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The United Arab Emirates - the oil giant 
in transformation. The Federation 
comprises seven autonomous emirates 
with a total population of around 9 mil-
lion. The proportion of immigrants is 
also a remarkable 85 %.

United Arab Emirates �

In 2020, the already weak economic 
development of the Federation will be 
shaken again. The UAE experienced a 
-5.5 % economic slump in 2020, fuel-
led by the global Covid-19-pandemic
coupled with ongoing conflicts with
various countries and oil price develop-
ments, among other factors.

10 % Covid-19-related
population loss

Oberbank
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After temporary deflation of over 2 % 
in 2019 and 2020, slight inflation of  
0.4 % and real GDP growth of 3.0 % 
are expected for 2021.

Until a few years ago, the oil-centred 
United Arab Emirates remained in sta-
te-controlled and predominantly clo-
sed hands. However, the one-sided de-
pendence on oil exports and the 
challenges of globalisation prompted a 
turnaround. This necessitated a diversi-
fication and internationalisation of the 
economy.

With the help of business-friendly go-
vernance, free movement of capital, 
good infrastructure and high internal 
security, the UAE is establishing itself 
as an attractive business location. The 

Economic situation
> GDP decline -5.5 %

To put the UAE on track as a business 
location and strengthen the economy, 
economic and political relations with 
Israel were established at the begin-
ning of the year and the Qatar blocka-
de, which has been in place since 2017, 
was lifted. These measures strengthen 
Dubai‘s position as a hub in the region. 
As one of the world‘s most important 
gold transshipment hubs, this position 
reinforces Dubai‘s establishment as an 
attractive alternative location and com-
petes with Hong Kong, among others.
Moreover, as a leading regional and 
global trade and investment centre, 

Dubai is once again proving through 
Expo that large-scale government pro-
jects play an essential part in sustaining 
and stimulating the economy.

Expo 2020, which has been postpo-
ned from 2020 to 2021 with 190 parti-
cipating countries, promises an addi-
tional boost for the economy and 
tourism. The motto of this year‘s world 
exhibition is „Connecting Minds, Crea-
ting the Future“ and focuses on promi-
sing concepts and technologies in a dis-
ruptive and increasingly networked 
world.

• -5,5 % GDP deficit in 2020
• After 2 % deflation, mild inflation

expected in 2021
• 10 % Covid-19-related population

decline
• Relations with Israel established,

Qatar blockade lifted
• Dubai as regional hub
• Expo 2020 promises cross-sectoral 

boost

Summary:

Strengthening the economy as a top priority

Commercial Companies Law, revi-
sed in 2020, is proof of this. It now all-
ows international entrepreneurs to es-
tablish a company on Emirati territory 
without an Emirati majority sharehol-
der.

In general, the Federation is subject to 
a liberal economic order. On the one 
hand, this opens numerous entrepre-
neurial opportunities, on the other 
hand, the population faces considera-
ble challenges, especially in times of 
crisis. In the absence of monetary sup-
port during the Covid 19 pandemic, a 
10 % population loss followed.
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Key economic figures 2018 2019 2020  2021*
Nominal GDP in billions of USD 422.2 421.1 360.5 391.0

GDP/capita at purchasing power parity in USD 68,866 70,093 69,444 71,405

Population in millions 9.6 9.8 9.5 9.7

Real economic growth in % 1.2 1.7 -5.5 3.0

Inflation rate (%) 3.1 -1.9 -2.1 0.4

Unemployment rate in % 2.57 2.64 3.50 3.00

Exchange rate AED to EUR 23.05 24.64 22.28 n.s.

Goods exports of the country in billions of USD 321.0 315.9 259.5 294.8

Goods imports of the country in billions of USD 235.3 241.1 203.7 223.7

* Preliminary forecast; Source: WKO Wirtschaftsbericht, June 2021

Exports/Imports 
The United Arab Emirates‘ most important trading partners include China, India, the USA, Saudi Arabia and Iraq. Besides the 
oil sector, the main commodity groups are gold, telecommunications equipment, jewellery and diamonds. Despite restricted 
supply chains worldwide due to the Covid 19 pandemic, Dubai says it has also recorded an increase in foreign trade with the 
export hit oil.

Top 5 Exports Top 5 Imports
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Source: WKO, Länderprofil, August 2021; 2019 in %

In trade with the United Arab Emirates, 
a decline in Austrian investments will 
be recorded in 2020. Despite a reduc-
tion of -14.7 %, the Federation remains 
the seventh most important destinati-
on for Austrian direct investments.
In contrast, the number of Austrian 
company branches is subject to a signi-
ficant downward trend. This is due, 
among other things, to the eminently 
high cost of living, the payment morale, 
the economic developments and also 
the order situation. 150 companies 

Economic relations with Austria 
have a branch office in the UAE. Howe-
ver, numerous others operate indirect-
ly through agents or importers.

Opportunities for Austrian companies

A sustainable upswing in economic re-
lations between Austria and the United 
Arab Emirates is expected, especially 
after Expo 2020.

Industries with potential are manifold 
for Austrian companies and offer op-

portunities in the field of machinery 
and measuring instruments, the cons-
truction sector including construction 
supplies as well as export activities of 
vehicles and foodstuffs. As a new inno-
vative development opportunity, the 
United Arab Emirates offer participati-
on in the development of space vehic-
les. Austrian companies are thus given 
the opportunity to contribute to this 
progress with services, equipment de-
sign and know-how.
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Economic relations between 2020 2019 Change on the  
Austria and Germany previous year in % 
Austrian exports of goods in EUR million 461.2 477.8 -3.5

Austrian imports of goods in EUR million 83.1 101.4 -18.0

Austrian exports of services in EUR million 331 461 -28.2

Austrian imports of services in EUR million 244 301 -18.9

German exports in EUR million 6,900 8,700 -20.7*

German imports in EUR million 700 1000 -30.0*

Source: Wirtschaftsbericht, WKO, June 2021, and Germany Trade & Invest, May 2021; * own calculation.

2020, change YOY, in EUR million
Imports, exports and balance sheet from the perspective of the United Arab Emirates; own presentation

Trade with Austria Trade with Germany

The foreign trade of the United Arab Emirates

Assessment of the business environment

Ease of Doing Business 2020 Rank 16 of 190 countries

Global Competitiveness Index 2019 Rank 25 of 141 countries

Corruption Perceptions Index 2020 Rank 21 of 198 countries

Rule of Law Index (World Justice Project) 2021 Rank 37 of 139 countries

Most important goods export market AT/DE 2020 Rank 36 / Rank 32

Current rankings of Oberbank regions 
in the Corruption Perceptions Index:

Germany 9

Austria 15

Czech Republic 49

Hungary 69

Slovakia 60
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> Imports to Austria
Austria shows an import decline from the UAE of -18 % in 2020. The leading import goods continue to be unprocessed alumi-
nium and ignition cable sets for motor vehicles. Other import hits include iron and steel goods as well as machinery, apparatus 
and mechanical equipment.
Contrary to the export hit of the UAE, Austria does not import any fossil fuels from the Federation.

Imports of goods 2020: -18 %
> Exports from Austria
Despite the increase in export goods in the first half of 2020, a decline of -3,5 %. Electrical machinery, vehicles, followed by
boilers, machinery, apparatus and mechanical appliances as well as optical measuring instruments and pharmaceutical pro-
ducts make up Austria‘s top 5 export groups to the UAE.

Exports of goods 2020: -3.5 %

83 461 

Balance: -378

-18.0 %-3.5 %
700 6,900

Balance: -6,200

-30.0 %-20.7 %
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Place Bank Total Assets

1 First Abu Dhabi Bank PJSC 250,214

2 Emirates NBD Bank PJSC 190,054

3 Abu Dhabi Commercial Bank PJSC 111,937

4 Dubai Islamic Bank PJSC 78,832

5 HSBC Bank Middle East Limited 44,601

6 Mashreq Bank PSC 43,158

7 Abu Dhabi Islamic Bank 34,798

8 Commercial Bank of Dubai PSC 26,507

9 Emirates Islamic Bank PJSC 19,213

10 Sharjah Islamic Bank 14,593

The largest banks in the United Arab Emirates

Total assets as of 31.12.2020 in USD million; consolidated  
Source: Bankers Almanac, download on 15.10.2021     

Agency Rating Outlook Date

Fitch AA- Stable 11.11.2020

Moody’s Aa2 Stable 04.05.2021 

Rating United Arab Emirates
> Investment grade

Oberbank Expertise

Banks shaded in grey:
Oberbank has an active relation-
ship with these relationship banks 
(SWIFT/RMA) and is thus able to 
provide documentary transac-
tions for customers. Payment 
transactions are also possible with 
all banks in the UAE via our clea-
ring bank partners.
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Double A ratings with stable 
outlook for the Federation

In general, Fitch rates the UAE‘s credit-
worthiness based on fiscal and external 
positions of all emirates and makes 
statements about the current and futu-
re economic position based on selec-
ted indicators.

Fitch‘s „AA-“ rating is for the UAE‘s fe-
deral government and is supported by 
moderate consolidated public debt. 
Fitch also highlights the UAE‘s strong 
net foreign asset position and high 

GDP per capita. These positive indica-
tors are tempered by weak governance 
indicators as well as high hydrocarbon 
income dependence.

Source: Country economy

In the ease-of-doing-business ran-
king, in the comparison of the busi-
ness friendliness of economies, the 
United Arab Emirates finds itself in 
the top 10 %. 

The three-place improvement since 
2012 in the Global Competitiveness 
Index also indicates an upward trend 
in this indicator.

In addition, the Federation stabilises 
its position with regard to the rule of 
law and corruption with rank 21 
(Corruption Perceptions Index).
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Sources:

Bankers Almanac: „Country Ranking United Arab Emirates“, https://www.bankersalmanac.com (Die größten Banken der Vereinigten Arabischen Emirate), 
Download on 15.10.2021

Countryeconomy: „Rating: United Arab Emirates Credit Rating“, https://countryeconomy.com/ratings/united-arab-emirates, Download on 15.10.2021

Fitch Ratings: „Fitch Rates the United Arab Emirates at ‘AA-‘; Outlook Stable“, 11.11.2020, https://www.fi chratings.com/research/sovereigns/fi ch-rates-united- 
arab-emirates-at-aa-outlook-stable-11-11-2020, Download on 15.10.2021

GTAI/Germany Trade & Invest: „Wirtschaftsdaten kompakt – Vereinigte Arabische Emirate“, Mai 2021, https://www.gtai.de/gtai-de/trade/wirtschaftsumfeld/ 
wirtschaftsdaten-kompakt/vereinigte-arabische-emirate/wirtschaftsdaten-kompakt-vae-156786, Download on 19.10.2021

Schwab, Klaus, World Economic Forum: „The Global Competitiveness Report 2019“, http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_ 
TheGlobalCompetitivenessReport2019.pdf; Download on 19.10.2021

Statistisches Bundesamt: „Statistisches Länderprofi  Vereinigte Arabische Emirate“, Ausgabe 08/2021, https://www.destatis.de/DE/Themen/LaenderRegionen/ 
Internationales/Laenderprofi e/vae.pdf? blob=publicationFile, Download on 19.10.2021

The World Bank: „Economy Profi e United Arab Emirates: Doing Business 2020“, https://www.doingbusiness.org/content/dam/doingBusiness/country/u/united- 
arab-emirates/ARE.pdf, Download on 19.10.2021

Transparency International: „Corruption Perceptions Index 2020“, https://www.transparency.org/en/cpi, Download on 19.10.2021 

WKO, Abteilung für Statistik: „Länderprofil Vereinigte Arabische Emirate“, August 2021, Download on 19.10.2021

WKO: „Austria makes sense, EXPO 2020 Dubai“, https://www.wko.at/site/expoaustria/de/start.html, Download on 19.10.2021 

WKO, AußenwirtschaftsCenter Abu Dhabi: „Wirtschaftsbericht Vereinigte Arabische Emirate“, Juni 2021, Download on 19.10.2021 

WKO: „Die Wirtschaft in den Vereinigten Arabischen Emiraten“, Download on 11.11.2021

WKO: „Exportmarkt Dubai als Sprungbrett für österreichische Unternehmen“, 21.09.2021, exportmarkt-dubai-sprungbrett-unternehmen.pdf (wko.at), Download 
on 11.11.2021

WKO: „Österreichische Unternehmen beim ‚Space Walk‘ von 22. bis 26. Oktober im Rahmen der Expo 2020 in Dubai“, 21.10.2021, https://news.wko.at/news/ 
oesterreich/Oesterreichische-Unternehmen-beim--Space-Walk--von-22.-bi.html, Download on 18.11.2021

World Justice Project: „Rule of Law Index 2021“, https://worldjusticeproject.org/rule-of-law-index/country/2021/United%20Arab%20Emirates, Download on 
19.10.2021

Disclaimer: This document is for current information purposes only and is based on the knowledge of the persons entrusted with its preparation at the time of 
preparation. Any statements contained in this document should not be construed as a general recommendation. Although we consider the sources we have used to 
be reliable, we do not accept any liability for the completeness and accuracy of the information contained herein. accuracy of the information contained herein. In 
particular, we expressly reserve the right to make errors with regard to figures.
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