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The UAE continues to be one of the most attractive destinations globally for 
starting a business - offering zero personal income tax, 100% foreign 
ownership in most sectors and a strategic location connecting global markets.

However, while the opportunity is strong, setting up a company still requires 
careful planning and the right decisions. Here’s a practical step-by-step 
guide to help you navigate the process.

WHY SET UP A COMPANY IN UAE
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PROCESS OVERVIEW
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• Choose Your Jurisdiction : Mainland, Free Zone or 
Offshore

•  Define Your Business Activity and Legal  Structure
 
•  Reserve Your Trade Name & Obtain Initial Approval

•  Draft the Memorandum of Association (MOA)

•  Secure a Business Address

•  Submit License Application & Pay Fees

•  Obtain Your Trade License

•  Open a Corporate Bank Account

•  Apply for Residency Visas

•  Register for Corporate Tax & VAT



CHOOSE YOUR JURISDICTION: MAINLAND, FREE ZONE OR OFFSHORE

Licensed by the Department of Economic Development 
(DED) of each emirate. Allows you to trade anywhere 
in the UAE and work directly with local clients and 
government entities. Ideal for businesses targeting the 
UAE market.

Mainland: 

Over 50 free zones across the UAE offering 100% foreign 
ownership, Tax benefits and simplified setup. Best suited for 
consulting, trading and international businesses. Recent regulatory 
updates have also made it easier for Free Zone companies to 
operate in the Mainland under specific conditions.

Free Zone: 
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Primarily used for holding companies or international structuring. These entities 
cannot conduct business within the UAE.Offshore: 

This is the most critical decision - everything else depends on it.
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DEFINE YOUR BUSINESS ACTIVITY AND LEGAL STRUCTURE
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Your license will only cover approved business activities, so selecting the right activity is essential. You’ll also need to decide 
on your legal structure, such as:

• Limited Liability Company (LLC)
• Sole Establishment
• Branch of a Foreign Company
• Civil Company

Each structure has its own compliance requirements and ownership implications.

RESERVE YOUR TRADE NAME & OBTAIN INITIAL APPROVAL
Choose a unique trade name that complies with UAE naming regulations.
Once approved, you’ll receive initial approval - confirming that the authorities have no objection to your business setup.



DRAFT THE MEMORANDUM OF ASSOCIATION (MOA)
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For most company structures, especially LLCs, an MOA is required. This document outlines:

• Shareholding structure
• Business activities
• Capital distribution

In mainland setups, the MOA is typically notarized, while free zones often provide standard templates.

SECURE A BUSINESS ADDRESS
• Mainland companies must have a physical office space.
• Free zones offer flexible options such as flexi-desks or shared offices, helping reduce initial costs.



SUBMIT LICENSE APPLICATION & PAY FEES
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You will need to submit:

• Passport copies of shareholders
• Proof of address
• MOA and legal documents
• Business plan (if required)

Costs vary depending on jurisdiction, visa quota and office requirements. Entry-level packages in Free zones can start 
with very low licensing fees.

OBTAIN YOUR TRADE LICENSE
Once approved, you’ll receive your trade license - the official authorization to operate your business.

This is accompanied by an Establishment Card which is required for employment visa processing.



OPEN A CORPORATE BANK ACCOUNT
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With your license in place, you can apply for a business bank account. Typical timelines:

• 3–4 weeks for established businesses
• 6–8 weeks for new entities (due to compliance checks)

Proper documentation and a clear business model significantly speed up approval.

APPLY FOR RESIDENCY VISAS
You can now sponsor:

• Investor/Partner visas
• Employee visas
• Dependent visas

The number of visas depends on your office space and license type.



REGISTER FOR CORPORATE TAX & VAT
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The UAE introduced Value Added Tax (VAT) effective January 2018 and Corporate Tax (CT) effective June 2023 :

• 9% Tax applies on profits above AED 375,000
• Free zone companies may benefit from 0% Tax if they qualify

VAT registration is mandatory if your turnover exceeds the prescribed threshold of AED 375,000 (voluntary registration 
threshold is AED 187,500).

KEY CONSIDERATIONS
• Mainland vs Free Zone : Trade restrictions are evolving but still require careful structuring .

• Compliance is critical: Bookkeeping, Payroll, Tax filing and renewals must be timely.

• Professional guidance :It saves cost and time especially with frequent regulatory updates.



Setting up a company in the UAE has never been more 
accessible - but choosing the right structure is the key to long-
term success.

At Bazaar Accounting & Management Advisors LLC, we 
support businesses end-to-end from company formation to 
Tax, Accounting, Payroll, Compliance and ongoing advisory.

Thinking of starting your business in the UAE ? Let’s connect.

How BAM Advisors 
Support

www.bazaaraccounting.com
info@bazaaraccounting.com

     +97142342722/+971568460251
 #1403, Al Moosa tower1,Sheikh 

Zayed Road, Dubai
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