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This report is commissioned by Holland+You. Holland+You is initiated by the Dutch economic network 
in the GCC to connect business needs in the region with Dutch solutions. It aims to create a platform for 
interaction between Dutch and Gulf business stakeholders online and offline. For more information please 
visit our website www.hollandplusyou.com or contact us at hollandplusyou@minbuza.nl.
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INTRODUCTION

The theme of the Dubai World Expo 2020 is “Connecting Minds, Creating the Future”, a 
concept that is built around the three pillars of Mobility, Sustainability, and Opportunity. 

The concept of the World Expo originated in France, with the first world fair taking place 
in 1844. The best-known world fair is “The Great Exhibition” held in London in 1851. The 
modern Expo is a large-scale public exhibition that in recent years has been held every five 
years in different locations around the world. The purpose of a World Expo is to act as a 
platform for the global community to share innovations and engage in debates about the 
key issues facing the world. 

The oil-export-driven GCC countries will continue to suffer the effects of the historic low 
oil prices. Dubai appears to be in a relatively strong position because of its low dependence 
on oil after successful economic diversification efforts. With the announcement that Dubai 
will be the host city of the World Expo 2020, a surge of interest and investment is expected 
in the region. It will be the first-ever World Expo to take place in the MENASA region and 
it will undoubtedly have an impact beyond the borders of Dubai and the UAE. 

Bank of America Merrill Lynch foresees a boost to the Dubai economy of around USD 23 
billion until the opening of the Expo in 2020. The main impact of this growth is expected 
in the infrastructure, housing, tourism, and hospitality sectors. The 438-hectare Expo 
site is planned to cater for an expected 25 million domestic and international visitors. 
Development projects include infrastructure and accommodation, new roads and 
extensions of the Dubai Metro to the site.

The official ratification of Dubai as the host city of Expo 2020 by the Bureau International 
des Expositions (BIE) in November 2015 moved the event from the planning phase into 
the delivery phase. Dubai now starts to make formal engagements with international 
participants, including nations, corporations, multilateral organisations, NGOs and 
academic institutions. The organisation aims to see participation from over 180 countries 
at the Expo 2020.

Although the UAE is currently one of the world’s biggest carbon emitters, the emphasis 
that will be placed on sustainability over the next years in the lead up to the 2020 event 
will help to promote and communicate the need for a more sustainable lifestyle. It will also 
provide the opportunity to enhance the repositioning of the Middle East as a centre of 
innovation and create a sustainability legacy on a global scale. 

The job market is set to boom. According to the Dubai authorities in total more than 
277,000 jobs are to be created related to the Expo, with around 40 per cent of them in the 
travel and tourism sector. For every Expo employee, around 50 additional jobs are foreseen 
in the wider economy. And therefor a positive impact of the Expo 2020 is expected on the 
whole UAE and the wider MENA region.

The purpose of this report is to give Dutch businesses and organisations, as well as 
knowledge and cultural institutions an insight in the planned developments of the Expo 
2020 and help them to identify possible business opportunities.

1

Launch of the new logo, March 2016 (Dubai Expo 2020)
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MAJOR DRIVERS 

2.1 MAIN STRATEGIC GOVERNMENT AGENDA

Significant investments and developments in the already impressive physical infrastructure 
are expected from Dubai and the UAE. The Dubai government has announced that current 
and planned infrastructure projects will be fast tracked to ensure completion in time for 
the World Expo 2020. It intends to spend close to USD 7 billion to improve infrastructure. 
Overall, an estimated 80,000 new jobs will be created in the construction sector.

Large aspects of the infrastructure development that is anticipated in the lead up to Expo 
2020 will be sponsored by government agencies like the RTA, Dubai Airports Corporation 
and well-established developers. 

Expo 2020 will help to drive the country’s sustainability goals forward. The sub-theme 
of sustainability and focus on energy and water resources are in line with the UAE’s 
sustainable economic growth initiatives and the ambitions to extend the country’s energy 
leadership beyond hydrocarbon exports.

- Dubai will welcome 300,000 visitors on a daily basis during Expo 2020  
- Expo 2020 exhibitors will represent over 180 nations 
- 70 per cent of the expected 25 million visitors will originate from outside Dubai 

2.2 OPPORTUNITIES, INVESTMENTS AND DEVELOPMENTS

Opportunities to profit in the period leading up to the World Expo 2020 will arise for 
developers, contractors and consultants across all sectors of transport, construction, 
electricity and real estate. The tourist-related industries will probably see most gains 
during the actual event. In addition, the telecommunications sector, along with IT will also 
profit from the job creation and the higher demand from international visitors. 

EXPO LIVE
One of the flagship initiatives is Expo Live, a global engagement platform that aims to 
make World Expo 2020 not just a showcase event, but also a powerful engine of innovation 
for future progress. 

This initiative challenges companies from around the world to identify the greatest global 
issues for the 21st century across the three Expo sub-themes of Mobility, Sustainability and 
Opportunity. The Expo Partnership Fund of EUR 100 million will accelerate entrepreneurial 
spirit and support projects of varying size, scale and stages of development; all with 
the same objective of delivering a lasting and positive impact. The resulting ideas and 
innovations will be showcased during Expo 2020 itself – demonstrating the message that 
‘together we can accomplish more’.

CONSTRUCTION
The construction industry as a whole will gain from the event, with 30 per cent of the 
jobs created by Expo 2020 expected to be in this sector. New and existing projects are 
distributed across hospitality, transport and amusement facilities.

A key pillar in Dubai’s expo bid is the site in Jebel Ali itself, which will be the largest ever 
created for a World Expo and will be developed with a raft of new hospitality and tourism 
amenities. The site was selected due to its strategic location, equidistant between Dubai 
and Abu Dhabi and adjacent to the Dubai World Central airport and Jebel Ali Port, providing 
ease of access for both participants and visitors. 

Everything built for Expo 2020 must have a purpose beyond the event. Plans are in place 
to re-use both permanent and temporary infrastructure post-Expo.

2The Dubai World Expo will run for a six-month period between October 2020 and April 
2021, during which an estimated 25 million visitors are expected. With approximately 
70 per cent of the visitors being from outside the region this Expo will be the most 
international one up to date. 

Celebrating the success of the win to host Expo 2020 in Dubai, His Highness Sheikh 
Hamdan Bin Mohammed Bin Rashid Al Maktoum, Crown Prince of Dubai, raised the UAE 
national flag at the top of the spire of Burj Khalifa, the highest man-made point on earth.

Dubai’s unique geographical location places it within 4 hours flying of one-third of the 
world’s population and within eight hours of two-thirds. It is on the crossroads between 
Europe, Asia and several of the world’s fastest-growing economies.
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Dubai construction projects

Source: “Deconstructing Expo”, Clyde & Co (2013)

Expo 2020 will take place in the 438-hectare destination at Dubai Trade Centre. Construction be-
gan in 2015 and is planned to be completed in 2019. The iconic semi-covered main plaza called Al 
Wasl (‘connection’ in Arabic) will lead to the three main zones focused on the three core themes 
of the Expo, Mobility, Sustainability and Opportunity. It will be the literal and figurative heart of 
Expo 2020, at 15 minutes walking distance from any point on the site. It will be equipped with an 
autonomous people mover system to assist visitor mobility around the site.

The core theme Sustainability is set to play a key part in the infrastructure of the Dubai event site. 
Planners are aiming for the Expo site to generate at least 50 per cent of the energy the site will 
use, for example via solar cell technology. In line with Dubai’s Expo transport policy the event 
will also be a zero emissions site.

INFRASTRUCTURE
Dubai’s Expo win has paved the way for a multitude of infrastructure developments that were 
already in place but will be fast tracked to be ready before 2020.

Rail 
A significant investment was already planned in relation to Dubai’s light rail and heavy rail infra-
structure. These plans can be expected to accelerate. Known plans include: 

- Etihad Rail, part of the 1,200 km GCC rail network intended to link Kuwait to Oman, which will 
pass between Abu Dhabi, Dubai and Al Ain. 

- Extensions of the “red” and “green” Dubai Metro lines, to connect them to Al Maktoum Interna-
tional Airport and the adjacent Expo site, as well as to the Etihad Rail and Academic City and the 
Mirdif areas of Dubai. 

Airports 
Dubai International Airport is undergoing extensive redevelopment and expansion to accom-
modate the influx of millions of international visitors that will come to Expo 2020. The emirate’s 
main transport hub is currently undergoing USD 7.8 billion of renovation, which will allow the 
facility to cope with 100 million passengers per year by 2020. The improvements include the con-
struction of Concourse 3 and Concourse 4 and expansions to Terminal 1 and 2, in part to facilitate 
the growing number of Airbus A380 aircrafts.

The new Al Maktoum International Airport at Dubai World Central is very near to the Expo 
2020 site in Jebel Ali. Expansion of the existing passenger terminal started in 2015, to accom-
modate 26 million passengers per annum by 2017. With an eventual capacity of 160 million 
passengers per year, the airport will become the largest in the world.

TRANSPORT
National airlines in the Middle East are expected to experience a hike in business during the 
run up to 2020, as 70 per cent of the 25 million predicted visitors to Expo 2020 are likely to 
travel from outside of the UAE.

An estimated USD 1.36 billion will be invested in transport to and from the Expo event. 
Central to this expansion will be the new Dubai ExpoRiders, which will include 750 zero 
emission buses that will cover the entire cityscape through 35 stations.

Expansion to the Dubai Metro will also be fast tracked, with the before mentioned current 
Red metro line being expanded to the event site. Levels of the use of public transport are also 
expected to increase, with a zero-private cars policy being applied to the event, in order to 
encourage the support of Expo’s green living aim.

TOURISM & HOSPITALITY
According to official estimates, in 2012 Dubai welcomed for the first time more than 10 mil-
lion international visitors, representing an increase of over 9 per cent compared to the year 
before. By the time of Expo 2020 Dubai means to have doubled its number of visitors to 20 
million annually.

Dubai is anticipated to necessitate up to 45,000 additional hotel rooms and create about 
111,000 new jobs in the tourism and hospitality sectors. 

The Dubai Department of Tourism and Commerce Marketing (DTCM) and Dubai Municipal-
ity have joined forces to increase the number of mid-range hotels in the city by 2020. A 
proposed waiver of the 10 per cent municipality fee for new 3 and 4 star hotels for an initial 
period of 4 years from the date of construction permit, will encourage growth in the sector 
and incentivise developers to complete projects in a minimal time frame. 

During the Expo, hotels will operate at more than 90 per cent capacity, putting pressure on 
room inventory. A spill over effect would benefit hospitality sectors in neighbouring emir-
ates such as Abu Dhabi. 

Dubai Creek Extension
As part of the on-going Dubai creek extension, a 3km canal is being built, linking Business 
Bay to Jumeirah Beach, on the Arabian Gulf coastline. The 80,000 square metre project will 
encompass new shopping and entertainment centres linked through a unique bridge, over 
450 new restaurants, luxury marinas, and four world class hotels. Also significant road in-
frastructure and utility diversion works of Sheikh Zayed Road, Al Wasl Road and Jumeirah 
Beach Road will be required in order to span this new canal. 

Blue Water Island
A significant hospitality and leisure project likely to be a beneficiary of the Expo 2020 an-
nouncement will be “Blue Water Island”, a project planned on land reclaimed from the sea, 
offshore from Jumeirah Beach Residences. Plans for the project include the construction of 
the world’s largest Ferris wheel, along with retail, residential, hospitality and entertainment 
zones. The island is intended to be connected to the mainland by a road, monorail system 
and pedestrian bridge.
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RETAIL
Some of the world’s most powerful luxury brands fill the 95 malls, markets and souks in 
Dubai and during the city’s short history it has become internationally recognised for its 
retail market.

Mohammed Bin Rashid City
Probably one of Dubai’s most significant upcoming real estate and retail development pro-
jects is Mohammed Bin Rashid City. The master plan includes the world’s largest shopping 
mall, over 100 hotels, a Universal Studios franchise and a huge public park area which will fit 
well as a key component of the wider Expo experience. The location is adjacent to the exist-
ing Meydan racecourse.

BANKING
Expo 2020 is expected to bring an increased confidence in Dubai’s financial centre, further 
boosting the reputation of the UAE as a credible economic force on the world stage. Expo 
2020 will show a modest lift of GDP of the UAE leading up to the period and a more material 
one around the event itself.

In EC Harris’ Global Built Asset Wealth Index report, the UAE ranked in the top 25 wealthiest 
nations in terms of built assets. With Dubai’s planned investments on new projects, the UAE 
along with Brazil and Singapore are expected to be the highest climbers over the coming 
decade.

RECRUITMENT
The effect on the job market has been one of the most talked about factors surrounding Expo 
2020, with the Department of Tourism and Commerce Marketing predicting 277,000 jobs be-
ing created between 2013 and 2021. An impressive figure, the government has said that the 
growth within this figure will be felt most across construction, engineering, transportation, 
retail, hospitality and aviation.

Master plan (Dubai Expo 2020) 

2.3 MAJOR PLAYERS AND COMPANIES

The Expo 2020 Preparatory Committee is the responsible body for Dubai’s practical 
preparations and the delivery of the World Expo 2020. Sheikh Ahmed bin Saeed Al 
Maktoum (President of the Department of Civil Aviation and Chairman and Chief Executive 
of Emirates Airline and Group) is the committee’s chairman, who earlier also headed the 
higher committee formed to bid for the world fair. The official website of Expo 2020 Dubai 
is http://expo2020dubai.ae.

Numerous UAE government entities took on the role of official partners of the World Expo 
2020. And six of the UAE’s most successful companies are the Premier Partners of Expo 
2020: Dubai Airports, Emirates Airline, Emirates NBD, Etisalat, DP World and Jumeirah 
Group. 

EMAAR Properties is a real estate development company located in the UAE. Among others, 
it developed Dubai Marina, a district of Dubai with over 200 high-rise buildings. On behalf 
of the Dubai Expo 2020 Committee it launched an international architecture competition 
for the designs of the three major pavilions Opportunity, Mobility and Sustainability. In 
March 2016 the winners were chosen: Bjarke Ingels Group (BIG), Foster+Partners and 
Grimshaw Architects. 

Global design, architecture, and engineering firm HOK was lead designer for a team that 
developed the master plan for the Dubai Expo 2020. The design looks to the future while 
drawing on traditional Emirati community planning concepts. HOK teamed with Populous 
and Arup for the master plan. www.hok.com

US-based construction consultancy Parsons won the contract to carry out the design and 
supervise construction of Dubai’s Expo 2020 site. Work will involve designing, monitoring, 
managing, and delivering the project’s infrastructure, including multiple pavilions, souks 
and entertainment venues. www.parsons.com

At the end of 2015, Expo 2020 Dubai has awarded 72 contracts through its online eSourcing 
portal, among others for the provision and implementation of an online recruitment 
solution (Bayt.com) and the creation of a compelling visitor experience (Thinkwell 
Group). The committee will be handing out more contracts in 2016 as work progresses in 
preparation for the event. esource.expo2020dubai.ae

The main electricity and water supplier for the Expo site will be Dubai Electricity and Water 
Authority (DEWA). The company aims to make Dubai a smart, integrated and connected 
city with high-tech energy and water infrastructure ahead of Expo 2020.

2.4 DOING BUSINESS IN THE UAE

Most contracting and consulting companies tend to choose to establish ‘on shore’ in the 
UAE, as opposed to establishing in one of the many free zones. Free zones permit 100 per 
cent foreign ownership, but they are only likely to be relevant where a project is located in 
or related to one of these zones. 

When establishing a presence on-shore, the most popular vehicles used are limited liability 
companies (LLCs) and branches of foreign companies. On-shore LLCs must have 51 per 
cent of their shares owned by a UAE national or companies that are wholly owned by UAE 
nationals. Branches must enter into a service agreement with a UAE national. 

A common way for new businesses to begin expansion into the UAE is by way of a 
contractual joint venture. These tend to be appropriate for parties who are coming together 
for a particular project for a specific length of time, or who do not want to be bound 
together indefinitely or formally through a special purpose vehicle, or who wish to keep 
assets and liabilities separate. Contractual joint ventures are commonly used when bidding 
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for projects, or for the bidding and execution of projects, particularly in the construction 
sector. Contractual joint ventures are of particular appeal to those businesses looking to 
exploit opportunities in the UAE for the first time, prior to committing to the region long 
term, or perhaps to carry out a specific project. 

With Dubai considering legislation to facilitate the use of Public Private Partnerships (PPPs) 
in the emirate, projects being let to the private sector on a PPP basis are also to be expected.

2.5 PARTICIPATE IN DUBAI WORLD EXPO 2020

A Dutch Expo 2020 Committee was established, comprising well-informed and dedicated 
parties of government and industry, to inform Dutch businesses and organisations about 
the opportunities associated with participating in the World Expo. Contact the Consulate 
General of the Netherlands in Dubai directly to learn more about opportunities for 
your sector or ideas. The Dutch Expo 2020 Committee aims to help build relations with 
important parties, communicate promising tenders and provide practical information 
about legislation, contracts and possible ways of cooperation with local parties. 

The official Dubai World Expo 2020 organisation invites companies from around the 
globe to form strategic alliances and partnerships. Innovative business approaches can 
contribute to the sustainable development of the event. The global engagement platform 
Expo Live and the associated Expo Partnership Fund of EUR 100 million are vehicles to 
achieve that goal. To learn more about how you can get involved, please contact Expo 2020 
Dubai at info@expo2020dubai.ae

The Expo 2020 eSourcing portal is an online procurement system that links all Expo related 
procurement operations and enables rapid deployment of tender opportunities openly and 
transparently to global businesses. A schedule of current procurement packages can be 
downloaded here as well. All interested businesses are encouraged to register at 
esource.expo2020dubai.ae

Dubai Marina (Peter Fuchs)

OPPORTUNITIES & CHALLENGES FOR 
DUTCH BUSINESSES & ORGANISATIONS

3.1 OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES

OPPORTUNITIES
In the context of the World Expo 2020, Dubai in general will get an enormous boost 
through large investments and developments in a wide range of industries. Respectively 
the opportunities for Dutch businesses span a much broader scope and can be found in 
several of the Netherlands’ top sectors, such as engineering and design, landscaping, food 
and food safety, energy efficiency, healthcare, innovation (waste, food, water), logistics, 
and hospitality.

Among others, opportunities for Dutch know-how and expertise arise in energy saving 
(wind, water, compost, bio, electric cars), infrastructure (master planning, density), traffic 
management (smart fuel saving solutions, parking, bicycle paths), sustainable building, 
lighting, recycling, and shipping. 

CHALLENGES
Contractors and consultants that have been operating in the UAE for some time will 
recognise the importance of due diligence in relation to real estate and investment projects.

History has shown that where there are opportunities an appropriate level of caution is 
merited. This is likely to be the case in respect of non-government sponsored project 
opportunities, required to realise Expo 2020, such as additional hotel, commercial and 
residential capacity in Dubai. Such developments are not immune to the wider economic 
conditions.  

Projects required for the delivery of Expo 2020 will be subject to increased scrutiny, both 
national and international. There will be an overwhelming desire to avoid any bad press 
relating to late delivery and cost overruns on projects.

As the construction and services sectors expand to meet the increase in demand anticipated 
for Expo 2020, recruiting and retaining the best staff will become more important (and 
more challenging) for businesses in the UAE. It is likely that the UAE government will 
seek to enforce the Emiratization requirements more strictly (a minimum percentage 
of employees of a company must be Emirati nationals). Employers may wish to consider 
focusing more closely on UAE university and school leavers.  

3.2 SUPPORT BY DUTCH GOVERNMENT 

The Consulate General of the Netherlands in Dubai and the Embassy of the Netherlands 
in Abu Dhabi offer support to businesses and organisations that want to explore the 
opportunities of Dubai Expo 2020. Their close relations with the local government 
and the official Expo 2020 organisation generate insights into latest developments and 
participation opportunities. For any enquiries about participating in Dubai Expo 2020 the 
Consulate General in Dubai can be contacted directly by mail or phone. 

3
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Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates

A: Embassy of the Kingdom 
of the Netherlands in Abu Dhabi
Centro Capital Centre, Building 11,
14th floor
Al Khaleej Al Arabi Street (ADNEC area)
T: (+971) 2 695 8000
E: abu@minbuza.nl
W: uae.nlembassy.org 

A: Holland+You
Centro Capital Centre, Building 11, 
14th floor
Al Khaleej Al Arabi Street (ADNEC area) 
Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates 
E: hollandplusyou@minbuza.nl
W:www.hollandplusyou.com

Dubai, United Arab Emirates

A: Consulate General of the Kingdom
of the Netherlands in Dubai
Al Habtoor Business Tower, 31st floor
Dubai Marina
T: (+971) 4 4407600
E: dba@minbuza.nl
W: uae.nlembassy.org

A: NFIA Dubai
Consulate General of the Kingdom
of the Netherlands in Dubai
Al Habtoor Business Tower, 31st floor
Dubai Marina
T: (+971) 4 4407600
E: info@nfia-gulfregion.com
W: www.nfia-gulfregion.com

Saudi Arabia (KSA)

A: Embassy of the Kingdom 
of the Netherlands in Riyadh
Abdullah Hizaf Asehmi Street
(Diplomatic Quarter)
11693 Riyadh
T: (+966) 11 4880011
E: riy@minbuza.nl
W: saudiarabia.nlembassy.org

Kuwait

A: Embassy of the Kingdom 
of the Netherlands in Kuwait
Block 6, Street 11, House 7,
Jabriya
T: (+965) 2531 2650
E: kwe@minbuza.nl
W: kuwait.nlembassy.org

Oman

A: Embassy of the Kingdom 
of the Netherlands in Muscat
Way 3017, Villa 1366. 
Shatti Al Qurum
T: (+968) 24603706 / 719
E: mus@minbuza.nl
W: oman.nlembassy.org

 
Qatar

A: Embassy of the Kingdom 
of the Netherlands in Doha
Al Mirqab Tower, 6th floor 
Al Dafna 
T: (+974) 4495 4700
E: doh@minbuza.nl
W: qatar.nlembassy.org

Grimshaw Architects - Sustainability pavilion (Dubai Expo 2020)

USEFUL LINKS AND CONTACTS

OFFICIAL DUBAI EXPO 2020 WEBSITE
www.expo2020dubai.ae

EXPO 2020 ESOURCING PORTAL
Dubai Expo 2020 launched an eSourcing Portal, a platform that delivers a simple, secure 
and efficient means for managing end-to-end sourcing activities thereby reducing the 
overall time and effort required. The Portal includes a secured login for organisations and 
businesses that want to be part of Dubai Expo 2020. It holds contact details of the eSourcing 
Helpdesk, for any further assisitance. And there is a designated page where both awarded 
and upcoming procurement activities are announced. Visit: esource.expo2020dubai.ae

CONSULATE GENERAL OF THE KINGDOM OF THE NETHERLANDS IN DUBAI
Al Habtoor Business Tower, 31/F
Dubai Marina, 
Dubai, United Arab Emirates
T   (+971) 4 4407600
E   dba@minbuza.nl 
W uae.nlembassy.org

EMBASSY OF THE KINGDOM OF THE NETHERLANDS IN ABU DHABI
Centro Capital Centre, Building 11, 14/F
Al Khaleej Al Arabi Street (ADNEC area)
Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates
T   (+971) 2 695 8000
E   abu@minbuza.nl 
W uae.nlembassy.org

NETHERLANDS BUSINESS COUNCIL (NBC) DUBAI
Established in 1997 by the Consulate General in Dubai and a group of prominent 
businessmen from Holland, the Netherlands Business Council aims to provide a platform 
for its members to network, encourage and promote business links between Holland and 
the UAE. 
T   (+971) 5 0559 2272
E   info@nbcdubai.com
W www.nbcdubai.com
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