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Introduction

The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region stands at a critical juncture
where global uncertainties, technological disruptions, and shifting geopolitical
landscapes are reshaping economic trajectories. Within this context, the United
Arab Emirates (UAE) is positioning itself as a catalyst for regional resilience and
connectivity by pursuing policies that advance integration, innovation, and
sustainable development. This report examines the UAE’s strategic role in shaping
the region’s future, focusing on trade integration, connectivity infrastructure,
tourism, and its proactive policy engagement with international partners such as
the OECD.

UAE role in advancing economic integration across regions

The UAE’s geographic location has long positioned it as a strategic gateway linking
Asia, the MENA region, Europe, and Africa. Yet, our ambition today extends far
beyond geography. It is about enabling deeper economic integration, fostering
innovation, and serving as a platform for global collaboration.

Strengthening Economic Partnerships

At the heart of this strategy lies a new generation of trade agreements—
Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreements (CEPAs)—which extend
beyond tariff reduction to cover business services, tourism, transport,
investment, digital trade, and sustainability. Since September 2021, the UAE
has concluded or initiated 26 CEPAs with key strategic partners across Asia
(India, Indonesia, Malaysia), Africa (Kenya, Central African Republic), Europe
(Georgia, Ukraine), Latin America (Costa Rica, Colombia), and the MENA region
(Israel, Jordan, and Tunisia).

These agreements are already bearing fruit. In 2024, the UAE’s non-oil foreign
trade reached a record AED 2.997 trillion, a 14.6% increase, far exceeding
global trade growth of 2.4%. Non-oil exports rose by 27.6% to AED 561.2
billion, now accounting for 18.7% of total trade. Notably, exports to CEPA
partner countries reached AED 135 billion, a 42.3% rise, with India and Turkiye



leading as top destinations, clearly reflecting the tangible impact of the UAE’s
expanding CEPA network.

Enabling Global and Regional Connectivity

The UAE continues to invest in high-impact infrastructure that connects global
markets and supports sustainable economic growth. World-class ports such as
Jebel Ali and Khalifa Port play a central role in this ecosystem. Jebel Ali
alongside the Jebel Ali Free Zone (Jafza)- home to over 9,000 global
companies- form an integrated ecosystem that connects to more than 150
ports and 180 shipping lanes, serving over 3.5 billion people worldwide. These

logistics assets solidifying the UAE’s status as a global transport and re-export
hub.

The UAE’s Path to a Future-Ready Economy: Digitalization, Sustainability, and
Tourism as Growth Pillars

Digital and Sustainable Investments

The UAE is leading digital and technological transformation at both regional
and global levels. Through initiatives such as NextGenFDI and investments in
Al, blockchain, and digital infrastructure, the UAE is attracting future-focused
enterprises while nurturing local talent. These efforts contributed to USD 30.7
billion in FDI inflows in 2023, marking a 35% year-on-year increase, and
positioning the UAE as the 11th largest FDI recipient globally and the top
destination in West Asia and North Africa.

Simultaneously, the UAE is emerging as a magnet for sustainable investment,
attracting USD 15.6 billion in greenfield projects in 2023, a 34.5% increase,
placing it second globally. In parallel, the UAE invested AED 70.1 billion in green
projects abroad, accounting for 5.1% of global green investments, reinforcing
its global leadership in the green economy and cross-border sustainability
efforts.

These outcomes are underpinned by strategic initiatives such as the UAE-
Africa Green Energy Initiative, which aims to deliver 15 GW of renewable
energy across Africa by 2030. Regionally, the UAE is enhancing clean energy



cooperation with Jordan, Egypt, and Morocco, reflecting a broader
commitment to energy transition and regional resilience.

Tourism as Main Driver for the Future- Ready Economy

Tourism and global connectivity are central to the UAE’s vision of building a
diversified, future-ready economy. Through substantial investments in luxury
resorts, cultural landmarks such as the Louvre Abu Dhabi, theme parks, and
major international events like Expo 2020 and COP28, the UAE has positioned
tourism as a key engine of non-oil economic growth.

In 2023, the tourism sector contributed over AED 220 billion, accounting for
11.7% of GDP, and supported approximately 809,000 jobs across hospitality,
transport, and related services. This momentum continued in 2024, with hotel
revenues reaching AED 45 billion (+3% annual growth), a national hotel
occupancy rate of 78%, and the addition of 16 new hotels, bringing the total to
1,251 nationwide.

On the aviation front, Dubai International Airport set a new global benchmark,
welcoming 92.3 million passengers in 2024, the highest annual traffic in its
history, further reinforcing the UAE’s role as a global hub linking Asia, Europe,
and Africa. These achievements underscore the country’s growing
attractiveness as a tourism, business, and innovation destination.

At a strategic level, the UAE is leveraging its position to enhance soft power
and global influence. Through world-class offerings, visionary policies, and
international leadership evidenced by the nomination of Emirati Sheikha Al
Nuaimi for Secretary-General of the UNWTO (2026—2029)—the UAE is not only
attracting talent and investment but also shaping global dialogue on
sustainable tourism.

At its core, the UAE’s approach to connectivity through airports, ports, and
digital platforms is not simply about movement; it is about enabling a
knowledge-based, globally integrated, and future-ready economy. The UAE is
not just building infrastructure; it is building strategic relevance for the decades
to come.



Conclusion

The UAE’s strategic focus on economic integration, digital transformation, and
sustainable investment is positioning it as a regional and global leader. Through
its CEPAs, world-class infrastructure, and growing tourism sector, the UAE is
enhancing connectivity and driving non-oil economic growth. Its investments in
green and digital economies reflect a forward-looking approach that ensures
resilience and competitiveness. Overall, the UAE is building not just
infrastructure and agreements, but a future-ready economy with global
relevance for the decades ahead.



