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The global COVID-19 pandemic has a significant impact on the sup-
ply chain and consumption of pharmaceutical products. Although 
there is no certain treatment method for the novel infectious dis-
ease, the pharmaceutical industry of the UAE has assisted govern-
ment very well to address COVID-19 unexpected needs in many 
medicaments. In particular, the growing trade and production of 
pharmaceutical products in the UAE, has helped to balance the sup-
ply of medicines not only in the Emirate, but also in the Middle East 
region. This article aims to discuss the trade patterns of UAE phar-
maceutical products and describe the major trading partners and 
products in this industry during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Trade during pandemic
According to the Federal Customs Authority (FCA) of the UAE, 
during the first half of 2020, UAE imports of pharmaceutical prod-
ucts (HS 30) from the world reached AED 8.2 bn, which was 18% 
higher than 2019-H1. Furthermore, in 2020 H1, UAE re-exported 
around 22% of its imported pharmaceutical products (AED 1.8 
bn) and it had a double-digit growth rate of 14% compared to 
the same period of the previous year. UAE also exported locally 
manufactured medicines worth of AED 0.42 bn during the early 
times of the pandemic (2020-H1) and it had a growth rate of 6% 
between the two analyzed periods (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: UAE pharmaceutical trade with the world (AED bn) and growth rate (%) between 

2019 H1 and 2020 H1

Source: FCA

In addition, in 2020-H1, UAE import volume of medicines from 
the world reached 24.2 thousand tons, of which around 8 thou-
sand tons (33%) were re-exported. The latest FCA data show that 
there was also a growth of 4% in UAE imports volume of medi-
cines from the world between 2019-H1 and 2020-H1.
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Major trading partners
In 2020-H1, the top 10 countries accounted for around 77% of 
the pharmaceutical imports of UAE from the world. The biggest 
import partner was Germany with a share of 16%, followed by 
the USA (14%), France (9%), Switzerland (8%), Italy (6%) and 
Ireland (6%). The shares of other countries were less than 6% 
(Figure 2).

Figure 2: Major partners of UAE in pharmaceutical imports, 2020-H1, % share of total.

Source: FCA

According to FCA trade data, UAE mainly re-exports pharma-
ceutical products to the Middle East countries. During the first 
half of 2020, Kuwait took almost one-third of UAE medicine re-
exports to the world, making it the largest re-export partner in 
this product group. The other largest re-export partners include 
Iraq (12%), France (8%), Jordan (7%), Lebanon (7%) and Nigeria 
(7%). Other countries had less than a 7% share in the analyzed 
product group (Figure 3).

Figure 3: Major partners of UAE in pharmaceutical re-exports, 2020-H1, % share of total.

Source: FCA

Major traded pharmaceutical products
As per FCA data, in 2020-H1, the top 5 products accounted for 
85% of UAE’s medicaments imports from the world in terms of 
value. Moreover, medicaments with mixed and unmixed prod-
ucts had a lion share of 60%, followed by immunological drugs 
(14%), medicaments with antibiotics (5%), medicaments with 
hormones or steroids (4%) and medicaments with insulin (3%). 

The trade data also show that all these imported products had 
double-digit import growth rates between the first half of 2019 
and 2020, except medicaments with antibiotics that had a growth 
rate of 7%. However, UAE trade data show that there was a nega-
tive growth in imports volume of medicaments with antibiotics 
(-8%) and medicaments with hormones (-19%) in 2020-H1 com-
pared to the same period of the last year, due to the disruptions 
in the global supply chain.
In 2020-H1, the top 5 products accounted for 85% of UAE’s re-ex-
ports of medicaments to the world and medicaments with mixed 
or unmixed products had the largest share of 68% in re-exports. 
The analyses show that three out of five most re-exported prod-
ucts had a double-digit growth rate between two analyzed peri-
ods. However, in the re-exports of medicaments with hormones 
and insulin the growth rates were negative, due to growing do-
mestic demand (Table 1).

Table 1: Major traded pharmaceutical products of UAE (% share) and their value growth 

rate (2019 H1 vs. 2020 H1).

 Import Re-export
Share Growth Share Growth

 HS 300490- Medicaments
 with mixed or unmixed
products

60% 17% 68% 12%

 HS 300215 -
Immunological drugs 14% 46% 5% 55%

 HS 300420 - Medicaments
with antibiotics 5% 7% 5% 75%

 HS 300439 - Medicaments
 with hormones/steroids 4% 18% 3% -1%

 HS 300431 - Medicaments
with insulin 3% 21% 3% -24%

Source: FCA

The trade data show that in UAE imports of immunological drugs 
and medicaments with hormones, the share of the top three 
supplying countries was more than 70% in 2019. Therefore, UAE 
traders should diversify imports of certain drugs in order to have 
a continuous supply of all medicaments. 
According to industry experts, the global demand for prescribed 
medicine has significantly increased during the pandemic and 
created some shortages. In particular, the demand for drugs used 
for the treatment of pneumonia, hospital level antibiotics and 
anesthetic medications surged during the COVID-19 outbreak. 
Many people also had panic-buying of some oral medications, 
such as for control of hypertension, diabetes, mental health and 
anxiety. It is expected that until the COVID-19 vaccine is highly 
used by many people, the demand for above-mentioned drugs 
will be high. UAE companies should consider all these recent 
changes in demand and plan accordingly in future trade. Fur-
thermore, during the pandemic there were also shortages in the 
supply of Active Pharmaceutical Ingredients (APIs) and chemical 
ingredients used in pharmaceutical production. Therefore, lo-
cal manufactures of medicaments should consider this in their 
future procurement of these ingredients to avoid supply chain 
disruptions.



Dubai construction sector has played a strategic role in the Emir-
ate and the UAE diversification strategy since 2000s. In 2019, the 
sector contributed about 6.3% of Dubai total real GDP and regis-
tered 0.5% annual growth rate. Due to the sector close inter-link-
ages with other sectors of the economy, the sector will continue 
to play a pivotal role in the UAE diversification strategy. Over 
2018-2019, most of Dubai mega construction projects related to 
EXPO-2020 were completed, this resulted in relative slowdown 
in the sector related trade activity. However, in 2019 the situa-
tion was aggravated by the global slowdown in demand for trade 
that impacted domestic demand. In 2020, the outbreak of the 
Covid-19 pandemic and the consequent disruption in the global 
supply chains has further negatively impacted the global trade 
activity including the movement of the construction building 
materials and equipment, which is mainly attributed to the sub-
stantial decline of the Chinese manufacturing output, as well as 
export and logistics issues, given the fact that China is the UAE/
Dubai main trading partner. The aim of this article is to highlight 
the latest trends in Dubai trade in major construction materials in 
H1-2020 compared to its historical trend.

Dubai Total Trade in Major Construction Materials
In 2019, the value of Dubai total trade of major construction ma-
terials is composed of 65% imports, 16% exports and 19% is re-
exports.  Over the period 2012-2019, the annual average value of 
Dubai total trade in major construction materials was about AED 
71.7 billion, registering a cumulative annual growth rate (CAGR) 
of about -0.8% over the same period. Dubai total trade in major 
construction materials reached AED 81.9 bln its peak in 2014 be-
fore it starts to fall slightly following the fall in the international 
oil prices which is highly correlated with the construction activity 
in the GCC region.  Figure 1 shows the activity of Dubai total trade 
in major construction materials reached the bottom in 2016 with 
registered annual growth rate -10.6% before it starts to pick up in 
2017 reaching its peak in 2018 with 5.9% annual growth rate be-
fore it declines again in 2019 to -2.7% year-on-year growth rate. 

Figure 1: Dubai Total Trade in Major Construction Materials-2019

Vale in (AED bln) and y-o-y growth rate (%)

Source: Dubai Chamber Research based on Dubai Customs database 
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However, if we investigate the growth rates by type of trade 
in 2019, we find that the growth rate of Dubai imports of ma-
jor construction materials registered a negative growth rate of 
about -8% , while exports and re-exports registered a positive 
annual growth rates of about 6.7% and 8.3% in 2019 respec-
tively. The slowdown in Dubai total trade in major construction 
materials in 2019 therefore is mainly attributed to the slow 
growth rate in the imports that accounted for 65% share of the 
total trade in Dubai construction materials. 
Figure 2 below shows the percentage distribution of Dubai to-
tal trade in major construction materials traded in 2019. Steel 
accounted for 53% share of traded construction materials. The 
2nd largest traded construction material is the group of Heating, 
Ventilation, Air-Conditioning & Refrigeration (HVACR) with the 
share of 17.4%, 3rd is the wires and cables with a share of 9.9%, 
lighting with the share of 4.9% and wood products with the 
share of 3.7%.

Figure 2: Composition of Dubai Total Trade in Construction Materials - 
2019, % Share

Source: Dubai Chamber Research based on Dubai Customs database 

The construction materials that have registered the negative an-
nual growth rate over the period 2018-2019, were glass (-16.8%), 
wood products (-16.7%), marble and natural stones (-12.8%), 
HVACR (-4.0%) and steel (-2.8%). The construction materials that 
have seen positive annual growth rates include wire &cables 
(5.9%) and lighting (1.6%).

Dubai Construction Materials Trade during Covid-19 Outbreak
The outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic and the subsequent con-
tainment measures including the lockdowns and social distanc-
ing have caused interruption in the global supply chains hinder-
ing the trade flow of manufactured goods across the globe as it 
started since January 2020 in China. Figure 3, shows the perfor-
mance of Dubai total trade in major construction materials in the 
H1 2020 compared to the H1 2019. 

RECENT TRENDS IN DUBAI TRADE
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Figure 3: Dubai Total Trade in Major Construction Materials
H12019-H12020 (AED bln)

Source: Dubai Chamber Research based on Dubai Customs database 

In the H1 2020, Dubai total trade of the major construction ma-
terials reached AED 29.5 bln compared to AED 34.2 bln in the H1 
2019 registering -13.8% growth rate, which is a relatively mod-
est compared to the global average growth rate for merchandize 
goods traded during the H1 of 2020, that ranged between -13% 
and -32%. 

Conclusion and Outlook
The outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic and the subsequent 
health containment measures have further worsened and ac-

centuated the already slowing activity of the global trade of 
merchandize goods.  The performance of Dubai total trade of 
the major construction materials was no exception to the glob-
al trend, albeit with a relatively better pace of slowdown com-
pared to the global average. This can be attributed to the fact 
that Dubai has positioned itself as one of the leading global 
trading and container handling centers that managed to en-
sure during the crisis business continuity in the sector, while 
protecting port workers and seafarers from the pandemic.
The recovery in the trade activity of Dubai construction materi-
als is obviously conditional on the outlook of the construction 
sector activity which in turn is determined by the effective-
ness of the coronavirus vaccines in containing the pandemic 
and the easing in the containment measures, especially those 
related to maritime transportation and logistics. According to 
the sector observers, it has been indicated that in 2021, the 
UAE construction output is expected to see a robust rebound 
in the range of 3.1% to 3.8%. The projected recovery of the 
UAE construction industry is to be supported by the govern-
ment expansionary fiscal policy for 2021 which is expected to 
provide potential construction growth opportunities for busi-
nesses and the related trade activity.

The latest trade figures from the Dubai Chamber of Commerce 
and Industry (DCCI) Certificates of Origin (COOs) database indi-
cate that its members’ exports and re-exports to Bangladesh dur-
ing November have surpassed their pre-COVID-19 levels seen in 
January/February 2020; signaling a return to normalcy. 
To shed more light on the products that have benefited from the 
recovery, this article explores the performance of Dubai traders 
in the Bangladeshi market during the period of January through 
November 2020, and provides details on the top products de-
manded in that market. 

Value of COOs 
As illustrated in figure 1, the declared value of COOs for Bangla-
desh-bound shipments during the month of November increased 
by 18% month on month (m-o-m), to reach AED234 million; which 
brings the cumulative declared value of exports and re-exports for 
the year-to-date period ended November to AED1.9 billion.

Figure 1: Declared value of COOs for Bangladesh-bound shipments (monthly, AED m)

Source: DCCI COOs Database

DCCI MEMBERS’ EXPORTS TO 
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Number of COOs 
The total number of COOs targeting Bangladesh during the month 
of November increased by 19% m-o-m to reach 842 certificates 
(figure 2). This brings the cumulative number of issued COOs for 
the year-to-date period ended November to 6,487 certificates. 

Figure 2: Number of COOs issued for Bangladesh-bound shipments (monthly)

Source: DCCI COOs Database

Composition of COOs
In terms of the composition of DCCI members’ Bangladesh-bound 
exports for the month of November, the top 10 product groups 
made up 87% of the total declared value (figure 3).

Figure 3: Composition of COOs issued in November – by product type 

(percentage share in total declared value )

Source: DCCI COOs Database

The following section lists the top 10 exported product groups 
and provides details on the main items under each group:
Cement: this group contributed 21% of the total declared val-
ue in November. It consists mainly of “cement clinkers” and 
“pebbles, gravel, broken or crushed stone, of a kind common-
ly used for concrete aggregates, for road”.
Plastics: this group contributed 16% of the total declared 
value, and consists of “polyethylene in primary forms”, “poly-
propylene, in primary forms”, “polymers of ethylene, in pri-
mary forms”, “beads, of plastics”, and “alkyd resins, in primary 
forms”.
Fruits: with a share of 14%, this group includes items such 
as “fresh or chilled dates”, “grapes, dried”, “grapes, fresh or 

chilled”, “plums & sloes, fresh or chilled”, “macadamia nuts” 
and “pistachios, fresh, chilled or dried, in shell”; in addition to 
smaller shipments of “dried figs”.
Fuels and lubricants: this group has a share of 8%, and mainly 
includes the following products: “light naphtha”, “lubricating 
oil for compression-ignition engines (diesel)”, and “lubricating 
oil for spark-ignition engines (gasoline)”.
Machinery: with a share of 8%, this group includes items 
such as “mechanical appliances”, “other printers, copying ma-
chines”, “ball bearings”, “parts of dishwashing machines”, “air 
conditioning machines”, “fax machines”, and “Fire pumps”, 
among others.
Iron and steel: with a share of 7%, this group consists mainly 
of “waste and scrap” along with “flat-rolled products of iron or 
non-alloy steel”, among others.
Spices: this group has a share of 4%, and consists almost en-
tirely of “cardamoms”, and “seeds of cumin”, in addition to 
smaller shipments of “green tea”.
Fish: with a share of 4%, this group includes 3 products; name-
ly, “fins, frozen”, and “other fish fins, head, tails, maws and 
other edible fish offal, frozen”, and “silver Pomfert –Zubaidi- 
fish, fresh or chilled”.
Oil seeds: with a share of 3%, this group consists entirely of 
“copra”.
Organic chemicals: with a share of 2%, this group consists 
mainly of “methanol -methyl alcohol”, along with smaller 
shipments of “ethyl acetate”, and “formic acid.”
The fact that both of the recent monthly values as well as 
the volumes of DCCI members’ exports to Bangladesh have 
exceeded their levels from the earlier months of 2020 - to 
hit new highs for the year - signals that the market has fully 
recovered from the disruption inflicted by COVID-19. Look-
ing ahead, Dubai traders are set to benefit from the growth 
momentum seen in recent months as it spills over into 2021, 
particularly as the IMF expects Bangladesh GDP to expand at 
4.4% in 2021. 
The Dubai Chamber of Commerce and Industry encourages 
traders interested in exploring the Bangladeshi market to 
get in touch with the DCRO-India office, which extends cov-
erage and support to DCCI members across the entire South 
Asia region.
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The latest trade figures from the Dubai Chamber of Commerce and Industry 
(DCCI) Certificates of Origin (COOs) database indicate that its members’ exports 
and re-exports to Thailand have been picking up momentum in recent months 
since bottoming out in May 2020, and have surpassed the pre-COVID-19 levels 
seen earlier in the year. To shed more light on the products that have benefited 
from the recovery, this article explores the performance of Dubai traders in the 
Thai market during the period of January through November 2020, and pro-
vides details on the top products demanded in that market. 

Value of COOs 
As illustrated in figure 1, the declared value of COOs for Thai-
land -bound shipments during the month of November measured 
AED47.2million; which brings the cumulative declared value of ex-
ports and re-exports during the period January to November 2020 to 
AED318.1 million. In spite of the month-to-month fluctuations, which 
are inherent to trade activity in general, the trend clearly indicates a 
return to normalcy, with the values seen in October, and November 
exceeding the pre-covid-19 monthly values by more than 50%. 

Figure 1: Declared value of COOs for Thailand-bound shipments

(monthly, AED m)

Source: DCCI COOs Database

Number of COOs 
The total number of COOs targeting Thailand during the month of No-
vember reached 84 certificates (figure 2); which brings the cumulative 
number of issued COOs during the period January to November 2020 
to 691 certificates. 

Figure 2: Number of COOs issued for Thailand-bound shipments (monthly)

Source: DCCI COOs Database

Composition of COOs
In terms of the composition of members’ exports to Thailand for the month 
of November, they seem to be highly concentrated in 3 product groups; 
with “food waste” accounting for 45% of the total declared value (figure 3).

Figure 3: Composition of COOs issued in November – by product type (percentage share in total de-
clared value)

Source: DCCI COOs Database

The following section lists the top exported product groups and provides 
details on the main items under each group:
Residues and waste from the food industries: making up 45% of the total 
declared value of Dubai exports to Thailand in November; this group con-
sists entirely of “Oil-cake & other solid residues of low erucic acid rape or 
colza seeds, resulting from the extracting”.
Plastics: this group makes up 19% of the total declared value of exports, 
and consists mainly of “ethylene-alpha-olefin copolymers”, in addition to 
smaller shipments of “polymers of other vinyl ester”, “unsaturated poly-
esters in primary forms”, and “plates, sheets, film, foil & strip of plastics”.
Sugar: with a share of 17%, this group consists entirely of “refined crystal 
sugar, not flavoured nor coloured, in solid form”.
Iron and steel: this group contributed to the total declared value with a 
share of 3%, it consist of items such as “flat-rolled products of stainless 
steel”, “angles, shapes & sections of iron or non-alloy steel”, and “flat-
rolled product of iron or non-alloy steel”, among others.
Electrical equipment: with a share of 1% in the total declared value of exports, this 
group consists entirely of “boards, panels, consoles, desks, cabinets & other bases”.
With around 81% of the total declared value of exports concentrated in only 3 prod-
uct groups, there is clearly plenty of room for diversification. According to 2019 
estimates by the International Trade Center (ITC), there is an untapped export po-
tential, or a gap in UAE exports to Thailand of up to $619m (AED2.2b) a year.
As per ITC estimates, products with the highest export potential to Thailand 
include electronics, with a gap of $64.5m (AED237m), vehicle parts with a gap 
of $31.4m (AED115m), wire of refined copper with a gap of $26.6m (AED98m), 
diamonds with a gap of $10.5m (AED38.5m), and polyethylene with a gap of 
$8.7m (AED32m), among many other items. 
Dubai Chamber is committed to helping the business community tap into the 
still largely unexplored Thai market, and the broader Southeast Asia region 
through hosting events that contribute to bridging the gap between busi-
ness communities in UAE and ASEAN member countries. In this regard, Dubai 
Chamber is hosting a virtual roadshow examining new economic opportunities 
in the ASEAN region early in 2021.

DCCI MEMBERS’ EXPORTS TO

January 2021 |  VOLUME 11 - ISSUE 199



Reports accessible at Dubai Chamber website: www.dubaichamber.com
and the Information Center of the Chamber
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