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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 Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) is a political and economic union of Arab states border-
ing the Gulf, namely Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emir-
ates, established in 1981. The GCC countries are among the wealthiest nations worldwide in 
terms of per capita income. To decrease the dependence on the hydrocarbon industry the 
governments give political priority to economic diversification.

Historically, agriculture in the Gulf Region was limited mostly to date farming and small-
scale vegetable production in widely scattered oases. Small plots produced enough food for 
the local communities, and any extra was sold to passing caravans. Serious agricultural de-
velopment began in the 1970s. As part of the desert region of the world there is scarcity of 
water and fertile soil. Any agricultural activity in this part of the world is a challenging affair, 
and a costly one. The governments launched extensive programs to promote modern farm-
ing technology; to establish rural roads, irrigation networks and storage and export facilities; 
and to encourage agricultural research and training institutions.

Rising population, growing income levels and change in consumption habits result in con-
tinuing growth in consumption levels. In order to bridge the gap between food production 
and food consumption, the GCC nations primarily rely on imports to meet their food re-
quirements; in 2010, food imports in the GCC region accounted for more than 70 per cent 
of its total food requirement. With limited food production capabilities, the governments of 
the GCC are increasingly focusing on developing long-term relations with food producing 
nations globally.

Table 1: GCC food import estimates (USD billion)

Source: EIU (E - estimates)

Government initiatives have focused on ensuring food security through various means. The 
on going trend for investments in local food producers and manufacturers allows for the 
integration of the latest technologies, helping to partially displace reliance of food imports 
and keeping in line with food security strategies for the region. The sector also aims to let 
local players grow strong brands starting at home to become international brands and hence 
expand the food export potential.

Over the past decade, demand for food products in the GCC has risen with the increase 
in population and per capita income. According to the Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU), 
population in the GCC region is likely to increase further and cross the 50 million-mark 
by 2020 from 41.7 million ton in 2010 and 25.8 million ton in 2005. To meet this increas-
ing demand for food arising out of the growing consumption is both a challenge for the 
GCC governments and an opportunity for private sector players to expand their busi-
ness within the GCC markets.

1 Table 2: Population growth in the GCC

Source: IMF

The impact of organised retail coupled with increasing demand for processed foods has led 
to a shift in the consumption pattern of GCC residents. The increasing trend of dining out, 
the stronger preference for quick meals, including fast food and ready-to-eat meals, and the 
dietary shift from carbohydrate-rich to protein-rich have opened up exciting growth op-
portunities in the sector. An even more recent trend involves healthy food, which still has to 
develop widely in the societies, but includes important openings for trade and investment.

The purpose of this report is to give Dutch businesses an insight in the Gulf’s agriculture 
and food sector and help them to identify possible business opportunities. The focus of this 
report is especially on Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates and Oman.

Chart 1: GCC food consumption pattern, by category - 2010

Source: Arab Agricultural Statistics Yearbook, Alpen Capital
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MAJOR DRIVERS PER GCC COUNTRY

2.1 KINGDOM OF SAUDI ARABIA

Saudi Arabia’s agricultural development over the last three decades has been astonishing. 
Large areas of desert have been turned into agricultural fields – a major accomplishment 
in a country that receives an average of about four inches of rain a year, one of the lowest 
rates in the world. There has been enormous growth in the production of all basic foods. 
Compared to other GCC countries, Saudi Arabia is in a much better position when it comes to 
food security and self-sufficiency. It has been the largest producer of wheat within the GCC 
and self-sufficient since the 1990s. During several years the country was even exporting, 
but it took measures to reduce its production to zero, stepwise from 2008 to 2015, because 
of depletion of underground non-renewable aqua spheres. In the production of meat, milk 
and vegetables it covers large parts of domestic consumption (60, 55 and 73 per cent re-
spectively) and it exports fresh milk, milk products and fresh juices all over the GCC and to 
other MENA countries. The country is also self-sufficient in the production of potatoes and 
a potential exporter, but at the moment export to other GCC countries is restrained because 
of the underground water situation.

Quick Facts about Saudi Arabia

* both nationals and expatriates

As the most populous country (65 per cent of the total GCC population), Saudi Arabia is the 
largest food consumer in the GCC region. In 2010, Saudi Arabia accounted for 62 per cent of 
the total GCC food consumption.

Chart 2: GCC food consumption pattern, by country - 2010

2

Date palm picking in Oman (Chameleons Eye)

Source: Arab Agricultural Statistics Yearbook, Alpen Capital, IMF
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2.1.1 Main Strategic Government Agenda
The Ministry of Agriculture is the primary responsible for the agricultural policy in Saudi 
Arabia. During the past decade, agricultural policy has made a major shift and its strategic 
agenda has been largely influenced by the chronic shortage of sweet water resources.  

The Saudi government established the King Abdullah Initiative for Foreign Investments, 
with the Saudi Agriculture and Lifestock Company (SALIC) as its executive company, with an 
initial outlay of USD 850 million. The initiative aims to promote international agricultural 
projects. For domestic reforms, the Agricultural Development Fund (ADF) has been estab-
lished which disburses subsidies and grants interest-free loans, as well as initiatives in each 
sub-sector, for developing those sectors with international and national private partners. To 
support the water, agriculture and infrastructure sector, the Saudi government has continu-
ously increased the budget allocations to these segments, raising it to USD 13.6 billion in 
2011, which is a 10.4 per cent y-o-y increase. 

The government offers land distribution and reclamation programs and it funds research 
projects. Through SALIC the government supports private companies in international land 
investments for agricultural production. During 2011-2012, Saudi Arabia invested close to 
USD 23.1 billion in food security initiatives, which included financial and oil aid to target 
countries in lieu of agricultural lands.

The government has aided with converting large areas of desert into agricultural fields. By 
implementing major irrigation projects and adopting large-scale mechanisation, this has 
progressed in developing agriculture in Saudi Arabia, adding previously barren areas to the 
stock of cultivatable land.

An important organisation involved in food security is the Grain Silos and Flour Mills Organ-
ization (GSFMO), which purchases and stores wheat; constructs flourmills; and stores animal 
feed. Through this organisation Saudi Arabia is stepping up its strategic storage capacity. The 
flourmills will however be privatised within a few years.

The private sector has played a major role in the Kingdom’s agricultural development. This 
is mostly due to government programs that offer long-term, interest-free loans; technical 
and support services; and incentives (e.g., free seeds and fertilizers, low-cost water, fuel and 
electricity, and duty-free imports of raw materials and machinery).

Today, Saudi Arabia exports dates, dairy products, eggs, fish, poultry, fruits and vegetables to 
regional markets, but also to destinations around the world. Dates, once a staple of the Saudi 
diet, are now widely grown for global humanitarian aid.

2.1.2 Opportunities, Investments, Developments
AGRICULTURE
Saudi Arabia is turning to advanced agricultural solutions due to the harsh temperature con-
ditions and a lack of water resources. Examples of advanced agriculture are: greenhouse tech-
nologies and irrigation management solutions. 

The Agricultural Development Fund (ADF) started a program called “7 Initiatives” that aims 
to provide advanced solutions in a public private partnership (PPP) approach for seven se-
lected sub-sectors. These are: agricultural information, water, marketing of fruits and veg-
etables, poultry, dates, sheep husbandry, and fish and shrimp production. Dutch companies 
and institutions are successful in tendering on these initiatives, mostly in consortia with 
local and international partners. 

The Agricultural Information Centre (AIC), or Al Manar, is the result of one of the ADF initia-
tives. It is a strategic project, set up in partnership with a Dutch knowledge institute, which 
will contribute significantly to the development of all other ADF projects and sustainable 
agricultural developments in Saudi Arabia, with positive spin-off into the whole region.

IRRIGATION
Water is the key prerequisite for agriculture in Saudi Arabia. The country has successfully 
implemented a multifaceted program to provide the vast supplies of water necessary to 
achieve the growth of the agricultural sector. A network of dams has been built to trap and 
utilise seasonal floods. Underground water reservoirs have been tapped through deep wells. 
Desalination plants have been built to produce fresh water from the sea for urban and indus-
trial use, freeing other sources for agriculture. Facilities have also been put into place to treat 
urban and industrial runoff for agricultural irrigation. The country is in need for water-use 
efficient concepts and techniques. Besides wheat, also alfalfa is in process of being reduced 
in domestic production. The date plantations are using too much irrigation water. This offers 
good opportunities for Dutch expertise in this area.

HORTICULTURE
The Sustainable Agriculture Research Center (ESTIDAMAH) is a public private partnership 
project between the Ministry of Agriculture (MoA), SABIC and the King Saud University 
(KSU). This centre of expertise, in process of establishment, addresses the Netherlands-
Saudi Arabia cooperation in developing a sustainable strategy for mainly the horticulture 
sector. Additionally, it is planned to embrace scientific and applied research for bio-control, 
renewable energy for agriculture, food safety and chemicals, pesticides, irrigation and pro-
tected cultivation. The focus of ESTIDAMAH will be on sustainable protected cultivation. 
The greenhouse sector in Saudi Arabia is partly well-developed, with large companies and a 
growing number of glass-house projects with year-round production.

FOOD SECURITY
SALIC is the new government company to focus on foreign agricultural investments with 
food security as top priority. To this end it builds local capacity and it uses mergers and ac-
quisitions and direct investments. SALIC uses a business-oriented approach in selected coun-
tries with comparative and competitive advantages. 

Strategic storage is another trend in food security in Saudi Arabia. This entails buying priori-
ty commodities, such as wheat, rice, edible oil, and sugar, from international markets instead 
of investing in producing them locally. Partnerships with the private sector could develop 
this trend further. Growing surely and steadily is the wheat storage by the GSFMO (Grain 
Silos and Flour Mills Organisation). Some Dutch companies are already active in providing 
wheat to Saudi Arabia. 

International agricultural investments offers opportunities for the Netherlands to become 
involved in a trilateral approach, in order to contribute to the sustainable agricultural de-
velopment in developing countries. The Netherlands has very relevant experience by the 
public and private sectors, including knowledge institutes, in order to play a multiplier role 
in such a partnership. 

FOOD TRADE
Saudi Arabia is a large importer of food items and will continue to be so in the near future. In 
2020 it is estimated that food imports will have doubled compared with 2010, which was in 
total around USD 13,7 billion including agricultural commodities and live animals, excluding 
agricultural machinery. This accounts for nearly 90 per cent of the total food consumption.
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2.1.3 Major Players and Companies
Ministry of Agriculture (MoA) is the government body responsible for the agricultural 
policies of the state. Besides, it offers long-term interest free loans (through the Saudi Ara-
bian Agricultural Bank), along with low-cost water, fuel, electricity and duty-free imports of 
raw materials and machinery. (www.moa.gov.sa)
Agricultural Information Centre (AIC) was established in 2011 by the Saudi government, 
in order to pursue its agricultural policy. The Netherlands assists in the development of the 
centre by sharing specialist knowledge and experience of the collection, management and 
application of information in agriculture and agribusiness. 
King Saud University (KSU) is a public university founded in 1957 by King Saud bin Ab-
dulaziz as Riyadh University, as the first university in the Kingdom not dedicated to religious 
subjects, created to meet the shortage of skilled workers in Saudi Arabia. It was renamed to 
King Saud University in 1982 and holds one of the leading agricultural colleges in the coun-
try (others are in Qasim and Al Ahsa). (ksu.edu.sa/en/)
Saudi Basic Industries Corporation (SABIC), is a diversified manufacturing company ac-
tive in chemicals and intermediates, industrial polymers, fertilisers and metals. It is the larg-
est public company in Saudi Arabia, with the Saudi government still owning 70 per cent of 
its shares. (www.sabic.com)
Grain Silos and Flour Mills Organisation (GSFMO), was founded in 1972 with the main 
objective to provide in the needs of the most important food materials of Saudi citizens. 
GSFMO purchases, stores and produces flour, wheat, poultry and livestock feed and other 
vocation feed products. (www.gsfmo.gov.sa)
Almarai was established in Riyadh in 1977 as a partnership between the Irish agri-foods 
pioneer Alastair McGuckian and his brother Paddy, and Prince Sultan bin Mohammed bin 
Saud Al Kabeer. Today, it is the largest vertically integrated dairy company in the world. 
(www.almarai.com)
The Savola Group is a Saudi public listed company, established in 1979. The first business 
was in the edible oil industry in Saudi Arabia. Savola is now one of the most successful and 
fastest growing multinational food groups in the Gulf, the MENA and Central Asia regions. 
(www.savola.com)
Saudi Organic Farming Association (SOFA), is a non-governmental, independent body 
established in 2007 under the supervision of the Ministry of Agriculture.
Al Watania Poultry is the largest poultry establishment in the Middle East and one of the 
largest poultry companies in the world. The company’s share in the markets of the Gulf 
region is approximately 40 per cent. It has a total production of about half a million chickens 
and one million eggs per day. (www.al-watania.com)
Arabian Agricultural Services Company (ARASCO), established in 1983, began its activi-
ties by providing agricultural services and has steadily evolved since then into one of the 
most prominent national companies. ARASCO aspires to be the backbone of food security 
in Saudi Arabia and the region with a leading role in filling the large food gap in the Middle 
East. (www.arasco.com)
King Abdulaziz City for Science and Technology (KACST) is an independent scientific 
organisation, which houses the national science agency and its national laboratories. The sci-
ence agency function involves science and technology policymaking, data collection, fund-
ing of external research, and services such as the patent office. (www.kacst.edu.sa)
King Abdullah University of Science and Technology (KAUST) was founded in 2009 
as a public research university with the aim of rekindling science in the Islamic world. 
It achieved significant progress in a very short time and it is currently among one of the 
world’s most productive universities in terms of research. (www.kaust.edu.sa)

2.1.4 Market Access and Legislation 
Although the country is not known for its ease of doing business, Saudi Arabia appears rela-
tively high in the World Bank ranking (in 2014, 49th worldwide, 2nd in the Middle East). Over 
the years, also in the agro-food sector, companies have invested in joint ventures and local 
establishments. It is recognised that having a local entity is valued positive by the Saudi’s 
and should be considered if serious business is foreseen. Legislation and information can be 
obtained through the Saudi General Investment Authority (SAGIA). Procedures are known as 
laborious, but prior experiences have taught that it is rewarding to persevere through them.

Market access for life products and foodstuff is increasingly being facilitated in a more organ-
ised way by the establishment of the Saudi Food and Drug Authority, comparably with the 
Dutch Nederlandse Voedsel- en Warenautoriteit (NVWA). Bureaucracy remains heavy, but 
much progress has been noticed over the past few years, which calls for optimism.

2.1.5 Market Trends
The food-processing sector in Saudi Arabia is expanding at a fast pace. The Saudi government 
has been very supportive of this sector, and it assists domestic companies by providing subsi-
dies on equipment and financing options. Furthermore, the government has imposed higher 
import tariffs on certain products that compete with locally manufactured products such as 
eggs, sugar, poultry meat, infant foods derived from milk and macaroni. Consequently, domes-
tic companies operating in the food-processing sector have flourished. Due to higher import 
tariffs, international brands like Delmonte, Nestlé, Kraft/General Foods, and Frito-Lay have 
established licensing agreements with local manufacturers to produce their products locally. 
Many local manufacturers in Saudi Arabia also import products from western countries and 
re-label those with Arabic sounding private labels.

Among GCC countries, Saudi Arabia remains the largest organic food market. According to Ori-
ent Planet, the organic food market in the Kingdom was estimated at USD 270 million in 2009, 
accounting for 90 per cent of the total GCC organic food market.
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2.2 UNITED ARAB EMIRATES

The United Arab Emirates (UAE) is the second largest food producer in the GCC. While it 
accounts for 20 per cent of the total food consumption in the region, its production only ac-
counts for 12.1 per cent of the total GCC production. This signifies UAE’s heavy reliance on 
imports to meet its domestic requirements.

Agriculture in the UAE contributes to less than 1 per cent of the economy while using more 
than 60 per cent of the country’s water. The amount of water available per person is continu-
ing to decline while the usage of water per person in the UAE is among the highest in the 
world. This is a major challenge to food production. The most productive region in the UAE is 
Ras al-Khaimah, which receives underground water supplies from the nearby mountains of 
Oman and which enjoys the most plentiful rainfall. The main production areas are in Al Ain 
and in Siwa, parts of the Western Region in Abu Dhabi Emirate.

Quick facts about United Arab Emirates 

*both UAE nationals and expatriates

The UAE is the leading food consumer within the GCC with a per capita food consumption of 
1,486.3 kg/year during 2010. This is primarily caused by the fact that the UAE has the high-
est inflow of tourists among all GCC countries.

Table 3: Per capita food consumption in GCC (2010)

2.2.1 Main Strategic Government Agenda
Besides the challenges of a hostile climate, local farmers also face huge competition from 
imports. Currently, the UAE imports as much as 90 per cent of the produce that is consumed 
from abroad. Still, the government considers support for a domestic farming industry to be 
strategically important in order to protect against any sudden cut-off in supplies as a result 
of either political or natural causes or price hikes. 

The UAE is the largest food processing and re-exporting destination in the GCC, followed by 
Saudi Arabia. In 2011, UAE invested more than USD 258 million in procuring food processing 
and packaging machinery.

The Ministry of Environment and Water (MoEW) is responsible for developing policy and 
strategy in agriculture for the UAE. It develops multi-year strategy papers. MoEW has au-
thority on the federal level. However, each emirate is exercising its own policy within its 
mandate, supported and mostly governed by the federal institutions. In the case of Abu 
Dhabi, the emirates own institutions are powerful and also more or less independently oper-
ating, with a good understanding and contact with the federal government. This is strength-
ened by the fact that the emirate Abu Dhabi comprises some 80 per cent of all agricultural 
activities in the UAE.
 
The Abu Dhabi Farmer’s Service Centre (ADFSC) is an organisation whose remit is trans-
forming the emirate’s farming sector. The ADFSC’s goals are to improve farming practices, 
produce higher yields of better-quality produce and to ensure that farms have the potential 
to supply the local commercial market, and in doing so deliver a measure of food security.

The Abu Dhabi Food Control Authority (ADFCA), established in 2005, is the official food con-
trol body in Abu Dhabi and works to strengthen awareness about food safety, environmental 
protection and good agricultural practices through workshops for farmers and the general 
public. ADFCA has delegated power in agricultural matters, besides the federal MoEW. ADFSC 
is the executive arm of ADFCA. Farmers work with the government on ambitious new plans 
to cut agricultural water use in half to conserve water and ensure sustainability. Irrigation 
and water conservation are important aspects of both integrated pest management and pro-
tected agriculture.

Farm irrigation (Mehmet Can)

Source: Arab Agricultural Statistics Yearbook, Alpen Capital, IMF



AGRICULTURE & FOOD 
HORTICULTURE & INITIAL MATERIAL

OPPORTUNITIES FOR DUTCH BUSINESSES
IN THE GULF REGION

14 15Irrigation in Dubai (Philip Lange)

2.2.2 Opportunities, Investments and Developments
FOOD SECURITY
The UAE government has been very active in its efforts to ensure food security for the emir-
ates. During 2012, in order to ease burden on residents due to rising food prices, the UAE 
President ordered to subsidise prices of key food items across the country for an indefinite 
period. The food items under this initiative include: dates, cooking oils, juices and water, 
while subsidies on rice and flour were kept unchanged.

IRRIGATION
The UAE looks at maximizing its water productivity by using alternative and non-conven-
tional water resources such as treated wastewater and saline water in agriculture. The gov-
ernment encourages farmers to adopt “smart farming” practices that are sustainable: tech-
niques and crops that are economically viable and ecologically sound. 

Agricultural sustainability can be increased by relying more on “grey water” and by select-
ing crops that do well with little water and by more efficient methods such as hydroponics, 
drip irrigation where every drop of water reaches the roots of a plant, and other modern-
day equivalents of the falaj system, that provided reliable irrigation in this region for many 
centuries.

The Farmers’ Services Centre (ADFSC), the Abu Dhabi public organisation that aims to mod-
ernise farms in this emirate, has more than doubled the number of farms with water-saving 
irrigation systems through its Efficient Irrigation Fund. More than 680 additional farms in 
the Western Region have recently received new irrigation systems to cut water use, bring-
ing the total to almost 1,200. The water savings for the Western Region could be as high as 
45 per cent.

DROUGHT TOLERANCE
Crop species suited to the extreme climate conditions of the UAE include date palm and Rho-
des grass, the last being used as an animal feed and a soil stabiliser. For selecting and research 
of drought and salt tolerant crops, especially the date palm, ICBA in Dubai is an internation-
ally renowned institute. 

GREENHOUSES
Farmers also grow vegetables including tomatoes and cucumbers in greenhouses year-
round. To boost the horticultural sector, ADFCA is establishing a centre of expertise, in col-
laboration with the Netherlands.

2.2.3 Major Players and Companies
Ministry of Environment and Water (MoEW) was established in 2006, replacing the Min-
istry of Agriculture and Fisheries. The five main sectors are: Environmental Affairs, Agricul-
tural & Animal Affairs, Water Resources & Nature Conservation, Support Services Sector and 
Regions Sector. (www.moew.gov.ae)
Abu Dhabi Farmer’s Service Centre (ADFSC) provides technical and operational support 
services to farmers, helping them grow and market their produce. ADFSC was established 
in 2009 to bring strategic agricultural reform to Abu Dhabi, especially by introducing and 
encouraging the conservation of natural resources. (www.adfsc.ae)
Abu Dhabi Food Control Authority (ADFCA) is responsible for food safety and agriculture 
in the emirate of Abu Dhabi, including creation of awareness among the public.
Arab Authority for Agricultural Investment and Development (AAAID) operates as 
an independent financial agricultural investment institution that works for achievement of 
food security in the Arab Nations (it has a regional office in Dubai). (www.aaaid.org)
Al Dahra Agriculture is an agriculture company based in the UAE that produces a wide 
range of plant and animal products. It has more than 20 distribution sites and is currently 
importing from countries such as the United States, Spain, Italy, Poland, Canada and Pakistan. 
(www.aldahra.com)
Environment Agency Abu Dhabi (EAD) is a governmental agency that was established in 
1996, committed to protect and manage biodiversity, to provide a clean environment and to 
promote sustainable development in the emirate of Abu Dhabi. (www.ead.ae)

2.2.4 Market Access, Foreign Investment
Over the past few years, the UAE has gradually translated itself into the world’s leading re-
exporter of rice and the logistical hub for various other commodities such as tea, sugar and 
coffee. Also, free zones such as the Khalifa Industrial Zone Abu Dhabi (KIZAD) and Dubai 
Investments Park (DIP) could likely play a major role in further development of the UAE’s 
food processing sector.

2.2.5 Legislation (tenders, certification)
There are various ways to market your product or service in the UAE. With the appropriate 
import licenses one can sell directly to local clients. This is recommended for single supplies 
or to test the quality of a potential agent. When the exporting company has gained confi-
dence in the market or has found the right local trading partner appointing a local agent is 
recommended. To cooperate with government related entities it is often required to have 
local presence in the form of an established office or agency.

Contracts in the public sphere are awarded through tenders. To register, one has to be pre 
qualified and be represented by a local agent or project sponsor. The quality of the local agent 
is therefore of crucial importance. 

In a joint venture, the foreign party cannot have more than a 49 per cent share in the com-
pany. However, a law is drafted to make this possible. In so-called free zones, 100 per cent 
foreign ownership is already possible. 

2.2.6 Market Trends 
The GCC market is gradually emerging as a major food processing and re-export destination. 
Among GCC countries, the UAE leads the food-processing sector. Although the country’s 
food production capability is limited, its strategic location and strong logistics have helped it 
to be a significant link in the region’s food chain. The country has become the world’s third 
largest re-exporter of food.

The UAE has seen an increasing workforce participation leading to both rising affluence and 
hectic lifestyles, which results in a preference for quick and easy meal options. Ready-to-eat 
meals and frozen processed foods are some of the items, which have witnessed substantial 
growth in sales due to this change in lifestyle. Current and expected consumption patterns 
in the UAE reflect inclination towards high-value and protein-rich foods over the traditional 
food categories.

Apart from its strong macroeconomic and demographic factors, tourism will play a vital role 
in boosting food consumption in the UAE.
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2.3 SULTANATE OF OMAN

In 1970 the economy of the Sultanate of Oman was entirely based on agriculture and fisher-
ies. It was not until the discovery of oil in commercial quantities in 1964 and its production 
in 1967 that the country was able to embark on its development. Still, over half the total 
Omani population is engaged in the agricultural and fisheries industry. The stimulus to the 
national economy derived from the exploitation of oil and gas has benefited the develop-
ment and modernisation of agriculture. While Oman accounts for only 8 per cent of the total 
food production in the GCC region, its production is enough to meet approximately one third 
of its domestic demand.

Agriculture and fisheries are Oman’s main non-oil exports, representing 70 per cent. The 
country lies in an arid region of the world, but owing to its size and topography it has consid-
erable variations of climate. The backbone of the country is the Hajar Mountains, attracting 
the most rainfall. The northern end of this range is largely porous limestone rock, which is 
the source of water used for irrigation purposes on either flank of the mountains. The coastal 
plain and sea ward-facing slopes of the mountains in Dhofar in the south receive regular 
light monsoon rains from June to September. Much of the interior of the country is desert 
or semi-desert.

Quick Facts about Oman

2.3.1 Main Strategic Government Agenda
Oman’s agriculture and fishing sector remains one of the crucial areas in the government’s 
economic diversification efforts and is projected to exponentially increase the input of the 
non-petroleum industry to diversify the country’s gross domestic product by 2020.

Higher productivity, better quality (durable use of pesticide) and sustainability are on the po-
litical agenda of the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries. Over the last decade, the govern-
ment made considerable efforts to improve agricultural productivity. Over 2010 and 2011, 
Oman invested USD 361 million in fisheries, modern irrigation systems, agricultural pro-
duction and livestock breeding technologies. This resulted in increased agricultural yields. 
The production of dates increased by 30 per cent, while the yields of vegetable crops like 
potatoes, alfalfa and tomatoes increased twofold.

In an attempt to control the severity of price rise of basic food products (such as rice, wheat 
and sugar) including locally manufactured fodder, the government introduced a subsidy 
plan. Also, the sale price of sugar was reduced by 10 per cent of the cost price and the subsidy 
for wheat was maintained at levels similar to what it was in February 2008.

Table 4: Major produce in GCC across food categories

Source: FAOSTAT

2.3.2 Opportunities, Investments, Developments
GREENHOUSE
The major privately funded hydroponics/horticulture project (20 hectares) in Salalah, which 
will be operational in the near future, could become a signature project for Oman. The Neth-
erlands is involved in the development of this project.

FISHERIES
Oman has the highest fish consumption per capita in the GCC. Oman intends to further 
develop and professionalize the fisheries sector in the context of the diversification of its 
economy. Significant funds are made available to do so. Concrete opportunities are: the 
development of fisheries ports (particularly Duqm); the development of aquaculture; the 
development of chain based approach; the development/purchase of 500 fisheries vessels 
between 2013-2020; and vocational training in framework of the professionalization of the 
trade/chain handling.

Also fish farming is growing in interest and promoting this sector is a priority for the Minis-
try of Agriculture and Fisheries. Besides, the growth of (macro) algae is in an initial stage of 
production for animal feed.

HORTICULTURE
The Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries is promoting the horticultural sector, which re-
mains largely low-tech. Technical improvements are needed to bring the sector on a higher 
level, for which the Ministry is looking for assistance. 

FOOD SECURITY
To improve food security, the government of Oman focuses on increasing local agriculture 
production and is encouraging manufacture and sale of local food items. The government is 
enhancing the strategic reserves by building grain silos. Opportunities exist for companies 
involved in food storage techniques.

LIVESTOCK
The Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries has indicated interest in increasing quality of local 
livestock (mainly regarding milk production) through introduction/breeding of livestock. 
Increasing the local production capacity is pursued, especially now Saudi milk products are 
to be compensated with imported alfalfa when they are exported.
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2.3.3 Major Players and Companies
Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries (MAF) is the governmental body in Oman respon-
sible for all matters relating to agriculture and fisheries. (www.omanagriculture.net)
Muscat Overseas Group, established in 1974, has become one of the leading business or-
ganisations in Oman’s economy. The Groups’ interests are diverse, among others extending 
to activities in the areas of agriculture, irrigation, landscaping, and farm development. 
(www.muscatoverseas.com)
Tawoos Agricultural Systems is one of the largest global certified corporate farming com-
panies in the Middle East. It has become a front runner in the agriculture sector through 
investments in new technology, research and innovative farming methods, while remaining 
eco-friendly and socially responsible. (www.tawoos-agriculture.com)
Gulf Mushroom Products Company SAOG (GMPC) is engaged in the cultivation and mar-
keting of fresh mushrooms. It is the largest hi-tech mushroom farm in the entire Middle East 
region based on state-of-the-art Dutch technology. (www.gulfmushroom.com)

2.3.4 Market Access / Foreign Investment
Prerequisites for doing business in Oman:
- familiarity with local (business) customs
- preparedness to invest time to build lasting relationships
- having a local partner / agent 

2.3.5 Legislation (tenders, certification)
Oman has a good reputation of encouraging and facilitating private companies in public pro-
jects. The process of tendering in Oman is a competitive one, and most of the larger projects 
attract a wide range of international companies, who often join forces with a local company 
to bid for a tender. Even though the tendering process of Oman has a good reputation, it 
often takes very long due to limited capacity at the tender board. Also, low barriers to pre 
qualification mean that each tender receives a lot of bids, which can drag down the contract 
prices. For all tenders and for information on tender law, see the website of the Tender Board 
(www.tenderboard.gov.om/eng/).

2.3.6 Market Trends
The number of foreign tourists visiting Oman is expected to increase. Oman has a strong po-
tential to become a major tourist destination. Therefore significant investments have been 
made. According to Oman’s Ministry of Tourism, more than 2,000 resorts and hotel rooms 
will be added over the next year. Together these factors are likely to boost food consumption 
in the country.

OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES FOR DUTCH BUSINESSES 
IN THE GCC REGION

3.1 Dutch Business Opportunities and Challenges

Business opportunities in the Gulf Region for further growth in the agriculture and food sec-
tor are closely linked to population growth, an increase in tourism, economic growth and the 
purchasing power strength in the region.

It is recognised that the following sub-sectors are especially interesting for Dutch–GCC busi-
ness and investments: aquaculture / fisheries (and in the aquaculture complex also salt water 
agriculture), horticulture, dates, and poultry. Thematically, water-use-efficiency, food safety 
and value chain improvement are promising. In these topics, green education, short and long 
training, vocational training, are considered essential elements, in which the Netherlands 
has a lot to offer.

With the rising population and income levels of the GCC, demand for food and food prod-
ucts has been rising at a much faster rate than in developed economies. Such favourable 
demographic factors present tremendous opportunities for several segments in which Dutch 
expertise exists. 

Table 5: GCC food consumption estimates, 2012-2017

Source: Alpen Capital, Arab Agricultural Statistics Yearbook

Also, the processed food and food re-exports industries are expected to continue their uptrend, 
thus presenting significant growth opportunities for companies operating in these sectors.

Steep urbanisation in the GCC countries has a profound effect on food consumption. It helps 
attract large supermarkets (retail formats) and improves access to foreign supplies (imports), 
thus widening the available range of choices.

Individual governments in the region invest in various research activities to boost produc-
tion. In addition, technical training is imparted to farmers in order to increase productivity 
and promote optimal utilisation of available resources. Here are obvious opportunities for 
Dutch companies to be found.

There is substantial interest of financial and strategic investors in the poultry, dairy and 
meat processing projects. The sectors of health foods and organic foods are gaining popular-
ity within the GCC. They open up avenues for investment.

3

Groasis Waterboxx in the desert (AquaPro Holland)

in Kga/capita/year
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A high dependence on imports, while posing a challenge for the economy, also creates sev-
eral opportunities for private sector companies to position themselves and take advantage 
of the growing demand. For example, the production of dairy products in the GCC region has 
not increased in tandem with the growth in demand. Consequently, almost 57 per cent of 
the total consumption is met through imports. Similar figures account for meat, fish, cereal, 
fruit and vegetable imports.  

Chart 3: GCC food production pattern, by food category 

Source: FAO, Alpen Capital

Individual governments provide indirect support to companies/individuals associated with 
agriculture. For instance, Qatar imposes lower taxes on corporate entities engaged in agricul-
ture (reduced to 10 per cent from the 35 per cent earlier).

The Netherlands has a leading position in developing innovative solutions for smart agricul-
ture techniques. These solutions for growing plants in regions with unfavourable climatic 
conditions can be of great use for the GCC countries. The governments of Oman and UAE 
have already allocated funds for the development and implementation of soil-less (hydro-
ponics) techniques.  

Any disruption in global food supply or prices, similar to the food crisis of 2007–2008, is like-
ly to significantly impact food security in the GCC region. This makes food security a critical 
policy issue for GCC governments and offers opportunities for Dutch companies in this field. 

3.2 Support by the Dutch government
The network of the government of the Netherlands in the Gulf Region offers a number of 
products and services that can help prepare and establish businesses. These services focus 
on providing market information, identifying potential partners and advising how to set up 
a business in the GCC. Agro-food activities are coordinated by the Agricultural Office for the 
GCC, which is located at the Netherlands Embassy in Riyadh, with assistance at the Consulate 
General in Dubai, and in close cooperation with the economic network at the other Embas-
sies. A dedicated website for enhancing business in the GCC (and wider MENA) is launched 
in which for example a company directory is available for Dutch companies in agro-food 
who are doing business in the GCC (and/or wider MENA), see the website of Dutch Agrofood 
(www.dutch-agrofood.com). Through the Agricultural Office pro-active involvement in the 
public and private sectors in the GCC countries is pursued in priority sub-sectors and themes. 

Trade requests
Do you have a trade request about doing business in the GCC? The Embassies and Consulate 
General are more than happy to assist you. Besides offering concrete answers to your ques-
tions relating exporting and investing abroad, we can also assist you in efforts to discover 
potential market opportunities. 

Business partner scan and matchmaking
A business partner scan gives you an overview of potential business partners in your target 
market. These partners can be agents or distributors, but also manufacturing partners. The 
network looks for parties that meet your specified criteria and are interested to work with 
you. Further information can be found on the following website: www.rvo.nl/onderwerpen/
hoi/netwerkpartners-zoeken/internationale-zakenpartners/zakenpartnerscan (in Dutch).

Company check
The Embassies and the Consulate General can run a company check at the request of Dutch 
companies about a potential business partner. The check verifies if the company is legally 
registered with a local authority.

Trade missions and delegations
Trade missions, delegations and joint submissions for exhibitions are organised from the 
Netherlands to the Gulf Region. In the Gulf several trade fairs take place that can be of great in-
terest to Dutch businesses. The Embassies and the Consulate General can provide you with the 
right information, advise you in participating and help you to meet potential local partners. 

Trade disputes
Trade disputes range from differences in interpretation of contracts and agreements, to li-
ability for breach of local regulations and requirements. The Embassies and the Consulate 
General can provide a list of local attorneys who may be able to assist you in the process.

Other services
• Access to the broad network of the Embassies and the Consulate General
• Introduction to contacts at different levels
• Advice on lawyers and accountants
• Advice on the Orange Carpet visa procedure
• Holland promotion

Support tools
The Embassies and Consulate General work closely together with organisations and minis-
tries in the Netherlands. For example with RVO, which has several tools to support Dutch 
companies with ambitions to do business abroad, both starting and seasoned entrepreneurs.

Biological pest prevention (Koppert)
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REFERENCES AND USEFUL LINKS

USEFUL LINKS 
Website for enhancing business in the GCC (and wider MENA) - www.dutchagrofood.com
Wageningen University & Research centre (WUR) - www.wageningenur.nl
Rijksdienst voor Ondernemend Nederland (RVO) – www.rvo.nl

TRADE FAIRS AND EXHIBITIONS
Saudi Agriculture (Riyadh, Saudi Arabia) is the Middle East’s largest agriculture exhibition. 
In 2014, from the Netherlands about 10 companies participated under their name, about 30 
were with their Saudi counterparts, and more than 40 others visited. 
www.saudi-agriculture.com

Saudi Agro-food (Riyadh, Saudi Arabia) is an international trade show for food products, 
ingredients and technologies, dedicated to the food processing and packaging industry. 
www.saudi-agrofood.com

Gulfood (Dubai, UAE) is the leading food exhibition in the region with highest participation 
from the Netherlands with nearly 40 companies each year. www.gulfood.com

Global Forum for Innovations in Agriculture (GFIA, Abu Dhabi, UAE) is the only major 
international forum, with exhibition focussing on how technology is employed to produce 
more food using fewer resources. www.innovationsinagriculture.com

Zuhoor, the Abu Dhabi International Flower and Garden Exhibition (Abu Dhabi, UAE) is a 
specialised communication platform for the floral industry in the Middle East. 
www.zuhooruae.ae

AgraME (Dubai, UAE) is the largest agribusiness trade event in the Middle East showcasing 
the latest advances to improve agriculture and irrigation, animal husbandry and poultry 
farming, floriculture and horticulture, and fisheries and aquaculture. 
www.agramiddleeast.com

Gulf Agriculture, Fisheries and Animal Wealth Exhibition (GAFAEX, Oman) is a domes-
tically oriented exhibition on agriculture, fisheries and animal wealth industry for products 
and services within these key emerging sectors. www.gafaex.com
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Fresh fish market in Ras al Khaimah (Patrik Dietrich)

Fresh fish market in Ras al Khaimah (Patrik Dietrich)

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
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