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Executive Summary

• The implementation of current policy pledges by governments will not be sufficient to avoid dangerous  
 climate change. It is broadly recognised that the private sector has the potential to make a significant  
 additional contribution to bridging important ‘collective gaps’ both in emissions reductions and in financing  
 low-carbon, climate-resilient development. The role of the private sector is recognised in the Paris Agreement  
 on climate change, to which the United Arab Emirates (UAE) is a party and which invites ‘non-party  
 stakeholders’ to scale up their efforts and support actions to reduce emissions and build resilience.

• The UAE has been positioning itself as a regional leader in climate action over the last decade. The massive  
 scale of the government’s climate change-related goals will require engagement by all major stakeholders,  
 including the private sector. Recent years have seen a significant increase in interest among UAE companies  
 in climate action. This creates an opportunity for the government to proactively support the momentum, to  
 enable further action.

• This EDA Insight: (1) provides an overview of existing action taken by the UAE’s private sector; (2) introduces  
 the government’s approach towards encouraging private sector engagement in this area; and (3) puts forward  
 suggestions for the government on further ways to incentivise climate action by the UAE’s private sector  
 – and companies more broadly – by leveraging the various international dimensions of these companies’  
 operations.

• Several UAE federal and local government entities already have in place mechanisms to engage both private 
 and public companies in dialogue on sustainability and climate action. Such voluntary platforms can serve  
 as effective ‘soft’ mechanisms for facilitation of awareness of environmental impacts and technical assistance  
 on environmental measures.
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• Building on existing approaches, there are various opportunities for the government to promote further  
 voluntary private sector participation in climate action, including by making use of UAE-based companies’  
 high degree of ‘internationalisation’. These include:
 
  Fostering outcome-oriented multi-stakeholder partnerships that draw from (multinational) private sector  
  expertise by, for example, expanding on the Government Accelerator programme’s model;

  Providing enabling environments for companies’ participation in domestic and transnational business  
  networks, including by systematically and regularly engaging all existing green business groups in  
  dialogue on the implementation of the green industrialisation policy 2050;

  Incentivising UAE-based multinationals to show leadership and share best practices by encouraging  
  globally-known ‘climate champions’ to also demonstrate local leadership;

  Encouraging UAE-based companies to support climate action in developing countries through trade and  
  investments, for example by introducing climate change-related best practices and standards;

   Promoting private-to-private sector cooperation with strategic countries through economic diplomacy, for  
  example by including different green businesses in all trade delegations; 

  Ensuring strong coordination among relevant government stakeholders already working with private  
  sector engagement; and

  Establishing a private sector climate action data bank that would, initially, serve to incentivise further  
  private sector action by giving visibility to active companies and, later, become the basis for targeted   
  government policies as well as long-term policy planning.



The Issuei

In recent years, spurred by the UN Paris Agreement on 
climate change, attention has turned to how the private 
sector and other ‘non-state actors’ can take voluntary 
action to reduce their emissions.  While the private sector 
cannot be expected to take the lead in addressing this 
global challenge, it is broadly recognised that the current 
level of ambition signalled by governments will alone not 
be able to avoid dangerous climate change.

Governments, including that of the United Arab Emirates 
(UAE), can play a significant role in incentivising the 
private sector to take further climate action through 
targeted policy tools and mechanisms. What is of 
particular interest for the UAE is the high degree of 
‘internationalisation’ of its private sector, which this EDA 
Insight sets to examine.

It is important to note that, in the UAE context, there 
is a tendency to conflate the terms ‘private sector’ 
and ‘company’ and use them synonymously. Many 
governmental ‘private sector’ initiatives in the UAE 
in practice target many different types of companies 
– ranging from fully state-owned to semi-public and 
private and (foreign) multinational companies. For the 
sake of simplicity, this paper uses the term ‘private 
sector’, recognising that the arguments and suggestions 
put forward are also relevant to most other types of 
companies.

It is also important to note that climate action, in the 
context of international efforts to combat climate 
change under and around the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change, is understood to focus 
on two areas: reducing emissions (mitigation) and 
adapting to the adverse impacts of climate change 
(adaptation). While both are important and developing 
countries in particular stress the need to address 
both as part of the global response to climate change, 
for the sake of managing the scope of this paper, this 
EDA Insight focuses on mitigation action.

This EDA Insight has two aims. The first is to provide 
an overview of existing action on climate change by the 
UAE’s private sector and to describe the government’s 
approach towards private sector engagement in this 
area. The second is to provide suggestions for the 
government on ways to incentivise further climate 
action among the UAE’s private sector, and companies 
more broadly, by leveraging the various international 
dimensions of these companies’ operations.

Policy instruments that governments have for 
incentivising climate action domestically are well-
known (see Figure 1 of this paper). There is also 
growing understanding of how companies themselves 
are becoming actors in their own right in taking 
climate action and coordinating their actions through 
transnational governance initiatives.1

This EDA Insight makes a new contribution by focusing 
on the question: how can governments utilise different 
domestic governance mechanisms and policy 
instruments to incentivise voluntary climate action by 
the private sector while taking into account the fact that 
companies’ activities and operations often cut across 
nation state boundaries? In other words: how could the 
UAE government leverage the ‘internationalisation’ of its 
private sector for more climate action?

In doing so, it identifies five ways in which the government 
can support enhanced climate action by the private 
sector, with a specific focus on actions with impacts 
or interactions that have an international dimension. It 
also proposes two intra-government measures with the 
same goal in mind.

Why It Matters 

Efforts by the private sector, and companies in general, 
will be crucial in avoiding dangerous climate change, 
defined as a rise of global average temperatures 
of more than 2°C compared to the pre-industrial 
era. Their contributions will be needed to bridge 
two ‘collective gaps’ in climate action: in emissions 
reductions and finance (see Box 1).

There are at least four motives for the UAE’s private 
sector to take enhanced climate action:

• Supporting the UAE’s contribution to reducing  
 emissions: Businesses and industries, both as  
 producers and consumers of energy, are a major  
 contributor to the UAE’s greenhouse gas (GHG)  
 emissions and can therefore make an important  
 contribution by taking concerted action to reduce  
 their emissions. For all companies, but particularly  
 those with an international footprint, ambitious  
 action on climate change is also a way to improve  
 their public reputation in an increasingly climate  
 change-conscious world.

i The authors would like to thank the following individuals for sharing their extremely valuable personal insights on the topics discussed in this paper: 
Dr Agnese Cimdina, Dr Deepti Mittal, Eva Ramos Perez-Torreblanca, Frank Wouters, Gus Schellekens, Huda Al Houqani, Kathleen Keene Jones, Nour El 
Chedrawi, Dr Raed Bkayrat and Sabrin Rahman.
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• Maintaining competitiveness in a carbon- 
 constrained world: As the world transitions  
 away from fossil fuels, an increasing number of  
 companies realise the longer-term economic  
 benefits of ‘mainstreaming’ climate change  
 across their operations, including through  
 emissions inventories, internal carbon pricing,  
 climate risk disclosures, company-wide energy or  
 emissions targets and divestment policies. 

• Turning climate action into a business opportunity:  
 A growing host of companies are taking up  
 emission reductions as their core business,  
 including, for example, renewable energy and energy  
 efficiency service companies. Climate finance is also  
 becoming an attractive option for private investors,  
 with global investments in climate change projects  
 estimated at US$383 billion in 2016 (approximately  
 half of the value of investments in fossil fuels.2

• Contributing to the UAE’s long-term economic  
 sustainability: A climate-resilient, low-carbon  
 private sector will be crucial for the UAE’s longer-  
 term economic sustainability. Despite having made  
 major advances in expanding  the non-oil economy,  
 the oil and gas sector still contributes 30% of the  
 UAE’s federal GDP and 80% of government revenue.3  
 Greater shares of non-oil  income will be necessary  

 even for semi-diversified  economies like the UAE  
 as the world transitions  away from hydrocarbons  
 driven by technological  evolution and climate  
 change and energy security policies.

The UAE’s Private Sector Climate 
Action To Date 

The private sector is a significant contributor to the 
UAE’s GHG emissions (see Box 2). Discussions with 
local stakeholders indicate that recent years have 
seen a significant increase in interest among UAE 
companies in climate action, which can be divided into: 
(i) policy mainstreaming; (ii) mobilisation of climate 
finance; and (iii) related business opportunities. 
UAE companies’ track record in these areas to date 
is examined below (see also Box 3).ii Many of these 
activities are undertaken in the context of international 
networks or initiatives.

Policy Mainstreaming

Any company can ‘mainstream’ climate change into its 
operations by integrating climate risk and emissions 
reductions into company policies and practices. 
Among the most common ways to start doing this are 
sustainability reporting, emissions reporting, setting 
quantitative targets and carbon disclosure.

Box 1. Role of the Private Sector in Bridging the Two Climate Ambition Gaps 

Reducing greenhouse gas emissions: Based on current estimates, government pledges on emissions reductions, if 
implemented, would result in a global average temperature rise of 3°C.1 Even if governments were to ramp up the 
ambition of their pledges, there would still be a significant gap for other actors to fill through voluntary action in 
order for global warming to stay below 2°C.2 UN studies have identified significant potential for further reductions 
in all key economic sectors, and some optimistic assessments estimate that existing initiatives by non-state and 
subnational actions could help bridge as much as half of the current emissions gap.3

Financing low-carbon development: Estimates on how much climate finance is required for staying below 2°C 
vary widely. The World Bank, for example, has calculated that mitigation (emission reduction) costs in developing 
countries alone will be US$140–175 billion per year by 2030.4 However, the developed countries’ current political 
pledge under the Paris Agreement is to mobilise US$100 billion per year by 2020 from a variety of sources for 
both mitigation and adaptation in developing countries. This number is unlikely to be revised upwards before the 
year 2025.5 The private sector, which currently contributes an estimated two-thirds of global climate finance,6 will 
therefore remain critical going forward.

1 UN Environment. 2017. The Emissions Gap Report 2017. A UN Environment Synthesis Report. UNEP, p. xviii; 2 In the UNFCCC and among scholars, there is an ongoing 

debate on how to avoid double counting of emissions reduction by non-state actors given that these reductions will always take place within the national boundaries 

of sovereign states that can decide to count all emissions reductions their boundaries towards the government-set targets; 3 UN Environment, Emissions Gap 

Report 2017, p. 25; 4 Dimitris Tsitsiragos. 2016. ‘Climate Change is a Threat – and An Opportunity – for the Private Sector’, World Bank Opinion, 13 January 2016;  

5 See: UNFCCC Decision 1/CP.21, paragraph 53; 6 Climate Policy Initiative. 2017. ‘The Global Landscape of Climate Finance 2017’, website. Accessed in August 2018. 

Reporting on actual financing is a highly contested topic but is becoming increasingly robust.

ii Given the absence of systematic data and studies on the full scope of climate change activities by the UAE’s private sector/companies to date, this 
section relies largely on existing surveys and databases on corporate sustainability and climate activities.
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Sustainability reporting: Climate action should first be 
placed in the broader context of integrating sustainable 
development across a company’s operations.iii  In the 
UAE, despite a sharp rise in interest in recent years, 
corporate sustainability reporting still lags behind the 
global average. 

In 2017, global advisory KPMG conducted a survey 
of sustainability reporting practices among the 100 
largest UAE public and private companies. A total of 44 
companies were found to report on their sustainability 
measures, which is low compared to the global 
average. However, this was eight more compared to 
the previous year, and the survey indicated a move 
towards a more holistic view of sustainability in 
the disclosures and towards alignment with the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): ten of the top 
100 companies had incorporated the SDGs into their 
business strategies.4 iv 

Emissions reporting: Measuring and reporting a 
company’s emissions is the starting point for any 

mitigation-related climate action, including setting 
quantitative energy or emission reduction targets. 
Growth in interest among UAE companies, however, 
is only starting to pick up. In 2013, eight (one-quarter) 
out of 34 major UAE companies’ websites surveyed by 
the global carbon reporting initiative ‘CDP’ presented 
detailed data on GHG emissions, and the majority had 
no information on energy or emissions management.5 

Setting quantitative targets: In 2009–2014, Emirates 
Nature (formerly known as EWS-WWF), the local 
branch of the global environmental group WWF, ran a 
seminal programme titled ‘Heroes of the UAE Private 
Sector’. The programme was conducted in partnership 
with the Environment Agency - Abu Dhabi (EAD) and 
focused on incentivising more sustainable business 
practices, including through setting voluntary, third-
party verified emission reduction targets. Fifteen 
public and private UAE organisations joined the 
initiative, achieving important reductions in energy 
and water use and emissions.6

iii A conventional understanding of sustainability as corporate social responsibility (CSR) as an extension of a company’s public relations or a standalone 
department, however, does not enable the kind of transformational change that is required to reach the global climate change and sustainable development 
goals. There is growing recognition that environmental and social sustainability need to be integrated across companies’ business strategies.
iv Much of UAE companies’ alignment with national and global sustainable development agendas can arguably be attributed to the fact that many of 
the country’s largest companies are state-owned enterprises, which have in recent years been required to align their strategies with those of the 
government and, in many cases, the SDGs. At the same time, however, the government is also influencing private companies’ activities through various 
policy instruments, including fuel and utility pricing, building codes, efficiency standards, and platforms for showcasing and promoting business 
leadership. Source: KPMG. The Road Ahead.

Box 2. The UAE’s Companies and Greenhouse Gas Emissions 

The UAE’s per capita consumption of energy and water remain high by global comparisons,1 and their total demand 
continues on a growth trajectory. In the emirate of Abu Dhabi, for example, electricity consumption grew by 148% 
and water desalination by 70% between 2005 and 2015.2 Since fossil fuels remain the almost exclusive source of 
power generation and water desalination, the country’s emissions too are still growing.

The UAE’s businesses and industries consume a large share of the power and water generated and, by extension, 
are important contributors to GHG emissions. According to the Ministry of Energy and Industry, the commercial 
and industrial sectors accounted for 31% and 11% of the UAE’s total power consumption in 2013. In Abu Dhabi, 
following similar patterns, these two sectors accounted for 30% and 10% of the emirate’s electricity consumption, 
respectively.3 

In addition to emissions from their electricity and water consumption, businesses and industries generate emissions 
through road transport and industrial processes and products. According to latest available government data, the 
major sources of GHG emissions in the UAE in 2014 were electricity and heat generation (35%), manufacturing 
industries and construction (16%), road transport (15%) and the oil and natural gas sector (14%).4 

To the authors’ knowledge, there is currently no public, aggregated data on private sector companies’ contribution 
to the UAE’s total emissions, but extrapolating the shares of all UAE companies (from both the business and 
industry sectors) from available data would be a relatively straightforward exercise (with the possible exception of 
transport-related emissions).

1 For energy, see for example: IEA. ‘IEA Atlas of Energy’. Database. Accessed in August 2018; 2 Statistics Centre Abu Dhabi. 2016. Energy and Water Statistics 2015. Abu 

Dhabi: SCAD; 3 UAE Ministry of Energy and Industry. 2015 and 2016. UAE State of Energy Report 2015, p. 59; UAE State of Energy Report 2016, p. 69; 4 UAE Government. 

n/d. UAE Greenhouse Gas Inventory, Cycle II, Executive Summary, pp. 2–3.
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Despite this positive initial experience, the UAE’s 
private sector has yet to consistently engage with this 
practice. This reflects a broader trend in the MENA 
region: the global corporate initiative Science Based 
Targets, which to date has attracted 448 company 
participants worldwide that are taking ‘science-based 
climate action’, lists only two MENA-headquartered 
companies (both banks, in Egypt and Turkey).7

Carbon disclosure: Assessing and reporting on the 
risks arising from both climate change and climate 
action to companies’ operations is also fast becoming 
good business practice worldwide. However, in 2017, 
only three of the UAE’s top-100 companies surveyed 
by KPMG disclosed business risks related to climate 
change and 12 had set emission reduction targets.8

The 44 major UAE companies that reported on 
sustainability compared less favourably to their global 
peers overall: 7% disclosed climate risk (compared 
to a global average 19–43%, which varies depending 
on the sector) and 27% had set emission targets 
(compared to a 38–77% global average). Notably, in 

the oil and gas sector, which has the highest global 
rates among all sectors for carbon risk assessments 
and emission targets (43% and 77%, respectively), 
none of the UAE’s major companies examined by 
KPMG had either of these in place at the time of the 
survey in 2017.9 v

Mobilisation of Climate Finance

Climate finance is another important area where 
the private sector can support climate action. The 
UAE’s financial services sector has some of the 
country’s largest companies, which translates into 
significant potential for climate and green finance. A 
government survey from 2015 calculated cumulative 
green investments in the UAE as at least AED80 billion 
(US$22 billion), out of which two-thirds were invested 
domestically and one-third overseas. The study found 
only a dozen institutions engaging in global corporate 
green finance and accountability initiatives, but many 
more responded they were conducting some kind of 
sustainability reporting.10 Activities in this sector have 
been picking up in the past two-three years but more 
recent data is not available.

v In another survey in 2017, the CDP, which actively requests climate change information from the world’s largest companies, sent a disclosure request to 
19 UAE companies, out of which only five responded. Two of these – both government (majority) owned – received an ‘A-’ score (on a scale of A to D) from 
CDP for environmental stewardship in this area: First Abu Dhabi Bank (FAB) and port operator DP World. On a global scale, more than 2,000 companies 
disclose climate change information to the CDP each year. Source: CDP. 2018. ’Explore the Full Scores’. Web-based database. Accessed in August 2018.

Box 3. Highlights of Climate Action by UAE Private and Semi-Private Companies

Some UAE private sector companies have adopted sustainability initiatives that incorporate important accounting 
and disclosure elements. For example, property company and mall developer Majid Al Futtaim’s sustainability 
strategy from 2017 includes a goal to become ‘net positive’ in carbon and water by 2040. In the first phase of 
the strategy, the company will measure its footprint in these areas across its operations (including construction, 
transport and buildings, and fugitive emissions from refrigerants) and, consequently, set related reduction targets.1

Another example is Al Naboodah Group Enterprises, which operates in the construction and commercial sectors, 
which began in 2017 to report its natural capital externalities, including carbon dioxide emissions. The company has 
developed an energy efficiency and sustainability policy, has hired an ‘energy manager’ to help monitor and reduce 
energy use, and has begun installing small-scale solar installations at its premises.2

A large number of multinational companies that disclose their carbon information to the CDP, many of which 
receive high rankings, also operate in the UAE. Some examples from the 120 companies that received an ‘A’ score 
from the CDP in 2017 and operate in the UAE include a number of well-known brands such as Apple, BMW, Cisco 
Systems, Coca-Cola, Colgate Palmolive, Electrolux, Fujitsu, HP, Hyundai, LG, Lockheed Martin, L’Oréal, Microsoft, 
Mitsubishi Electric, Nestlé, Philips Lighting, Samsung, Sony, Toyota and Unilever.3

These companies could reasonably be expected to be spearheading climate action in all their countries of operation. 
For this study, it was not possible to ascertain whether this is the case. One positive example of active engagement 
from this list, however, is Philips Lighting’s energy efficient ‘Dubai Lamp’, which the company developed together 
with the Dubai Municipality. The company also reports to have reached 100% carbon neutrality in 2016 in its Middle 
East operations.4

(continued on next page)

1 Majid Al Futtaim. 2017. Sustainability. Our Net Positive Commitment. Dubai; 2 Al Naboodah Group Enterprises. 2017. 2017 Sustainability Report. Dubai: ANGE, p. 41;  
3 CDP. ‘Explore the Full Scores’; 4 The Sustainabilist. 2017. ‘Smart Lighting Saves Resources and Changes the Way of Doing Business’, interview. November 2017, p. 24.

4

https://www.cdp.net/en/scores-2017
http://www.majidalfuttaim.com/-/media/majidalfuttaim/netpositivewhitepaper.pdf?la=en
https://www.alnaboodah.com/docs/default-source/default-document-library/sustainability2017-en.pdf
https://issuu.com/dccepublications/docs/165176_dubai_carbon_sustainblist_ma


Companies can also mobilise climate finance through 
carbon markets. The best-known mechanisms for this 
are the Gold Standard and the UN Clean Development 
Mechanism (CDM). At present, there are a total of 15 
registered CDM projects in the UAE (out of a global 
total of close to 8,000). Low market prices of CDM 
and other offset credits since 2013 have dampened 
interest in this area. However, demand for offset 
credits is expected to possibly be increasing post-
2020 with the start of the implementation of both 
the Paris Agreement and the international aviation 
offsetting scheme ‘CORSIA’ – of which the UAE is a 
participant.11

Climate Change-related Business Opportunities

Companies can also turn climate change into a 
business. A number of existing UAE-based companies 
fit the description of ‘green businesses’, which include 
ones delivering solar energy and energy efficiency 
products and services, and companies specialising in 
green buildings, among others. Examples of private 
companies in these sectors include award-winning 
solar energy companies Environmena, Alec Energy 
and Phanes, and real estate developer Diamond 
Developers, which has built the Sustainable City, a 
community of 2,500 residents in Dubai.12

Stakeholder discussions indicate that, on a regional 
scale, the UAE currently offers some of the most 
reliable policy and regulatory conditions for green 
businesses, which is demonstrated by the presence of 
more than 30 home-grown clean energy companies 
with a regional mandate. This represents a significant 

increase from 2010 when the UAE had minimal to 
no companies in this sector. As another indicator of 
growth in this sector, the membership of the UAE-
based not-for-profit Clean Energy Business Council 
grew from 50 in 2012 to more than 120 in 2017.13

The UAE Government’s Policies and 
Approaches to Date

The UAE government places climate change high 
on the agenda and has been positioning itself as a 
regional leader in climate action over the last decade. 
In line with this, it has been putting in place policies 
and measures to address climate change, which 
it sees, not just a threat, but as an opportunity for 
growth and future prosperity and sustainability. The 
massive scale of the government’s climate change-
related goals will require the participation of all major 
stakeholders, including the private sector.14

This section first presents an overview of the UAE 
government’s climate change policies, with a focus on 
how they relate to the private sector (and companies 
more broadly). It then identifies some of the main 
government-led mechanisms that are aimed at 
engaging the private sector/companies in climate 
action.

(continued from previous page)

In the financial services sector, a number of UAE-based entities have begun introducing different green finance 
instruments. The UAE-headquartered FAB is pioneering green bonds in the region and has set a sustainable 
financing target of ‘US$10 billion in 10 years’.5 London-headquartered HSBC’s UAE branch is offering discounted 
loans for individuals for the purchase of an electric or hybrid car.6

Even if not a private company in the strictest sense, the case of FAB is illustrative of how climate change information 
disclosure can help companies improve their performance. Disclosing its information to the CDP since 2014, the 
bank (formerly NBAD) moved from rank ‘D’ through ‘B’ in 2016 to ‘A-’ in 2017. The FAB’s case also arguably shows 
how climate change policies are invariably rooted in a broader sustainability leadership policy that a company 
is actively pursuing: the FAB has also adopted the Equator Principles (a global environmental and social risk 
management framework for financial institutions) and signed the 2016 Dubai Declaration on Sustainable Financing 
(see section on ‘The UAE Government’s Policies and Approaches to Date’).7

The above are examples of different types of UAE companies that are pioneering climate action in their respective 
sectors are presented. However, it should be noted that there are a number of other companies whose actions 
would also merit inclusion.

5 MoCCAE. 2017. UAE State of the Green Economy Report 2017, pp. 10–26; 6 HSBC. ‘HSBC Car Loans’. Webpage. Accessed in August 2018; 7 FAB. 2017. ‘FAB Recognised 

as Top UAE Financial Institution for Climate Change Action’. Press release, 14 November 2017.
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Climate Change Policies

The UAE government’s domestic climate change 
policies are articulated in several documents, which 
are summarised in Box 4. In addition, a number of 
targets have been announced at the federal and 
emirate levels, including a federal clean energy target 
of 50% of the total generation capacity and an energy 
efficiency target of 40% compared to business-as-
usual by 2050, as well as a 70% deviation in carbon 
dioxide emissions from power generation by 2050 
compared to a business as usual trajectory.15

At the international level, the UAE ratified the UN 
Paris Agreement on climate change in 2016, and its 
current Paris pledge, formally known as a ‘nationally 
determined contribution’ (NDC), contains a clean 
energy target for power generation of 24% by 2021, 
which was increased in 2016 to 27% by 2021.16

The National Climate Change Plan 2050 sets the 
private sector at the centre of efforts to foster the 
UAE’s green industries, building on the existing 
policy frameworks for green growth and sustainable 
development in the UAE – namely the Vision 2021 

and Green Agenda 2030. A ‘Private Sector-driven 
Innovative Diversification Programme’ is one of the 
three main priority areas of the Plan, which builds on 
the ‘Green Diversification Programme’ of the Green 
Agenda.

Overall, the UAE government’s approach to climate 
change can be described as being based on a principle 
of contributing to addressing the challenge through 
emissions reductions (mitigation) and increased risk 
resilience (adaptation) while contributing to economic 
diversification and ensuring continued economic 
growth. In line with this, the Climate Plan’s private 
sector-driven diversification programme is aimed 
at both advancing economic diversification and 
limiting industrial GHG emissions by fostering green 
industries and creating green jobs. 

The Plan aims at both the ‘greening’ of existing 
industries and creation of new ones (high-efficiency 
electronic devices and sustainable food industries 
and their global supply chain management are 
mentioned as examples). The Plan underscores that 
‘the private sector will need to play increasingly 
important roles in the transition toward a diversified 

Box 4. The UAE’s Climate Change Policies and the Private Sector 

This box describes the UAE government’s main domestic climate change policy-related documents, with a focus on 
the role of the private sector.

The UAE Vision 2021 (2010) sets short-term goals related to ‘sustainable environment and infrastructure’ (including 
a well-preserved natural environment and enhanced international standing), ‘harnessing the full potential of 
national human capital’ and a ‘competitive knowledge economy’ (including a sustainable, diversified, knowledge-
based and highly productive economy).

The Green Agenda 2030 (2015) sets five main strategic objectives: a competitive knowledge economy; social 
development and quality of life; sustainable environment and valued resources; clean energy and climate action; 
and ‘green life’ and sustainable use of resources.

The National Climate Change Plan 2050 (2017) builds on the Green Agenda as well as various emirate-level strategies 
and is centred around three core objectives: mitigation (managing GHG emissions); adaptation (increasing adaptive 
capacity); and economic diversification (advancing this agenda through innovative solutions and private sector 
involvement).

Private Sector-driven Innovative Diversification Programme: With regard to the Climate Change Plan’s third 
objective, the policy outlines a number of short-term (by 2020) and long-term (by 2030–2050) actions. The short-
term actions include: voluntary carbon disclosure and efficiency enhancement agreements; strengthened green 
public procurement legislation; heightened environment standards for products and services entering the UAE; 
eco-labelling certification for green products and services; guidelines on industrial sector emissions measurement, 
reporting and verification; and a capacity development programme for businesses.

In the long term, the plan sets the goals of: long-term government-business partnerships in green market 
development and commercialisation of innovative technologies; a comprehensive support scheme for green start-
ups and SMEs; and export promotion support for green businesses.

Source: MoCCAE. 2018. National Climate Change Plan of the United Arab Emirates 2017-2050.

6

https://www.moccae.gov.ae/assets/30e58e2e/national-climate-change-plan-for-the-united-arab-emirates-2017-2050.aspx


green economy’, in particular as sources of technology 
innovation, entrepreneurship, new business models 
and investments.17

Building on a recognition that there is currently a 
‘significant gap’ in enabling policies and regulations, 
the Plan sets the goal of providing an ‘enabling 
environment for private-sector actions through a 
combination of regulations and incentives’, which can 
include supportive legislation, measures to de-risk 
climate change-related investments, and policies 
aimed at enabling the commercialisation of green 
products and technologies.18

The government also is keen to engage the private 
sector in helping to deliver the investments and 
funding to implement its climate change initiatives 
and goals. Since the launch of the UAE’s Green 
Growth Strategy in 2012, the government has placed 
supporting green finance high on the agenda. Most 
of the funding currently comes from public sector 
entities, and there are concerns over limited private 
sector participation both in the implementation and 
the funding of ‘green’ projects. The Dubai government, 
for example has announced a AED100 billion Dubai 
Green Fund with the aim of leveraging private sector 
investment for its clean energy targets.19 By late 2017, 
the fund had raised AED2.4 billion (US$650 million), 
which was expected to be invested in local green 
(energy) projects.20

While green or climate finance is not among the 
main thematic focal areas of the UAE’s current 
foreign assistance policy, the government has made 
significant contributions in this area through both 
bilateral and multilateral channels. In 2017, the UAE’s 
cumulative renewable energy development assistance 
was reported to have totalled AED3.3 billion (US$900 
million).21

Government-led Private Sector Engagement 
Mechanisms

Several UAE government entities at local and federal 
levels are already engaging private sector (and public) 
companies in dialogue on sustainability, which in 
most cases also includes climate action. All of these 
‘engagement mechanisms’ are based on voluntary 
participation and generally have information-sharing, 
awareness-raising and networking as their main 
functions. Some engage in goals- and outcome-
oriented work while others aggregate around a 
thematic declaration or (often less-articulated) 
common issues of interest.

MoCCAE’s Climate Change and Environment Council: 
The Ministry of Climate Change and Environment 
(MoCCAE) has established two mechanisms that seek 
to involve the private sector in green projects and 
investments. The Climate Change and Environment 
Council has among its tasks proposing policies for more 
effective private sector participation in partnership 
projects, and harmonising related federal and local 
strategies. Chaired by the Minister of Climate Change 
and Environment, the Council has 20 members from 
various government entities and seven private sector 
representatives.22

MoCCAE’s Environment and Business Majlis: 
Launched in 2016, the Environment and Business 
Majlis aims to encourage private sector involvement 
in emission reductions and other environmental 
sustainability projects. The Majlis conducts meetings 
on a quarterly basis, in addition to workshops and 
field visits.23

Specifically, the Majlis has been tasked with, inter 
alia: encouraging private sector companies to invest 
in climate-friendly projects; providing a platform for 
sharing information regarding relevant technological 
advances; providing ‘match making services’ between 
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and 
innovators; and serving as a source of advisory for, 
and a channel for communication with, the Ministry. 
Activities organised by the Majlis have included a 
waste management workshop (which resulted in an 
action plan for partnership initiatives); an ecotourism 
workshop; a meeting with leading banks and other 
financial institutions; and joint events with the 
Indian Business Council and the Dubai Chamber of 
Commerce.24

MoCCAE’s and Central Bank’s work on sustainable 
finance: Since 2016, MoCCAE and the Central Bank 
have been promoting the concept of sustainable 
finance under the banner of the Dubai Declaration on 
Sustainable Finance, launched in partnership with 
the UN Environment Programme Finance Initiative 
(UNEP-FI). To date, 32 financial institutions operating 
in the UAE have signed the Declaration on Sustainable 
Finance, which includes a voluntary commitment to 
‘play a vital role in the finance sector of a green and 
sustainable economy’.25

The Declaration has served as the rallying point 
for further work led by MoCCAE in this area. Each 
signing institution is invited to develop initiatives that 
accelerate the goals of the UAE Green Agenda and the 
SDGs. (For examples, see Box 3.)  
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Environment Agency - Abu Dhabi’s (EAD) Abu Dhabi 
Sustainability Group: Established in 2008 to champion 
sustainability and alignment with Abu Dhabi’s Vision 
2030 plan, the Abu Dhabi Sustainability Group 
(ADSG) currently has 50 member entities, of which 
30% are private sector companies or not-for-profit 
organisations. Each member commits to adopting 
best practices in sustainability management and 
reporting, while the ADSG provides support towards 
this aim, including through regular capacity building, 
knowledge sharing and networking opportunities. 
The ADSG also grants annual awards to celebrate 
best practice in the field and promotes partnerships 
among its members and with relevant regional and 
international organisations.26

Dubai Chamber of Commerce’s Sustainability 
Network: In 2010, the Dubai Chamber of Commerce’s 
Centre for Responsible Business launched the Dubai 
Chamber Sustainability Network with the aims 
of strengthening corporate social responsibility 
practices and offering a platform for sharing of 
related solutions, peer-to-peer collaboration and 
engagement with policy makers and thought leaders. 
At present, the network has 60 member companies, 
including SMEs and multinationals, which participate 
in 18 taskforces (including on the environment, safety, 
supply chain sustainability and reporting). Each 
taskforce sets its objectives on an annual basis and 
organises meetings, seminars and training sessions 
to address them.27

National SDG Committee’s Private Sector Advisory 
Council: The UAE’s inter-ministerial National SDG 
Committee has mandated its secretariat, the Federal 
Competitiveness and Statistics Authority (FCSA), to 
develop a mechanism for engaging the private sector 
and other UAE companies in the implementation of the 
SDGs (many of which are relevant for climate action). 

Planned for launch in late 2018, the Council is expected 
to have 10-15 members, selected for a three-year 
period, comprised of a representative selection of 
companies that are relevant for implementation 
of the SDGs and companies that bring strategic 
advisory capacities to support related policymaking 
and enable a two-way dialogue regarding challenges 
and expectations. In addition to supporting the 
National SDG Committee through policy advice 
and identification of optimal ways to promote and 
implement the SDGs among UAE-based companies, 
the Council’s members are expected to meet regularly 
and produce reports or other tangible outcomes that 
support the Council’s aims.28

Policy Instruments for Different 
Companies and an ‘Internationalised’ 
Private Sector

As demonstrated above, voluntary platforms can 
engage companies in a variety of different ways. 
They can serve as effective ‘soft’ mechanisms for 
facilitation of awareness of environmental impacts 
and technical assistance on environmental measures, 
both by the government and through peer learning.

In addition, there are variety of ‘harder’ policy 
instruments governments can apply to incentivise the 
private sector to behave in a more climate-friendly 
manner. When choosing policy instruments, two 
important distinctions need to be made: first, (semi-)
state-owned and private companies require different 
approaches given the different levels of governmental 
influence in their activities; second, there are specific 
challenges related to private sector companies that 
governments need to keep in mind when passing 
climate change policies and legislation.

Public and semi-public companies: Government-
controlled companies may be easier to bring in line 
with government policies and priorities. Depending 
on the governance structure of the company, they can 
in some cases be mandated to prioritise for example 
longer-term business risks and opportunities, such 
as climate change. The UAE’s aluminium industries, 
for example, have had in place emissions reduction 
strategies for almost a decade. Sustainable energy 
company Masdar has been involved in UAE-sponsored 
clean energy projects worldwide, some of which are 
commercially-driven and others support the UAE’s 
foreign assistance policy.

Private sector companies: Purely private companies 
are generally primarily profit-driven. In terms of 
climate action, the role of governments is therefore 
limited to different policy tools that seek to guide, 
incentivise or mandate companies’ activities towards 
desired directions. An overview of these tools is 
presented in Figure 1. All these instruments are 
broadly applied by governments worldwide, to varying 
degrees.vi

vi An OECD database provides an excellent source of information existing tools applied in dozens of countries: https://pinedatabase.oecd.org/ .
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Challenges with ‘internationalised’ private 
companies: Private sector companies often do not 
operate within the exclusive confines of one national 
jurisdiction – influencing private sector behaviour that 
crosses national boundaries can be significantly more 
complicated. In the UAE, this is particularly the case 
for Dubai, which acts as a regional hub for countless 
companies and industries.

There are various factors that complicate government 
policymaking vis-à-vis an internationalised private 
sector, which include applicability of various 
jurisdictions, economic power wielded by companies 
themselves and increasing involvement of companies 
in global affairs. These can pose several challenges 
from a climate or environmental policy perspective.

First, multinational companies, by definition, operate 
in different jurisdictions, which can make regulating 
their operations as a whole difficult, if not impossible, 
for a single government. Second, companies with 
manufacturing operations in various countries can 
pressure governments to give them tax breaks or, 
if powerful enough, apply less strict environmental 
standards to products in their lines of business by 
threatening to relocate to another country (also known 
as carbon leakage).

Third, beyond domestic business interest groups, 
companies may be involved in international business 
groups that, through collective lobbying power, are 
able to pressure governments worldwide to create 
operating environments (for example through trade 
or environmental agreements) that are favourable to 
their profit-driven interests.

Notwithstanding the above limitations, there are 
various inherent opportunities for governments 
to encourage voluntary action that stem from the 
international dimensions of both (semi-)governmental 
and private companies’ operations, as will be 
demonstrated below.

Innovative Approaches for Incenti-
vising Climate Action 

Drawing from the previous sections, this section puts 
forward seven options for the UAE government to 
foster private sector participation in climate action. 
First, there are five ways in which the government 
could leverage the international dimensions of the 
companies that operate within its boundaries for 
enhanced climate action and which build on existing 
policies and mechanisms:

• Fostering outcome-oriented multi-stakeholder  
 partnerships: The UAE government already has  
 positive experiences from approaches that bring  
 together companies from the public and private  
 sectors for quick and large wins in environmental  
 action: the Abu Dhabi and Dubai joint company  
 Emirates Global Aluminium (EGA) participated in  
 the Cabinet’s ‘Government Accelerator’ programme  
 in 2017, which enabled it, with help from  
 multinational company GE, to reduce its nitrogen  
 oxide (NOx) emissions by 16% over a 100-day  
 period.29

 
 Main rationale: Building on the strengths of different  
 actors to generate green business opportunities  
 with climate benefits.

Figure 1. Domestic Climate Change Policy Instruments for Governments

Sources: OECD. 2018. ‘Database on Policy Instruments’; Alberta Environment & Parks. ‘Environmental tools Guide’. Websites. Accessed in August 2018.
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 Example of application: A similar approach could  
 be extended to GHG emissions and, with the help  
 of government incentives and (often multinational/ 
 international) private companies’ expertise and  
 technological know-how, it could seek to attract  
 participation by major UAE-based companies, both  
 public and private.

• Providing enabling conditions for participation in  
 both domestic and transnational business  
 networks: Companies can also be incentivised to  
 learn from each other in the area of climate action  
 and raise ambition collectively. In addition to the  
 previously-discussed government-led mechanisms,  
 there are various UAE-based ‘green’ business-to- 
 business platforms, which in many cases also have  
 strong links to other countries in the region. These  
 include the Clean Energy Business Council MENA,  
 the Middle East Solar Industry Association and the  
 Emirates Green Building Council.

 Globally, there are also numerous sectoral and  
 thematic transnational climate initiatives that bring  
 together businesses and other non-state actors.

 Main rationale: Maximising the availability of  
 industry-specific expertise and knowledge for  
 effective policymaking, and increasing coherence  
 among sectoral efforts.

 Examples of application: Discussions with UAE  
 stakeholders indicate that creating more  
 facilitative regulatory environments for local green  
 business groups could serve the interests of climate  
 policymaking in various ways. (A positive example  
 in this regard are Masdar City’s green non-profit  
 entity licenses.30) Having the presence of active  
 domestic sectoral or thematic ‘green business  
 coalitions’ could enable a larger number of  
 companies to share peer-to-peer knowledge on  
 industry- or sector-wide challenges and oppor-  
 tunities.
 
 These peer platforms could also serve as the go- 
 to places for government entities when they wish  
 to seek inputs into sectoral climate policies, including  
 for example on standards, and to identify existing  
 market barriers. MoCCAE could begin promoting this  
 by systematically and regularly engaging all existing  
 green business groups in dialogue on the practical  
 ways in which the private sector could contribute to  
 implementing the green industrialisation policy  
 2050.

 Previous quantitative studies have found that  
 ambitious national climate change policies can  
 have a strong positive impact on sub- and non-state  
 actors’ participation in transnational governance, in  
 particular in more closed institutional environments, 
 such as the UAE, for example.31 There are numerous  
 transnational climate initiatives that align with the  
 UAE’s policy priorities, which the government could  
 selectively support vis-à-vis local companies. A good  
 example is the UN Global Compact’s UAE Network,  
 which promotes sustainable corporate practices  
 and is hosted by the Dubai Land Department.32 The  
 various workstreams under the UN Global Climate  
 Action Agenda are another one. Further  
 examples are discussed in the EDA Working Paper  
 on Engaging Gulf Non-state and Subnational  
 Actors in Implementing the Paris Agreement.

• Incentivising UAE-based multinationals to show  
 leadership and share best practices: Foreign  
 multinational companies that pursue climate  
 action leadership globally can be encouraged to  
 become partners in supporting climate action  
 in the host country. Foreign oil and gas companies  
 operating as part of joint ventures in the Gulf region  
 are a classic example of transfer and diffusion of  
 international environmental standards, knowledge  
 and technologies.

 Main rationale: Transfer of knowledge and best  
 practices to local companies and SMEs.
 
 Examples of application: Multinational companies  
 that have set climate change-related targets  
 internationally or in the country of their  
 headquarters may not demonstrate a similar level  
 of leadership across all countries of operation. The  
 UAE government could encourage these companies  
 to set similar aspirational targets or to apply  
 the same performance standards at the operating  
 country level. This could be incentivised, for  
 example, in exchange for visibility and leadership- 
 profiling at government-sponsored business  
 events.

 The government could also create opportunities  
 for active sharing of best practices by leading  
 multinational/international companies (and/or  
 major state-owned enterprises) in each sector. 
 Stakeholder discussions indicate that the UAE’s  
 SMEs are in critical need of capacity-building in  
 understanding how to engage in climate action. The  
 government-led engagement mechanisms des-  
 cribed above could be well-placed for leading  
 such initiatives. Attention should be given, however,  
 to providing incentives for the companies that are  
 expected to share their best practices.
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• Encouraging UAE-based companies to support  
 climate action in developing countries through  
 trade and investments: One of the main areas of  
 focus of the UAE’s development assistance policy  
 2017–2021 is working with UAE-based private  
 sector companies to encourage these to trade with  
 and invest in developing countries.33 There have also  
 been plans to create ‘trade and investment bridges’  
 to promote UAE companies’ engagement in  
 developing countries.34

 Main rationale: Fostering foreign investment and  
 trade by UAE private sector companies while  
 ensuring it promotes climate-friendly development  
 globally.
 
 Examples of application: The Ministry of Foreign  
 Affairs and International Cooperation (MoFAIC),  
 in implementing its foreign assistance policy in the  
 area of private sector engagement, could consider  
 introducing climate change-related best practices  
 and standards. An excellent initiative to build further  
 on is the UAE Climate Resilience Aid Standard that  
 is being developed jointly by MoCCAE and MoFAIC.35

• Promoting private-to-private sector cooperation  
 with strategic countries through economic  
 diplomacy: Green businesses and industries are  
 high on the agenda of a number of the UAE’s key  
 foreign trade and investment partner countries, as  
 is indicated for example by the presence of  
 embassy staff dedicated to work on renewable  
 energy (for example in the case of the UK) or  
 existence of partnership-oriented networks (most  
 prominently the EU-GCC Clean Energy Technology  
 Network).
 
 Main rationale: Leveraging strategic country  
 partnerships to support climate-friendly trade and  
 investments both in the UAE and abroad.

 Examples of application: MoFAIC could explore ways  
 to systematically integrate the promotion of climate  
 action-oriented private sector cooperation onto the  
 bilateral agendas with selected countries. This could  
 include, for example, agreements to include green  
 businesses in all trade delegations or cooperation  
 with UAE-based embassies to facilitate cooperation  
 among private companies already based in the UAE.  
 Many foreign countries also have business councils  
 in the UAE that could become partners for various  
 UAE entities on climate change projects and  
 initiatives.

In parallel, there are two intra-governmental 
measures that can help make the above-mentioned 
actions more effective:

• Ensuring strong coordination among key  
 government stakeholders: Regular meetings  
 among the leads/coordinators of the different  
 existing governmental private sector engagement  
 mechanisms that focus on climate change and  
 related aspects of sustainable development (many  
 of which have been mentioned in this paper) would  
 help in sharing best practices, avoiding duplication  
 of efforts and systematically building on relevant  
 synergies. As a first step, MoCCAE, for example,  
 could identify all relevant mechanisms. The various  
 mechanism leads could then agree to a permanent  
 way to coordinate their activities, such as through  
 the Climate Change and Environment Council.

• Establishing a private sector climate action data  
 bank: Better availability of segmented data would  
 have several benefits. First, making data available  
 of the highest-emitting sectors (or even companies)  
 would help increase awareness among companies  
 in these sectors. Second, knowing where the highest  
 emissions come from would enable the government  
 to target its policy measures at these sectors/ 
 actors. Third, the more governments know about  
 their countries’ emissions profiles, the better they  
 will be able to project future emissions and, based  
 on these, set realistic, yet ambitious, short- and  
 long-term sectoral and/or economy-wide emission  
 targets.

 A ‘private sector climate action data bank’ could be  
 hosted by MoCCAE (or the Federal Competitiveness  
 and Statistics Authority) and it could create  
 common parameters for UAE-based companies  
 to voluntarily report on their climate actions. The  
 initial data collection could be commissioned from  
 an established international reporting initiative,  
 such as the CDP or the Global Reporting Initiative.  
 Data in the database could be made publicly  
 available and could be used to incentivise further  
 action by rewarding active companies, for example  
 through exposure at the Abu Dhabi Sustainability  
 Week, World Government Summit or Expo 2020.vii

 This bottom-up data gathering mechanism could  
 later be complemented by top-down data-gathering  
 efforts, jointly with the statistical authorities, to  
 create a full database of the UAE’s private sector,  
 which would aggregate statistical information for  
 various policymaking purposes (going beyond  
 climate action). Data points could include the  
 number, size, revenue and energy use of companies  
 in each sector.

vii Abu Dhabi Sustainability Week and the Dubai World Government Summit 
are among the most important major annual sustainable development-
related events in the UAE. Sustainability is one of the three sub-themes of 
Expo 2020 Dubai .
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Conclusions

As this EDA Insight has demonstrated, in the footsteps 
of a broader global trend, the UAE’s private sector 
is demonstrating an increasing interest in aligning 
its operations with both the challenges and the 
opportunities brought about by climate change. A 
culture of sustainability reporting is starting to pick 
up pace in the country. 

International business and NGO-led initiatives 
are being instrumental in supporting UAE-based 
companies in their reporting and target-setting. A 
number of multinational companies with operations 
in the UAE are also demonstrating climate leadership 
at a global level. A consistent push towards climate 
reporting, target-setting and action on emissions, 
however, is yet to emerge. Green financing and green 
businesses and industries are also still taking their 
first steps in many areas.

However, as witnessed by the authors of this study 
when speaking to various stakeholders, there is high 
interest in doing more among the UAE’s business 
community. This is the moment when the government 
can make a major difference by actively supporting 
and incentivising the private sector in this effort.

In light of the UAE government’s interest in engaging 
the private sector in climate action, including in 
fostering green industries, this Insight has made 
suggestions on ways in which the government 
could leverage the benefits of having such a highly-
internationalised private sector, both in terms of 
operations and workforce. Above all, success will 
require a systematic, coordinated and sustained 
approach from all relevant parts of government, which 
include the statistical authorities, MoCCAE, MoFAIC, 
the Ministry of Energy and Industry and a number of 
other emirate-level authorities.
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