopt 
work-from-home measures where 
possible, and maintain strict sanitary 
and social distancing measures if 
staff members were required to be 
physically present in the workplace.

Mobility changes

Lockdown restrictions imposed to curb Covid-19 
spread created pressures for businesses

Permanent changes to the workplace in Abu Dhabi? 

Abu Dhabi has maintained a high level of vigilance throughout the pandemic, 
and working from home became the norm for most office workers

37% of UAE workers say they are concerned about missing out on 
career development opportunities due to remote working

68% of UAE employees claim to be more productive working from 
home

A hybrid model is likely to form a major part of future corporate plans, 

with workers coming to the office 2-4 days per week per week
27% of UAE remote workers felt that being expected to work outside their 
work usual hours was one of the main downsides to working from home

69% of UAE employees say the 9-5 working day has been replaced 
by an “anytime working” model

Abu Dhabi maintained stricter mobility curbs than the national average; remote working patterns were similar across the Emirates

*Google mobility data shows movement trends across di
erent categories of places such as retail and recreation, groceries and pharmacies, parks, transit stations, workplaces and residential compared with the 
historical baseline scenario on that day, with the baseline being zero 

UAE MOBILITY TRENDSABU DHABI MOBILITY TRENDS*
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Wide range of fiscal and monetary support measures 
deployed to ease the burden on businesses

The UAE and Abu Dhabi 
governments reacted quickly 
to the spread of Covid-19 with 
the introduction of stimulus 
measures aimed at minimising the 
impact of the pandemic on the 
economy and the corporate sector. 
Throughout the pandemic, SMEs 
have been singled out for special 
support owing to their relative 
vulnerabilities resulting from lower 
capital buffers and, in the case of 
service businesses particularly, 
higher dependency on physical 
interactions with clients. The 
extensive support measures have 
allowed many SMEs to remain in 
business despite severe pressures 
on revenues, and also enabled 
them to invest in boosting their 
resilience against future shocks.

Economic stimuli Abu Dhabi's initial stimulus package introduced in March 2020
Federal support
Dh100bn. – Targetted Economic Support Scheme (TESS) launched by the Central Bank of the UAE 
(CBUAE) to support retail and corporate customers up to June 2022 

– Dh50bn through collatoralised loans at zero cost for UAE banks
– Dh50bn freed up from the CBUAE’s capital buffers to provide further liquidity support to banks
– 15% of UAE banks’ loan portfolios had benefitted from the loan deferrel programme in the 
scheme as of late September 2021

Dh395bn – Total size of the federal and emirate level support packages announced in the UAE up 
to February 2021
• Emirates Development Bank launched an Dh1bn investment fund for start-ups and SMEs, focused 

particularly on industrial companies in priority sectors needing support

Banking support to Abu Dhabi’s SMEs

For all SMEs
Deferral of installments of existing borrowings up to three months, 
with a 50% banking fees reduction

Reduction of interest charges on new borrowings based on 
prevailing interest rates 

50% reduction in bank charges on early settlement of existing 
borrowings

For SMEs impacted by 
Covid-19

Deferral of installments of existing borrowings up to three months 
without bank charges

Up to 50% reduction in banks’ merchant service fees

Up to 50% reduction in banking fees and charges on zero-balance 
accounts

Reduction in the requirements to maintain a minimum average 
balance to up to Dh10,000 per month

Dh5bn in water and electricity subsidies for citizens, 
commercial entities and industrial sectors

Dh3bn added to the SME Credit Guarantee Scheme

Dh1bn to financial markets to enhance liquidity and sustain 
balance between supply and demand in the stock market

Subsidised electricity connection fees for start-ups

Suspension of bid bonds and exemptions for start-ups from 
performance guarantees for projects valued up to Dh50m

Exemption of the municipal Tawtheeq fees for commericial and 
industrial activities

Exemption of real estate registration fees

Suspension of traffic tolls and the registration fees for 
commercial vehicles

Pre-existing commercial and industrial penalties waived

25% reduction in industrial land leasing fees for new contracts

20% rebate on rents for restaurant, tourism and entertainment 
sectors

Ke
y 

m
ea

su
re

s 
to

 s
up

po
rt

 b
us

in
es

se
s



UAE16 OBG Covid-19 Response Report

RECOVERY REINVENTIONRESPONSERESILIENCE

January 2022Sources: Deep Knowledge Analytics; Our World in Data; Institute for Health Metrics and
 Evaluation; University of Oxford; DoH

High testing capacity helped to contain the virus in 2020 before the vaccine
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Abu Dhabi tops Covid-19 City Safety rankings 
Global rankings in key categories from Deep  Knowledge Analytics
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A swift response to the health 
care challenges of the pandemic 
saw the UAE and Abu Dhabi 
dramatically scale up testing 
capacity in early 2020. At the 
same time, a test and trace 
application known as Al-Hosn 
was developed to alert residents 
to get tested after potentially 
coming into close contact with 
a Covid-19 patient. This data-led 
response saw the UAE quickly 
emerge as a regional leader 
in testing capacity, while also 
providing solutions for safely 
easing restrictions on certain 
key industries. Abu Dhabi topped 
the global Covid-19 City Safety 
Ranking in September 2021 due to 
its effective holistic response. 

Holistic response

Effective scaling up of testing, tracing and treatment capacity 
helped the UAE contain the pandemic pre-vaccine

Abu Dhabi scales up health capacity
Emergency infrastructure

Scientific initiatives

Field hospitals, mass testing centres and screening facilities  

Effective testing and tracing systems using national app, with the 
capacity to conduct over 140,000 tests daily     

Drive-through services, virtual appointments, home visits, 
telemedicine and home delivery   

Institutional isolation and e-isolation

Research and development (R&D) programmes to improve virus 
outcomes and develop an effective vaccine    

Research Registry for Covid-19 platform to support R&D efforts  
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The UAE and Abu Dhabi have 
implemented one of the most 
efficient vaccination programmes 
in the world, with all the eligible 
population in the country 
expected to have been fully 
vaccinated by the end of 2021. 
Although the country experienced 
a strong wave of transmission 
in the first quarter of 2021, the 
mitigation measures adopted in 
Abu Dhabi were less restrictive 
compared to the beginning of 
the pandemic thanks to the 
high vaccination rate, with 
positive implications for business 
continuity. The vaccine rollout 
helped the UAE return to growth, 
with national GDP forecast to have 
increased by 2.2% in 2021.

World leader

Swift vaccine rollout facilitated a gradual easing of 
restrictions and return to normality

The UAE’s e�cient vaccine campaign helped restrictions to ease
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Wide range of vaccines authorised

Abu Dhabi hosted Phase III trials in 2020, and 
authorised its use the same year Sinopharm

Sputnik V

Pfizer-
BioNTech

Oxford-
AstraZeneca

Moderna

Abu Dhabi hosted the volunteer programme for 
Phase III clinical trials in 2020, and authorised it 
in 2021

Authorised in 2020

Authorised in 2021

Average of almost 82 doses per 100 people 
administered daily in April 2021 

Free of charge for all citizens and residents 
of Abu Dhabi 

Widespread campaign targets 106 different 
locations across the emirate

Entire population fully vaccinated by 
the end of 2021

Vaccination 
campaign in 
Abu Dhabi
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CASE STUDY: How ADCCI helped members to overcome the 
challenges and prepare for new opportunities

In addition to preventive measures 
to safeguard staff and members, 
ADCCI launched new initiatives to 
support, promote, develop and 
protect the interests of businesses 
in the emirate. Members were 
given the opportunity to perform 
all their business service requests 
and transactions remotely, and 
virtual training sessions and 
seminars were conducted to 
help firms adapt operations to 
the challenges of the pandemic. 
Meanwhile, ADCCI participated 
in the national effort to address 
health and economic challenges 
by promoting the Together We 
Are Good and Together We Are 
Fine programmes launched by the 
Authority of Social Contribution.

Positive contributions 
Measures taken by ADCCI to enhance the response of members

Reduced access to 
service centres to 

safeguard and protect 
staff and members

Application of 
remote working for 
all staff to promote 

social distancing 

Sensitisation 
of members on 
healthy remote 

working practices

Provision of 
virtual trainings 

and webinars for 
members and 

distance learning 
for students 

Document attestation 
and validation and 

other services provided 
via the digital platform

Online issuance 
of Certificates of 

Origin and Business 
Certificates

Reduced cost 
of applying for 

Certificates of Origin 
online to Dh90 to 
support members

Free membership and 
economic licences for 
two years to support 
economic recovery

Offer of integrated 
programmes to 

enable enterprises 
to adopt thier 

businesses to the 
pandemic  

Launch of “Chamber 
Talk” webinar series with 

renowned partners to 
advise private sector 

businesses on overcoming 
the pandemic

Promotion of the Together 
We Are Good  and 

Together We Are Fine 
national programmes 

for donations and 
contributions to tackle 
health and economic 

challenges

January 2022
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The onset of the pandemic 
spurred ADDCI to expedite the 
rollout of its long-term digital 
transformation strategy. By doing 
so, the chamber was able to 
alleviate some of the challenges 
facing the Abu Dhabi business 
community and overseas investors 
related to the limitations of 
social distancing, while also 
supporting the overall digital 
transformation of the emirate. 
As a result of its efforts, ADCCI is 
now in a position to offer a wider 
variety of effective and efficient 
smart solutions to members. This 
strengthens the overall business 
ecosystem of Abu Dhabi and the 
capacity of member companies 
to operate effectively through 
challenging periods.  

CASE STUDY: Accelerated digitalisation enabled 
ADCCI to upgrade service provision

Strategies 
used by ADCCI 
to intensify 
digitalisation

100% digitisation of ADCCI services to streamline 
member operations 

Expansion of e-services to meet members’ needs 
and support businesses

Annulment of e-service subscription fees 
on digital platforms to support digital 
transformation

Addition of ADCCI's website to the TAMM 
platform as part of the government’s 
consolidation of all digital services   

Deployment of the latest digital technologies and 
training of staff in all departments on working 
from home

Building online learning capacity by conducting 
more than 100 specialised training sessions and 
13 delegations virtually

Use of new technologies to provide expert advice 
through ADCCI online consultation services  
   

ADCCI's digital platforms

Customer Service 
Digital Platform 

Customer 
Happiness Digital 
Platform 

e-Vendors Portal

Launched to enable members to complete 
document attestation and validation online, and 
also perform some other e-service functions on 
mobile devices without needing to be physically 
present at branches 

    

Used for membership registrations, opening new 
branches, modifications to business and company 
details, adding and cancelling partners, certificates 
of origin, business person certificates and 
membership certificates     

Tailored specifically to suit the needs of suppliers 
providing services, such as suppliers’ registration, 
purchase orders, tenders, contracts and invoices  
  

2020 results from ADCCI's digital platforms

23,460 

digital transactions completed between 
March 2020 and January 2021

70+
webinars and online 

events

19,183
new registered memberships with 

67,727 renewals

20,065 

electronic certificates issued for 
export and re-export

January 2022

Adapting to change
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Amid heightened vigilance, working from 
home became the norm for Abu Dhabi 
office workers and a hybrid working 
model is likely to outlast the pandemic 

Federal and emirate level stimulus 
packages totaled Dh395bn by February 
2021, with SMEs targetted for liquidity 
support to help them mitigate the 
challenges 

A data-led health care response saw 
the UAE swiftly emerge as a leader in 
Covid-19 testing, with Abu Dhabi ranked 
the safest city in the world during the 
pandemic 

A world-leading vaccine campaign that 
began in December 2020 helped to 
facilitate the safe easing of restrictions 
and supported the economic recovery 

Response

January 2022

A robust credit rating and positive net 
asset position meant Abu Dhabi was 
well placed to withstand the economic 
challenges of the pandemic

The non-oil economy in Abu Dhabi had 
a CAGR of 5.3% in the decade prior to 
Covid-19, although oil still constituted 
half of GDP

A vibrant digital economy had 
emerged in Abu Dhabi prior to 
the pandemic, supported by 
e-government services and publicly 
funded accelerators 

Abu Dhabi entered the pandemic with 
the highest number of hospital beds in 
the UAE, and an advanced system built 
on public-private collaboration

ReinventionRecovery
What factors will underpin the long-
term growth of Abu Dhabi’s economy?

Which overseas emerging markets 
offer high potential for export 
expansion and diversification?

To what extent will the UAE’s net zero 
agenda lead to new business and 
investment opportunities? 

How can Emiratis be incentivised to 
seek employment or start businesses in 
the private sector? 

Are the economies of the UAE and Abu 
Dhabi on a sustainable recovery path?
 
How has the pandemic impacted the 
UAE’s capacity to invest in private sector 
development?

To what extent did the pandemic 
accelerate digitalisation trends? 

What are the prospects for growth in 
trade and investment? 

Resilience
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Pandemic underlines the need for the private sector-led growth

National debt projected to remain at manageable levels
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Public debt, Q2 2021 (%)
• Global average 104.6%

• Mature markets average 129.9%

• Emerging markets average 62.4%

• Middle East & Africa average 54.5%

January 2022

Balancing act

The UAE’s approved national 
budget for 2021 was almost 6% 
lower than the previous year as 
the government looked to balance 
public finances and limit the 
budget deficit after being forced 
into unexpected expenditure to 
fund the pandemic response and 
address shortfalls in oil revenues. 
Fiscal spending plans at the federal 
and emirate levels are designed to 
maintain macroeconomic stability 
while mitigating present challenges 
and charting a sustainable growth 
path. The national debt is expected 
to increase over the medium term 
but remain within manageable 
levels as the government funds 
various private sector support 
initiatives and future-oriented 
growth strategies.

UAE maintains macroeconomic stability 
despite strain on public finances

y-o-y growth

2.1 7.8 15.3 2.0 -5.7

 

The Covid-19 
Economic Recovery Index (CERI)

Country Rank
Absorptive 

capacity
Overall score

UAE 37 51.70 60.27

Turkey 44 59.47 58.28

KSA 48 55.65 56.30

Kuwait 54 50.65 54.90

Egypt 70 63.28 51.23

Jordan 79 50.27 49.32

The CERI by Horizon Group 
is calculated across three 
categories: Economic Agility, 
Health Resilience and Absorptive 
Capacity. The UAE scored 
particularly highly in the first 
two categories, and although 
the country was marked 
down for food insecurity and 
a perceived lack of industrial 
depth and diversity in the third 
category, these challenges are 
being actively addressed by 
policymakers with the support of 
the private sector.

Allocated by Ghadan 21 – an Dh50bn 
accelerator programme – to specifically 
support SMEs with post-crisis financing

Zero-cost liquidity facility available under 
the TESS up to the end of June 2022

Dh6bn

Dh50bn

Support for the private sector 
in Abu Dhabi

Sources: UAE Government;Statista; Horizon Group; IIF
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The UAE and Abu Dhabi have 
absorbed the economic impact 
of the Covid-19 relatively well 
thanks to an effective fiscal and 
monetary response, and the 
country is now poised for a robust 
recovery. Oil price rises in 2021 
have improved the fiscal outlook, 
and the government is pressing 
ahead with plans to enhance 
dynamism in the corporate sector 
while reducing the public sector 
wage bill. Data shows that Abu 
Dhabi’s manufacturing sector is 
well-placed to generate added 
value in the economy, aided by 
national policies designed to place 
the UAE at the forefront of the 
Fourth Industrial Revolution (see 
Reinvention section).

Business optimism 

Source: IMF; World Bank; Global Data

Positive economic outlook provides 
platform for corporate growth 

12.5%

11.5%

UAE's economy on track for robust recovery Which sectors will underpin Abu Dhabi’s recovery?
GVA proportion by sector in Abu Dhabi, 2020

UAE consumption poised for reboundOnly two GCC countries projected to record fiscal surplus in 2022
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mobility restrictions 
unleashes pent-up 

demand in Abu Dhabi, 
service businesses in 
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capitalise on the 
opportunities 

stemming from 
neighbouring Dubai 
hosting Expo 2020
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UAE health care executives report fast-paced innovation 
% of respondents who believe there has been progress in innovation

UAE executives target broad-based tech invesments
% of executives planning to invest in new technologies

*Responses of 102 UAE business executives in the 2020 GE Global Innovation Barometer on
 industries that have made significant progress in relation to innovation during the pandemic 

*Responses of 111 UAE company executives in Accenture's technology vision survey on plans 
to invest in new and emerging technologies

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

DRONES/UAVS

BLOCKCHAIN

WEARABLES

AR/VR

AUTONOMOUS
VEHICLES

3D PRINTING

ROBOTICS

AI

IOT/SMART SENSORS
Health care
IT
Telecoms
Financial services
Energy
Manufacturing
Transportation
Defence

62

4844

29
24

23
2

0

13

January 2022

The disruption of the pandemic served 
to accelerate Abu Dhabi’s digital 
transformation process further, with 
the federal government enacting a new 
Labour Law that makes provisions for 
remote working with the employers’ 
consent. As businesses were forced 
to pivot to remote working and 
client interaction practices, many 
executives initiated sweeping corporate 
digitalisation plans and invested 
in next-generation technologies 
such as the internet of things (IoT), 
artificial technology (AI) and robotics. 
Although the upfront costs of digital 
transformation can be significant, such 
investments can strengthen the long-
term competitiveness of businesses 
by optimising operations, improving 
cost-efficiencies and enabling them to 
better interface with clients.

Digital shift

Sources: Accenture; GE; WIPO

Pandemic-induced digital transformation is 
strengthening Abu Dhabi’s competitiveness

Dh735m provided 
by the Abu Dhabi 

Investment Office to 
ICT companies in 2021

Dh25bn to be 
invested by UAE in the 

digital industry over 
the next 10 years

Key actions to improve Abu Dhabi’s digital ecosystem

Launch of Amazon 

Web Services (AWS) 
cloud infrastructure 

in the first half of 
2022

100,000 UAE 
Golden Visas to be 
issued to the best 

coders from around 
the world

Dh10bn allocated 
in 2020 for 

infrastructure spending 
through PPPs

Creation of the Open 
Data platform by the Abu 
Dhabi Digital Authority for 
quick and safe access to 

reliable data

UAE to host the 
PyCon Summit (the 

largest programming 
summit in the Middle 

East) in late 2022
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As the voice of the private sector 
in Abu Dhabi, ADCCI is focused on 
boosting the competitiveness of 
companies and developing their 
capacity to take advantage of 
emerging opportunities in a rapidly 
evolving global economy. For 
example, the chamber is providing 
training and advisory services 
designed to help businesses take 
advantage of national development 
strategies and identify viable 
options for future growth at 
home and abroad. With Expo 
2020 bringing global innovators 
and investors to the UAE, ADCCI 
is helping to position Abu Dhabi 
as a global centre for innovation, 
as well as facilitating partnerships 
between local businesses and 
visiting delegations.

Future opportunities

CASE STUDY: How ADDCI plans to help 
businesses leverage emerging opportunities 

Expo 2020: ADCCI’s role in supporting businessesCapacity to capitalise: supporting the private sector

Communication of opportunities arising from 
Expo 2020 to ADCCI members

Introduction of businesses, entrepreneurs and 
SMEs to diverse investment opportunities in all 

sectors

Facilitation of B2B meetings between potential 
international partners and Abu Dhabi companies at 

Expo 2020

Delayed by the Covid-19 pandemic, 
the world’s largest exhibition and 
business event, Expo 2020, is 
taking place in Dubai from October 
2021 until March 2022. Under the 
main theme “Connecting Minds, 
Creating the Future” and three sub-
themes – Sustainability, Mobility, 
and Opportunity – Expo 2020 will 
showcase innovations and business 
opportunities from 191 countries. 
With the event expected to bring 
over 25m visitors to the UAE, 
Abu Dhabi has the opportunity to 
position itself as an attractive market 
for developing next-generation 
industries, while businesses in the 
emirate can highlight their potential 
for partnerships and investment.

Introduce new value added services and further improve 
existing offerings

Strengthen communication and consultations with members 
through the private-sector-focused committees and business 
councils 

Build capabilities and recognise private sector businesses 
through award programmes

Organise sector-specific trade delegations to uncover 
business opportunities regionally and internationally

Encourage business growth among SMEs through specialised 
programmes, trainings and strategic partnerships

Heighten member awareness of laws and regulations through 
specialised legal advisory services

Provide support to members in resolving legal disputes 
through amicable mediation services and expertise 

Provision of insights and intelligence on the 
Abu Dhabi business environment

$17bn
direct and indirect revenues to 
be generated from Expo 2020, 
according to UAE government 
projections
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UAE increased FDI inflows in 2020 despite pandemic

UAE in top five for optimism among business leaders
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UAE is highest ranked MENA country
in Kearney’s 2021 FDI Confidence Index

How does Abu Dhabi standout as an FDI destination? 

“UAE’s striking rise in the 

rankings in likely a result of 

its advanced technological 

infrastructure and high 

innovation levels, as well as 

its efficient response to the 

pandemic”

- Kearney report

High-potential industriesRankings

Key features15th
place overall in 

rankings

5
economies improved 
their y-o-y rankings 

(inc. UAE)

> 4
places since last 
year’s rankings

2nd
highest ranked 

emerging market 
after China

Source: UNCTAD; Kearney; ADIO

Positive prospects for FDI growth in the UAE, with Abu Dhabi 
will positioned to attract inflows into emerging sectors

• 100% foreign ownership allowed in almost all 
industries and businesses following reform of 
the federal commercial companies law

• Common law based on English law
• Absence of personal and corporate income tax
• 5% VAT as applicable to other parts of the UAE
• 100+ UAE tax treaties with reduced 

withholding tax and capital gains tax rates 

• 1st for ease of doing business in 
MENA

• Top-ranked Middle East country in 
WEF’s Global Competitveness Report

• Safest city in the world, according to 
Numbeo’s Quality of Life Index

• Smartest city in the Middle East, 
according to IMD-SUTD Smart City 
Index

• Advanced manufacturing

• ICT

• Health care and biopharma

• Financial services

• Agri-tech

• Tourism 

• Green energy
See Reinvention section to explore the potential 
in some of these sectors further

• Golden Visa and other options for secure 
long-term visas available to skilled 
professionals

• Adoption of 4.5-day working week aligned 
with the international Monday-Friday working 
calendar

• New federal and Abu Dhabi specific regulations 
relating to family owned businesses, which 
are expected to attract foreign family owned 
businesses and protect existing ones

While global FDI flows 
declined by 35% y-o-y 
in 2020, FDI inflows to 
the UAE grew 11% 
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UAE and Abu Dhabi poised to capitalise 
on the recovery in global trade

19% 37%

5%

6%

34%

Global merchandise trade growth outlook

Manufactured goods and fuels dominate UAE export basket
% of total exports (2020)

UAE's top-5 export partners in 2020 
Value ($ m)

Abu Dhabi's's top-5 non-oil export partners in Q1 2020  
Value ($ m)

Three-way split in Abu Dhabi's non-oil exports
% of non-oil exports by businesses through Abu Dhabi's ports (Q1 2020)

UAE exports exceed pre-pandemic levels, driven by higher oil prices
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The UAE’s export values had 
exceeded pre-pandemic levels by 
the end of the third quarter of 
2020, and although global supply 
chain challenges persisted through 
2021 amid labour shortages 
and high commodity prices, the 
external trade outlook for the 
UAE and Abu Dhabi is bright. 
While petroleum demand in Asia 
will underpin the overall export 
recovery, non-oil manufacturers 
in Abu Dhabi will also benefit from 
the release of pent-up demand 
in traditional GCC markets, while 
service exports will be boosted by 
the uptick in tourism and travel. 
Looking ahead, new government 
strategies should help Abu Dhabi’s 
businesses penetrate new markets 
in future (see Reinvention section).

Trading up
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Robust fiscal buffers, an effective policy 
response and growth-oriented strategies 
have placed the UAE and Abu Dhabi on 
track for robust economic recovery 

While declining oil revenues hit public 
finances in 2020, public debt is expected to 
remain manageable as government focuses 
on stimulating private sector growth

The pandemic accelerated an already 
advanced digital transformation process 
in Abu Dhabi, with companies investing in 
new digital tools to mitigate challenges and 
enhance competitiveness 

The UAE experienced FDI growth in 2020 
despite the disruption, and confidence 
is high for further investment flows 
into emerging industries as Abu Dhabi 
diversifies its export portfolio

Recovery

January 2022

Amid heightened vigilance, working from 
home became the norm for Abu Dhabi 
office workers and a hybrid working 
model is likely to outlast the pandemic 

Federal and emirate level stimulus 
packages totaled Dh395bn by February 
2021, with SMEs targetted for liquidity 
support to help them mitigate the 
challenges 

A data-led health care response saw 
the UAE swiftly emerge as a leader in 
Covid-19 testing, with Abu Dhabi ranked 
the safest city in the world during the 
pandemic 

A world-leading vaccine campaign that 
began in December 2020 helped to 
facilitate the safe easing of restrictions 
and supported the economic recovery 

Response
A robust credit rating and positive net 
asset position meant Abu Dhabi was 
well placed to withstand the economic 
challenges of the pandemic

The non-oil economy in Abu Dhabi had 
a CAGR of 5.3% in the decade prior to 
Covid-19, although oil still constituted 
half of GDP

A vibrant digital economy had 
emerged in Abu Dhabi prior to 
the pandemic, supported by 
e-government services and publicly 
funded accelerators 

Abu Dhabi entered the pandemic with 
the highest number of hospital beds in 
the UAE, and an advanced system built 
on public-private collaboration

Reinvention
What factors will underpin the long-
term growth of Abu Dhabi’s economy?

Which overseas emerging markets 
offer high potential for export 
expansion and diversification?

To what extent will the UAE’s net zero 
agenda lead to new business and 
investment opportunities? 

How can Emiratis be incentivised to 
seek employment or start businesses in 
the private sector? 

Resilience
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Abu Dhabi’s future economy underpinned by advanced 
manufacturing, skills development and start-up acceleration

Source: UAE Ministry of Industry and Advanced Technology, Abu Dhabi Government, ADGM, 
Plug and Play Center, Hub 71

The UAE and Abu Dhabi are following long-term strategies to enhance competitiveness in future-oriented industries and 
ease dependence on hydrocarbon exports. Significant public investment is being channelled into creating an enabling 
environment for advanced manufacturing and entrepreneurship to flourish, while policymakers are looking to cultivate 
new export markets for a broad-range of high-tech products and services. ADCCI is supporting the business community in 
Abu Dhabi to adapt to these strategies and capitalise on the opportunities they present for sustainable growth.

Operation 300 to significantly expand the UAE’s industrial output and outreach

• Increase the industrial sector’s contribution to GDP from Dh133bn to 
Dh300bn by 2031      

• Increase spending on R&D in the industrial sector from Dh12bn to Dh57bn 
by 2031 (equivalent to 1.3% of GDP) 

• A portfolio of Dh30bn to support priority industrial sectors over a period of 
five years allocated by the EDB, which is expected to contribute Dh10bn to 
GDP and create over 25,000 jobs by 2025      

• Financing for 13,500 SMEs provided by the EDB      
• Investment fund of Dh1bn for start-ups, SMEs and industrial companies in 

priority sectors in 2022      

Manufacturing

Infrastructure

Technology

Objectives

Financing

Priority 
sectors

Key 
agencies

Institution Role
• Ministry of Industry and 

Advanced Technology 
(MoIAT)

The enabler. It leads the programme, creates 
the enabling environment and oversees the 
“Make it in the Emirates” campaign 

• Emirates Development 
Bank (EDB)

The engine. Provides financial and non-
financial support

• Abu Dhabi Department of 
Economic Development 
(ADDED) 

The engagement platform. Leads the “Made in 
Abu Dhabi” marketing campaign to showcase 
the emirate’s manufacturing prowess

Key initiatives to promote SMEs and start-ups in Abu Dhabi
Ghadan 21: Three-year accelerator programme focused on the economy, knowledge and community 

Hub71 (part of Ghadan 21): Platform providing tech start-ups with access to markets and funding

Abu Dhabi Global Market (ADGM): International financial centre that supports fintech ventures 

Plug and Play Abu Dhabi: Accelerator to nurture start-ups and entrepreneurial talent 

Khalifa Fund: Financial support for Emiratis to start and grow businesses  

Yas Creative Hub: Purpose-built complex to develop media, entertainment and gaming companies

Innovation Hub Abu Dhabi: Collaborative community centre for tech incubation and acceleration        

Key initiatives to promote SMEs and start-ups in Abu Dhabi

National Programme for Advanced Skills Projects of the 50 

Position the UAE as a world leader in the field of 
advanced skills development    

Adapt the education system to the requirements 
of future development plans    

Formation of the Advanced Skills Council to 
oversee the programme   

Create 75,000 private sector jobs for Emiratis 
through incentives    

Transform the UAE economy and ensure a 
sustainable future    

Led by the Emirati Talent Competitiveness 
Council 

Objectives Objectives

January 2022

Health care

Food security
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Sources: Digital India; Global Median Insight; Observatory of Economic Complexity; Press In-
formation Bureau, Government of India; Statista; Trading Economics; UN Comtrade

India offers a high-value diversification opportunity 
as one of the UAE’s top trade partners

Highest-value UAE exports to India 
(% of total export value to the country), 2019*

India sees rising demand in some key UAE export 
segments

Change in India’s global import values 
(year-on-year for month of July), 2019-21

Crude petroleum 
$7.82bn

Change ($ m) Change (%)

Petroleum, crude 
&related products

3146 32

Gold 2490 145

Pearls, precious and 
semi-precious stones

667 51

Diamonds
$5.2bn

*latest available data for breakdown by market and product

Gold
$3.29bn

29%

19%

12%

Creative industries offer synergy for bilateral trade of services

Digital India could facilitate knowledge and 
technology transfer across Abu Dhabi’s 
digital ecosystem  

World’s second-most-populous nation presents trade 
opportunities for Abu Dhabi 

UAE’s non-oil exports to India in 2020 equalled Dh42.1bn, 
accounting for third-largest export destination

• Long-term roadmap launched in 2015, Digital India 
targets digital empowerment and knowledge-based 
economy 

• accelerated cloud-based development  

• strengthened ICT infrastructure  

• wider digital inclusion  

• Memorandum of understanding signed in 2018 for India-
UAE AI Bridge in New Delhi   

• to accelerate AI, blockchain and analytics development; 
aiming to generate $20bn over 10 years   

• In May 2021 Abu Dhabi’s Hub71 selected its first start-up 
from India   

• Widely expected to remain one of fastest-growing global economies despite pandemic 

• Accounts for majority of UAE’s expatriate population, with estimated 2.75m or 27% of the 
total as of mid-2021   

• Fifth-largest destination for non-oil exports through Emirate’s ports in H1 2020  

• UAE and India reached $55.4bn of bilateral trade in 2019

• Negotiations for a comprehensive economic partnership agreement between India and 
UAE began in H2, 2021

• negotiations expected to be completed by the end of January 2022 and formal 
agreement to be signed in March 2022

• forecast to increase annual bilateral trade in services to $15bn within five years, and 
trade of goods to $100bn   

• One of eight global markets named in UAE’s Global Economic Partnerships, announced 
September 2021     

• targets a Dh40bn annual increase in trade volume with eight selected markets as one of 
first 13 initiatives announced under UAE’s Projects for 50 

Digitalisation looks set to boost trade efficiency 

• Digitalisation of India's supply chain expected under National 
Logistics Policy, still under governmental review in H2, 2021:

• national logistics e-marketplace to digitalise 
trade processes, simplifying import and export 
documentation  

• logistics data and analytics center to enable efficient flow 
of goods   

• effective agri-logistics to reduce losses due to agri-
wastage  

• Scope for enhanced bilateral trade efficiency – including 
India's agri-exports to UAE     

January 2022

• Abu Dhabi has long been committed to nurturing creative industries and accompanying services

• Media free zone twofour54, for instance, has offered a 30% cash rebate for production and post-
production spending in the Emirate since 2013

• Delegates travelled to India in 2016 to promote the scheme; as largest global film market in terms 
of number of productions, the country offers sizeable opportunity 

• Abu Dhabi plans to invest Dh22bn into cultural and creative industries over 2021-25, in a move to 
create new jobs and attract talent amid diversification
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Mineral-based energy accounts for the majority of UAE exports to ASEAN, 2020

Singapore’s energy transition needs are aligned with Abu Dhabi's 
energy and diversification goals

Malaysia's top-10 global import products
by value (RM bn), 2021

Synergy between increased 2021 demand
and UAE's 11 vital industrial sectors 

IMPORTS FROM UAE TO ASEAN (TOP-THREE MARKETS BY VALUE, $ BN)*
Other

Rubber products

Processed food

Optical & scienti�c
equipment

Iron & steel products

Transport equipment

Metal for manufacturing

Machinery, equipment
& parts

Petroleum products

Chemicals &
chemical products

Electrical &
electronic products

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

OtherMineral fuels, oils
& distillation products

Singapore

Thailand

Malaysia 2.89 Largest value of non-mineral
fuel, oil & distillation products from the UAE

Imports largest value of mineral
fuel, oil & distillation products 

Highest total 
import values

5.5

6.3

Singapore has historically imported all its energy – 
limited capacity to generate renewable power

First environmental blueprint, Singapore Green 
Plan 2030, launched in February 2021

Comprises five key pillars, with Energy Reset outlining 
transition to clean sources – including hydrogen

350 MW 
peak (MWp)

2020

1.5 GWp
2025

2 GWp
2030

Fivefold targeted increase in solar power, 2020-30

UAE aims for 50% clean 
energy by 2050

Growth in non-oil exports 
integral to Abu Dhabi 
Economic Vision 2030

Renewable energy 
equipment and hydrogen 
prioritised under Operation 
300bn

UAE Circular Economy 
Policy 2021-31 issues 
guidance for environmental 
sustainabilty

Singapore’s expertise in environmental management, including waste-water recycling, o�ers 
an opportunity for knowledge and technology transfer. Thailand's focus on ramping up 

installed renewables generation capacity presents a similar Emirati opportunity.

169.1

Jan-Jul 2021*
Total imports

554.2

*provisional data

53.9

50.0

39.1
31.7

19.9

18.8

15.3

13.6

10.7

131.9

Malaysia’s top imports from UAE in these four growth categories
(import value), 2020

Year-on-year change in import values to Malaysia, Jan-Jul 2020-21

Source: Abu Dhabi Economic Vision 2030; Energy Market Authority of Singapore; Malaysian Rubber Council; 
MATRADE; Shared Prosperity Vision 2030; Singapore Green Plan 2030; Trading Economics; UAE Circular Economy 
Policy; UN Comtrade

ASEAN’s energy transition and progress towards an 
automated future offer standout opportunities for the UAE

Mineral fuels, 
oils & distillation 
products

$1.5bn
71% petroleum oils and oils obtained from 
bituminous minerals

Plastics $185.8m
51% polymers of ethylene, in primary forms; 
45% polymers of propylene or other olefins, 
in primary forms

Fertilisers $8.7m 81% nitrogenous fertilisers

Organic 
chemicals

$8.2m 85% acyclic hydrocarbons

Electrical & 
electronic 
equipment

$6.2m
23% electrical transformers, static converters 
and inductors; 19% electrical apparatus for 
switching or protecting electrical circuits

Rubber $5.5m
84% synthetic rubber and factice derived 
from oils and mixtures of rubbers

Miscellaneous 
chemical 
products

$1.7m
31% anti-knock preparations, oxidation 
inhibitors and gum inhibitors; 28% industrial 
monocarboxylic fatty acids

Rubber Petroleum products
Chemicals & 

chemical products
Electrical & 

electronic products

117% 37% 27% 20%

January 2022
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Sources: IAE; UAE Government; ADNOC; Our World in Data; Mastercard 

UAE’s ambitious Net Zero target creates 
new opportunities for tech innovation 

What: The capture of CO2 from large emitters, such as 
power plants and factories, to either be re-used on-
site, recycled into new materials, or injected into deep 
geological formations (carbon sinks) for permanent 
storage

What: The integrated application of 
advanced digital technologies to optimise 
production processes and service 
delivery in a wide variety of areas

What: Technology used to 
streamline, enhance and optimise 
the delivery of financial services, 
often outside of traditional banking 
channels 

The whole of the government’s approach, combining the strategic thinking of key ministries together with the private sector, will leverage innovation and the breakthrough technologies of the Fourth Industrial Age. In so doing, we will call on the 
contribution of our academic institutions, large scale industrial players and innovative SMEs to create solutions that both drive down emissions, while creating jobs and sustainable economic growth.

 - Sultan bin Ahmed Al Jaber, Minister of Industry and Advanced Technology 

Why: Although the technology has yet to be developed 
at scale, it holds the potential to transform the fight 
against climate change by removing large quantities 
of CO2 from the atmosphere after it has been emitted, 
while also supporting growth in new industries such 
low-carbon hydrogen 

Why: Industry 4.0 holds the potential to 
contribute both directly and indirectly to 
reducing carbon emissions, by improving 
resource and energy efficiency, as well 
facilitating remote consumption and 
interaction 

Why: Beyond expanding financial inclusion, 
fintech can contribute to net zero targets by 
reducing the need for paper money and energy-
intensive brick-and-mortar banking operations, 
as well as helping to profilerate green finance 
solutions and optimise environmental, social and 
governance evaluations

Investment potential: 
• ADNOC has partnered with Total to develop CCUS 

technology
• Mubdadla Petroleum and Eni have teamed up to explore 

CCUS and hydrogen options 
• ADNOC, BP and Masdar are collaborating on the 

development of CCUS and hydrogen solutions 
• ADNOC is openly seeking more partners to 

scale up annual CCUS capacity by 500% to 
reach 5m tonnes per year by 2030

What: The application of technology and 
innovation to improve agricultural output and 
mitigate challenges to agricultural productivity

Why: Agriculture and land use is responsible 
for around 18% of global carbon emissions, 
as well depleting the carbon sequestration 

capacity in soil. Food security is also a 
major global challenge that is central 
to the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals

Investment potential: 
•  ADIO is running an Dh1bn AgTech Incentive Programme in an 

effort to develop innovative and scalable solutions for producing 
food in an arid environment 

• The world’s largest vertical farm is under construction in Abu 
Dhabi 

•  Abu Dhabi-based Pure Harvest Smart Farms secured $64.5m 
in growth capital in October 2021, bringing the company’s 
cumulative invested capital to $271.6m

• Agriculture is one of the priority sectors for investment and 
development under the Operation 300bn programme

Investment potential: 
• UAE launched its UAE Industry 4.0 strategy in October 

2021 under the Projects of the 50 umbrella 
• UAE Industry 4.0 aims to place the country at the heart of 

the global Fourth Industrial Revolution and catalyse investment in next-
gen technologies

• Strategy involves the Champions 4.0 Network – 12 leading domestic 
and international companies committed to accelerating digital 
transformation in their industries in the UAE

• Network plans to identify, assess and assist 200 SMEs ripe for Industry 
4.0 digital transformation

Investment potential: 
• The UAE tops the Arab Monetary Fund’s Index of Modern Financial 

Technologies, which assess jurisdictions across six main pillars
• In 2020 ADIO expanded its Innovation Programme for start-ups to 

include fintech among several other areas, with the total incentive 
pool valued at Dh2bn

• ADGM’s annual Fintech Abu Dhabi Festival attracts over 100 global 
fintechs to the emirate, with many staying to take advantage of 
the supportive ecosystem 

• ADGM’s Digital Lab provides an open API digital platform that 
enables financial institutions and fintech firms to co-develop 
solutions
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Industry 4.0

  Agritech

the extent to which the UAE aims to reduce its carbon intensity over the next decade national target in annual water use reduction from irrigation through innovation

of UAE consumers say they plan to use a new method of digital payment within the next year           ranked Arab country in the 2021 UN Industrial Organisation’s Competitive Industrial 
          Performance Index (CIP) report 

UAE Net Zero by 2050 Strategic Initiative: Multiplier Effect

1st

25% 15%

95%
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January 2022Source: UAE Government; World Bank HCI

How will Emiratis drive the next wave of 
development in the UAE and Abu Dhabi? 

Encouraging more Emiratis to 
pursue careers in the private 
sector, as well as identifying the 
core skills that the labour market 
will demand in the future, are key 
to the long-term development 
of Abu Dhabi. As demonstrated, 
policymakers at the federal and 
emirate levels have articulated 
comprehensive plans to ensure 
citizens feel empowered to shape 
the future of the economy. It 
is now incumbent upon private 
businesses to capitalise on the 
favourable policy environment and 
support mechanisms on offer to 
expand into high-potential sectors 
and provide opportunities for the 
next generations of talent to shine, 
aided by the ADCCI.

New framework 

Incentives (starting in 2022):

Subsidised career break for government employees

6-12 months leave with 50% of the salary paid to eligible 
government employees to establish a new business

6-12 months leave with 50% of the salary provided by 
the government to employees in the private sector to 
establish a new business

Dh1bn Alumni Fund to support students and graduates 
with micro-loans for them to establish a new business

Vocational training programme: Dh1.25bn to provide training to Emiratis in various sectors

Government employees aged 50 or more can retire to establish a new business

Dh24bn to hire 75,000 young Emiratis in the private sector and six months of financial aid for 
Emiratis who lose their jobs in the private sector

Define the top-12 advanced skills required in UAE’s government and job market:

Scientific literacy Leadership Financial literacy Adaptability

Creativity Empathy Collaboration
Social and cultural 
awareness

Critical thinking/
problem solving

Tech literacy Communication Growth mindset

Nurturing entrepreneurship
 in Abu Dhabi

Five components of the National Programme for Advanced Skills

Forge partnerships 
with international 
organisations, research 
institutions and 
academia to develop 
skill measurement tools

Raise awareness of 
the importance of 
advanced skills in the 
community and generate 
opportunities for all 
segments to acquire them

Develop policies and 
programmes with 
all stakeholders to 
design and implement 
education and 
training programmes

Reach the target groups:

Students at various 
academic and academic 
levels

New graduates

Employees in the public 
and private sectors

Entrepreneurship and skills focus in UAE Projects of the 50

Target: Increase the proportion of nationals in the private sector from 2% to 
10% per company in five years

Nafis project: Government bears the cost of training Emiratis in the private sector for up to a full 
year, including:

- Fixed bonus of Dh5000 per month for five years to Emiratis in specific positions in the private 
sector (on top of salary)

- Dh8000 monthly salary for university students

UAE already leads Arab countries in Human Capital Index (HCI)

*Lebanon ranked below Tunisia as its lower bound score was marginally lower. The score' shown here is 
flanked by an upper and lower bound value that demonstrate that the scores are subject to uncertainties .
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“The UAE Projects of the 50 initiatives 
will generate additional markets 
and revenues for the private sector, 
support the companies’ bottom-line 
through incentives and benefits, and 
develop the labour market” – 

“

Mohamed Helal Al Mheiri, 
Director General, ADCCI

The OECD estimates 
that for every $1 spent 
on education, $10-15 
can be generated in 
economic growth

1 2

3 54
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“

“

Economic partnerships 
between the UAE and eight 
major global economies will 

serve to increase global market 
access for Emirati companies

How do you assess the potential impact of the UAE Projects of the 50 
programme in terms of strengthening the competitiveness of start-ups 
and private sector businesses in the country?
AL MHEIRI: The first set of UAE Projects of the 50 includes several initiatives 
that have the potential to significantly contribute to strengthening the 
competitiveness of the private sector in the emirate and the UAE more broadly. 
For instance, modernising the visa and work permit system will help to attract 
and retain regional and global talent. In a similar vein, the economic partnerships 
between the UAE and eight major global economies will serve to increase global 
market access for Emirati companies. This, coupled with the 10x10 programme 
– which aims to achieve a 10% annual increase in the UAE’s exports to 10 key 
destination markets – will support small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) 
and start-ups as they work to boost their exports. Lastly, the national in-country 
value programme will create stronger links with SMEs and private businesses in 
Abu Dhabi through a focus on local content. These initiatives, and others that 
have yet to be announced, will help to develop additional markets and revenue 
for the private sector, while supporting their bottom line through incentives and 
benefits, and deeper and more developed labour markets.

What steps can Abu Dhabi take to promote human capital development in 
line with the demands of future-oriented industries and technologies?
AL MHEIRI: Over the last few decades our country has developed the necessary 
hard infrastructure to offer residents an excellent quality of life, as well as to 
adopt advanced technologies such as artificial intelligence and the internet 
of things, with the aim of achieving sustainable economic development in an 
increasingly knowledge-based world. Abu Dhabi, the first capital in the world 
to have 100% penetration of fibre-to-the-home connections, was ranked as 

the top smart city in the region and 42nd globally in the IMD Smart City Index 
2020. In terms of human capital, the Mohamed bin Zayed University of Artificial 
Intelligence in Abu Dhabi will directly prepare future generations of Emiratis for 
the demands of future industries and technologies. The UAE Projects of the 50 
programme, for its part, includes key projects such as the so-called green visa 
to attract talent, the 100 Coders Every Day initiative to increase the number 
of coders, the Fourth Industrial Revolution Network to establish and grow 500 
national companies in future-oriented sectors, and the Tech Drive programme to 
promote the industrial adoption of advanced technology.

In what ways does the Abu Dhabi Chamber of Commerce and Industry 
(ADCCI) seek to support businesses in the emirate?
AL MHEIRI: We have been working tirelessly and reinventing ourselves in order 
to support the private sector in its efforts to achieve the goals set by our national 
and emirate-level leadership. Among other accomplishments, we achieved 100% 
digitalisation in 2020. We also launched the Chamber Talk Programme, with 23 
sessions and 6000 attendees from 39 cities; organised four virtual Excellence 
Awards; conducted four private sector surveys and more than 100 specialised 
virtual training sessions; and provided expert advice through our online 
consultation services. At the national level, the UAE ranks as the 22nd country 
globally and first in the GCC in terms of attracting foreign direct investment. The 
government, meanwhile, has launched several initiatives to develop a favourable 
legislative environment for businesses, including the amendments to the 
Companies Law to allow full foreign ownership in numerous commercial activities, 
and a more than 90% reduction in the cost of setting up a business and annual 
licence renewal fees for Abu Dhabi based entities. This will reduce the cost of 
doing business in the emirate and enhance our global competitiveness.

Mohamed Helal Al Mheiri, 
Director-General, Abu Dhabi Chamber of Commerce and Industry
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Reinvention
Long-term growth and diversification 
in the UAE and Abu Dhabi is likely to be 
underpinned by advanced manufacturing 
and tech industries, supported by local 
entrepreneurs and talent
 
Emerging Asia offers high potential for Abu 
Dhabi to increase non-oil exports, with India 
and ASEAN countries particularly promising 
due to their growth trajectories and strategic 
synergies

Reaching zero by 2050 will require significant 
investment in innovations such as carbon 
capture, hydrogen and agritech, supported 
by digital transformation elsewhere 

Training and business investment incentives, 
combined with wholesale reforms to 
curricula and skills development approaches, 
should result in a future-ready labour force in 
the UAE and Abu Dhabi 

Resilience
Robust fiscal buffers, an effective policy 
response and growth-oriented strategies 
have placed the UAE and Abu Dhabi on 
track for robust economic recovery 

While declining oil revenues hit public 
finances in 2020, public debt is expected to 
remain manageable as government focuses 
on stimulating private sector growth

The pandemic accelerated an already 
advanced digital transformation process 
in Abu Dhabi, with companies investing in 
new digital tools to mitigate challenges and 
enhance competitiveness 

The UAE experienced FDI growth in 2020 
despite the disruption, and confidence 
is high for further investment flows 
into emerging industries as Abu Dhabi 
diversifies its export portfolio

Recovery
Amid heightened vigilance, working from 
home became the norm for Abu Dhabi 
office workers and a hybrid working 
model is likely to outlast the pandemic 

Federal and emirate level stimulus 
packages totaled Dh395bn by February 
2021, with SMEs targetted for liquidity 
support to help them mitigate the 
challenges 

A data-led health care response saw 
the UAE swiftly emerge as a leader in 
Covid-19 testing, with Abu Dhabi ranked 
the safest city in the world during the 
pandemic 

A world-leading vaccine campaign that 
began in December 2020 helped to 
facilitate the safe easing of restrictions 
and supported the economic recovery 

Response
A robust credit rating and positive net 
asset position meant Abu Dhabi was 
well placed to withstand the economic 
challenges of the pandemic

The non-oil economy in Abu Dhabi had 
a CAGR of 5.3% in the decade prior to 
Covid-19, although oil still constituted 
half of GDP

A vibrant digital economy had 
emerged in Abu Dhabi prior to 
the pandemic, supported by 
e-government services and publicly 
funded accelerators 

Abu Dhabi entered the pandemic with 
the highest number of hospital beds in 
the UAE, and an advanced system built 
on public-private collaboration
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6Human capital development underpins the 
sustainable development strategies of the 
UAE, with strong political will to stimulate 
private sector job creation. Ongoing reforms 
to educational curricula and public investment 
in skills training should give private companies 
the confidence that diversification and 
expansion plans in Abu Dhabi can be 
supported by local talent. 

The governments of the UAE and Abu Dhabi 
are firmly focused on the post-pandemic 
future, with a string of policy announcements 
in 2021 that aim to capitalise on the potential 
of the Fourth Industrial Revolution and gain a 
competitive advantage in emerging industries. 
Existing businesses and interested investors 
can capitalise on the favourable policy 
environment with the support of ADCCI. 

The UAE and Abu Dhabi played a crucial role 
in the development of Covid-19 vaccines and 
have been global leaders in the rollout of 
vaccinations to the population at large. With 
the world’s highest per capita inoculation 
rate, Abu Dhabi has been able to re-open its 
international borders and kick-start crucial 
service industries quicker than many other 
competitor economies. 

An advanced health care system was already 
established in Abu Dhabi when the Covid-19 
pandemic struck, with public and private 
operators working in close collaboration 
to provide first-rate services. A data-led 
approach to containing the pandemic saw the 
UAE emerge as a regional leader in testing and 
tracing technology, which helped to facilitate 
business continuity. 

Abu Dhabi had already developed a vibrant 
digital economy prior to Covid-19, with 
advanced digital infrastructure in place and a 
digital-first approach from government that 
meant public services were easily accessible 
online. The disruption of the pandemic served 
to accelerate the digital transformation 
process, strengthening the competitiveness of 
businesses in the process. 

Abu Dhabi entered the Covid-19 pandemic 
period in a relatively resilient economic 
position on the back of sustained growth 
in non-oil industries and robust economic 
fundamentals, including low public debt, a 
high sovereign credit rating and a positive net 
asset position. This provided the fiscal space 
to fund an effective response to the various 
challenges the pandemic created. 
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