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Introduction to SMEs in the UAE

Definition of SMEs (Small and Medium Enterprises)

UAE definition: Businesses with 1-250 employees and annual revenue below
AED 250 million

Micro-enterprises: 1-9 employees
Small enterprises: 1049 employees
Medium enterprises: 50-249 employees

UAE Government Initiatives Supporting SMEs

UAE Innovation and Startup Growth Hub (UISH) — launched 2026

Khalifa Fund for Enterprise Development — funding and mentorship (Khalifa Fund,
2025)

Operation 300bn — industrial strategy to boost manufacturing (Aletihad Newspaper,
2025)

Emirates Development Bank — financing solutions (Emirates Development Bank, 2025)

National SME Programme (Ministry of Economy and Tourism, 2025)

Overview of SME Landscape in the UAE

= Over 500,000 SMEs operating in the UAE (Jameel, 2025)
= SMEs constitute 94%+ of all registered businesses (Beehive, 2025)

= Key sectors: Retail, construction, hospitality, logistics, professional
services (John, 2025)
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SME Contribution to Local Economy (UAE Level) =

GDP Contribution Employment
= SMEs contribute 63.5% of UAE's non-oil GDP (Jameel, 2025) = SMEs employ approximately 86% of the private sector workforce
* Non-oil GDP: Dh1.5 trillion ($408.4 billion) — 75.5% of total GDP (Cabral, (Beehive, 2025)
2026) = Family businesses: 60% of UAE GDP and 80% of workforce (The Gulf Time
* SMEs generate more than 63% of non-oil GDP (Jameel, 2025) Newspaper, 2025)
Number of SMEs Sectoral Distribution
= Qver half a million SMEs (Jameel, 2025) * Trade (35% of SMEs)
= Steady growth rate of approximately 4—-5% annually 0 (e e el e i ()

= Professional services (15%)

= SME financing market valued at approx. USD 30 billion (Research and

= Hospitality and tourism (12%)
Markets Ltd, 2025)

= Logistics and transport (10%)

= Technology and innovation (10%)
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SME Contribution to Employment

UAE Employment Statistics

= Private sector workforce: Approx. 6.6 million workers
= SMEs employ 86% (approx. 5.7 million workers) (Beehive, 2025)
= SMEs create 85% of all new jobs in the UAE

Youth Employment

= SMEs provide opportunities for young entrepreneurs

= UAE ranks first globally in entrepreneurship for fifth consecutive year
(GEM, 2026)

P5

Emiratisation Impact

= SMEs contribute significantly to Emiratisation targets
= Nafis programme supports Emirati employment in private sector
= Thousands of Emiratis employed through SME initiatives

International Comparison

= Turkiye: SMEs employ 70.5% of workforce (Jameel, 2025)

= Saudi Arabia: SMEs employ 45-50% of workforce

= OECD average: SMEs employ approx. 60—70% of workforce
= UAE exceeds global averages
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SME Contribution to Innovation &

SMEs as Innovation Drivers Technology and Digital Transformation

= SMEs account for approximately 70% of all new products and services = UAE SMEs investing in digital tools

= Higher innovation efficiency compared to large corporations * E-commerce adoption increased significantly post-COVID
* More agile and responsive to market changes * Al and fintech adoption growing

= Mobile food delivery: 30% rise in H1 2025 (Adgully, 2025)

Examples of Innovative SMEs in UAE Link to UAE Knowledge-Based Economy Vision
= Tech start-ups in Dubai Internet City and Abu Dhabi Hub71 = UAE aims to become a global innovation hub
= Sustainable businesses in Masdar City = SMEs central to achieving "We the UAE 2031" goals

= Creative industries in Dubai Design District = Government investment in R&D through UAE Innovation Council

= Fintech companies in Dubai International Financial Centre (DIFC)
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SME Contribution to Economic Diversification &

UAE Economic Diversification Strategy Non-0il Sector Growth

= QOperation 300bn: A target to boost the contribution of industrial sector = Non-oil GDP: Dh1.5 trillion ($408.4 billion) — 75.5% of total GDP (Cabral,
to AED 300 billion by 2031 (Aletihad Newspaper, 2025). 2026)

= SMEs play the “vital growth engine” role in non-oil sectors * 6.8% growth in non-oil sector in 2025 (Cabral, 2026)

= By 2031, transitioning from 30% oil dependency of GDP to 20% = UAE economy projected to grow 5% in 2025
dependency of GDP.By 2031 moving from 30% of GDP to 20% oil
dependency.

Sectors Diversified by SMEs Strategic Importance

* Manufacturing (supported by Operation 300bn) = Small business absorb the economic shocks.

" Technology and artificial intelligence = Their goal is to discourage the reaction to fluctuating oil prices.

= In particular, renewable energy and sustainability. . . .
« Tourism and hospitality = Create resilient and sustainable economic structure
= Healthcare and life sciences

= Communities of Learning: Creative and cultural industries
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SME Contribution to Exports

Role of SMEs in Non-0il Exports

= SMEs make significant contribution to UAE non-oil exports.
= The average rate of SMEs accounts for 20-30% of total non-oil exports

= Major export industries: Food and beverages, machinery and equipment,
electronics, textiles, chemicals

Challenges Faced by SMEs in Export Markets

= Lack of market intelligence and export expertise

= Limited financial resources for international expansion
= Supply chain complexities

= Regulatory barriers and customs processes

= Currency and payment risks

P5

Government Support Mechanisms

= Internationals expos and trade missions (Expo 2020 legacy, GITEX)

= Commercial financing for exports through Emirates Development Bank.Export finance
via Emirates Development Bank.

= Apply trade promotion agreements with the global partners
= Export friendly free zones are also available for import.
* Dubai Chamber of Commerce export support programmes

Success Stories

= UAE SMEs exporting to GCC markets, MENA region, Europe, and Asia
= E-commerce enabling direct international sales
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National Level Impact of SMEs

Contribution to National GDP Role in Achieving "We the UAE 2031" Vision
* SMEs: 60%+ of non-oil GDP (IndexBox, 2025) = Vision pillars: Economic prosperity, knowledge economy, sustainability
* Family businesses: 60% of UAE's GDP (The Gulf Time Newspaper, 2025) * SMEs central to all three pillars
* Combined: SMEs and family businesses dominate the economic * Target: One million SMEs by 2030
landscape = National SME agenda aligned with UAE Centennial 2071
UAE Council for Entrepreneurship and Strategic Priorities National Programmes
= Established to oversee and coordinate SME development = National SME Programme (Ministry of Economy, 2025)
= Strategic priorities: Innovation-led growth, technology adoption, * Youth entrepreneurship programmes
sustainable business practices, international competitiveness = Women entrepreneurship programmes

= Start-up visa initiatives
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Regional Level Impact of SMEs

Abu Dhabi

= SMEs account for over 95% of all businesses

= Focus on technology and innovation (Hub71, Masdar City)

= Abu Dhabi Economic Vision 2030 supports SME growth

= Abundance of incubators, co-working spaces, innovation centres

Sharjah

= Sharjah Entrepreneurship Centre (Sheraa) — aims to support over 1,000
entrepreneurs by 2030 (Sheraa, 2025)

= EDB Connect initiatives supporting SMEs (Emirates Development Bank, 2025)
= Growing focus on manufacturing and creative industries
= Sharjah Chamber of Commerce SME support

P5

Dubai

= Dubai SME: Approx. 70% of SMEs in Dubai

= Dubai Economic Agenda D33: Ambition to double economy by 2033 (Dubai
Government, 2023)

= Dubai Chamber's Centre for Responsible Business
= Specialised trade zones and chambers

Regional Economic Development

= SMEs drive local economic growth across all Emirates
= Create jobs in local communities

= Reduce migration pressures on major cities

= Balanced regional development

9/14



International Level Impact of SMEs

UAE SMEs in Global Markets

= Growing presence in regional and international markets

= Dubai International Financial Centre as global hub for fintech SMEs
= Abu Dhabi's role as global innovation and sustainability hub

= Dubai's economic ties with global markets

"Startup Capital of the World" Campaign

= Strategy to attract global start-ups and entrepreneurs

= Providing training to 10,000 Emiratis entrepreneurial skills (Khaleej Times, 2025)
= Support 250 new real estate firms (Wamda 2025)

= Creating 30,000 jobs in all sectors (Gulf News, 2025).

= Goal: To become the top start-up ecosystem in the world

P5

International Competitiveness

= UAE ranks first globally in GEM report for fifth consecutive year (Ministry
of Economy, 2026)

= Significant foreign direct investment (FDI) attracted by UAE SMEs

= UAE SMEs growing in sectors like tech, renewable energy, and healthcare

Global Partnerships

= |International accelerators and incubators in UAE
= Collaboration across the border with tech hubs around the world.
= Dubai's year-long Digital Economy Strategy
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Comparison of Business Sizes and Their Economic Impact =

Micro (1-9 employees) 75% 30% 18% -
Small (10-49 employees) 15% 35% 22% -
Medium (50-249 employees) 4% 21% 20% -
Large (250+ employees) 2% - 40% 55%

Sources: UAE Ministry of Economy, Beehive, 2025; Research and Markets, 2025

Micro & Small Enterprises Medium & Large Enterprises

= Dominate in sheer numbers (90% of all businesses combined) * Lead in GDP contribution and value creation (60% of GDP combined)

= Leadin employment creation (65% of workforce combined) = lLarge enterprises dominate exports at 55% despite just 2% of businesses
= Reflect small scale but high prevalence across the economy = Demonstrate efficiency and international trade leadership
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Challenges Facing SMEs & Government Support

Challenges Facing SMEs in the UAE

Access to Financing

= SME financing market valued at approx. USD 30 billion (Research and Markets, 2025)
= Banks often see SMEs as high-risk borrowers

= Alternative financing options developing (crowdfunding, peer-to-peer lending)

= SMEs receive only about 10% of total bank credit volume (Forbes, 2026)

Regulatory Compliance

= Complex regulatory environment

= Cost and time associated with compliance

= Simplifying and providing the oversight that is required
= Variations in Emirates and Free zones

Market Competition

= Extensive competition from large firms and international players
= The pressure in sectors such as retail and technology.

= Need for differentiation and niche strategies

= In a competitive world, digital transformation is a necessity.

Talent Acquisition and Retention

= Conflicting demands for qualified staff.

= Cost of talent in UAE market

= Avocados have outstanding training and development needs.
= Emaratisation and talent localisation

Digital Transformation Challenges

= Technological and ICT investments

= Cybersecurity concerns

= Catching up with fast-changing technology.

= There is a lack of Digital skills in the workforce of SMEs.

M3

Government Support for SMEs

UAE Innovation and Startup Growth Hub (UISH)

= Launched 2026 as national initiative
= Funding opportunities, incubation, networking, training, mentorship
= Focus on technology, sustainability, healthcare, tourism, creative industries

Khalifa Fund for Enterprise Development

= Established in 2007

= Sponsors funding, mentorship and training (Khalifa Fund, 2025)
= Focus on Emirati entrepreneurs

= Over a series of programmes for various stages of SMEs.

Emirates Development Bank

= Solutions for financing SMEs.
= Support for industrial and manufacturing sectors
= Part of Operation 300bn strategy (Emirates Development Bank, 2025)

Operation 300bn

= Boosting manufacturing through industrial strategy
= Key beneficiaries of SMEs (Aletihad Newspaper, 2025).
= Aim to reach AED 300 billion of industrial production by 2031.

Dubai Chamber of Commerce SME Support

= Registration and licensing support for licensed businesses.
= Networking events, trade missions and visits
= Mentorship programmes

Free Zones and Incubators

= Dubai Internet City, Dubai Media City, Dubai Silicon Oasis
= Abu Dhabi Hub71, Masdar City
= Sharjah Research Technology and Innovation Park
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Conclusion - Why SMEs are Essential

Summary of Key Contributions

* 63.5% of non-oil GDP (IndexBox, 2025)
* 90% of all employment (Beehive, 2025)

* More than 500,000 and increasing SMEs (Abdul Latif Jameel, 2025).

* Key innovation drivers, diversification drivers and export drivers.

Key Recommendations for Further SME Support

= Streamline regulatory processes across all Emirates

= Expand financing options and improve access

= Increase digital transformation support and training

= Enhance export support and international market access
= Foster stronger public-private partnerships

= Continue developing innovation ecosystems and incubators

= Address Emiratisation and talent development needs

SMEs as Backbone of Dynamic Economy

= Critical to UAE's economic diversification

= Essential for innovation and competitiveness

= Develop resilient and sustainable economy

= Communicate “We the UAE 2031” and Centennial 2071 visions.

Future Outlook for SMEs in UAE

= Target of one million SMEs by 2030

* Continued growth in knowledge-based sectors

= UAE as global start-up hub

* Integration of Al and sustainability in SME operations

= International expansion of UAE SMEs
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