


CASE STUDY: DUBAI





Overview

Dubai presents a useful case example 

because its recent history illustrates both the 

challenges to building a world-class media 

ecosystem and the means to overcome them. 

Most notably, Dubai shows how a focus on 

major priorities can have a significant impact 

in a relatively short period of time.

Two primary drivers have fueled the 

creation of Dubai’s existing media 

ecosystem. First, Dubai understands the 

importance of diversifying its economy. 

Historically a trading hub, Dubai has 

used its oil reserves to spur infrastructure 

development in order to diversify and 

position itself for long-term growth and 

sustainability. Second, Dubai recognizes 

the many indirect and direct benefits a 

vibrant media ecosystem can provide. 

As a result, Dubai’s government has 

made the development of a sustainable, 

vibrant media ecosystem a focal point of 

its strategic vision for the future, as seen 

in primary strategy documents such as 

“Dubai Strategic Plan 2015” [Exhibit 13].

For example, Dubai’s TECOM Media Cluster 

has taken measures to: ensure ease in doing 

business, build the necessary infrastructure, 

and to develop the talent and financing 

required to move to the next level. Thanks 

to its many business parks it has established 

itself as an economic hub, hosting nearly 

5,000 companies, with over 1,800 of them 

located within its Media Cluster (Dubai 

Media City, Dubai Studio City, International 

Media Production Zone), spanning the entire 

media value chain.

Exhibit 13: Strategic objectives for the media industry are in line with the government of 
Dubai’s strategic plan

Dubai’s goals Objectives

Economic development •• Increase tourism industry in Dubai

•• Increase jobs in Dubai

•• Increase IP created/registered in Dubai

•• Increase advertising spend in Dubai

•• Increase foreign direct investment to Dubai

•• Increase number of SMEs established in Dubai

Social development •• Increase cultural offerings to UAE nationals

•• Increase cultural offerings to all Dubai communities

•• Increase employability of media graduates from local schools

•• Strengthen CSR (corporate social responsibility) initiatives

Infrastructure, land, environment •• Increase physical resources serving industry

•• Strengthen regulatory system

•• Improve company registration process

•• Ensure optimal use of infrastructure for related opportunities

Human capital •• Increase and strengthen Dubai-based talent pool

•• Increase presence of leading media/cultural institutions and companies in Dubai

•• Improve Dubai’s position on Global Innovation Index

Brand equity •• Increase Dubai brand equity

•• Position Dubai as a global media, entertainment and cultural hub

Source: Dubai Film and TV Commission (http://www.dubaifilmcommission.ae/about-dftc/).
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Due to this focused effort and facilitation 

from the government and private entities, in 

less than a decade, Dubai has experienced 

significant growth in media production. In 

fact, and even taking the 2008 recession 

into account, Dubai production experienced 

a 9% CAGR through 2012 [Exhibit 14]. 

Dubai’s film production industry has grown 

over the last few years, including Syriana 

(2005) and growing to 19 films being shot 

in 2012, originating from various countries 

such as the U.A.E., India, United States, 

China, Germany, and France.

Indeed, Dubai’s film production industry  

has benefited from an existing production 

capability for TV programs and commercials 

and from being an attractive shooting 

location. Advertisers have been consistently 

drawn to its diverse location offerings, 

enabling it to develop a sustainable, year-

round industry. This can be seen through 

the significant percentage of Dubai-based 

crew deployed on large film productions 

shot in Dubai such as Syriana (2005), Mission: 

Impossible- Ghost Protocol (2011), Switch 

(2012), and The Bourne Legacy (2012).

2012 proved to be a milestone year for the 

city when His Highness Sheikh Mohammed 

bin Rashid Al Maktoum, Ruler of Dubai and 

Vice President of the U.A.E., inaugurated 

Dubai-based MBC Group’s O3 drama 

production studios, a state-of-the-art facility 

running on an area of 15,000 square feet. 

Sheikh Maktoum bin Mohammed bin Rashid 

Al Maktoum, Deputy Ruler of Dubai and 

Chairman of Dubai Media Incorporated and 

MBC Group Chairman Waleed bin Ibrahim 

Al Ibrahim were also in attendance.13 This is 

Exhibit 14: In less than a decade, Dubai has experienced significant growth in film and 
TV production
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Source: Dubai Film & TV Commission; Oliver Wyman analysis. Data excludes media productions other than films, TV programs and TV commercials.

13	 Khaleej Times, “Mohammed opens MBC studios,” July 2013, at http://www.khaleejtimes.com/nation/inside.asp?section=nationgene
ral&xfile=/data/nationgeneral/2013/july/nationgeneral_july262.xml.
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one of three sound stages launched, which 

boasts cutting-edge technology in the form 

of a “visual back-lot” compiled by Stargate 

global production technology and green 

screen technology.

This MBC-Dubai Studio City partnership 

marks a big step forward in Dubai’s evolution 

from mainly news and TV commercials 

to greater scripted, long-form original 

content development.

Dubai shows strong potential to become 

a global production hub. Even increased 

exposure of its current offerings could help 

drive substantial growth. However, at the 

same time, Dubai has faced (and continues 

to face) many of the challenges confronting 

the region’s other media ecosystems. An 

understanding of how Dubai has met and 

will continue to meet these challenges will 

prove helpful to other ecosystems as they 

attempt to grow and succeed.

Locations

Primarily thanks to its natural, versatile 

locations and aspirational image, 

Dubai has begun attracting large film 

productions in the last few year. Dubai has 

a diverse selection of attractive locations 

that can be used for storylines set in the 

city itself, or that can stand in for any 

other part of the world. As a result, Dubai 

has earned a reputation as a stand-in for 

other locations. For example, in The Bourne 

Legacy (2012), Dubai represented Pakistan 

and in Mission: Impossible- Ghost Protocol 

(2012) particular shots were designed to 

represent India. Vast desert landscapes, 

beautiful sandy beaches, rustic villages, 

deserts, creeks, a vibrant city skyline, 

glamorous malls, the tallest building in the 

world (the Burj Khalifa) and covered spice 

and fabric bazaars enable Dubai to satisfy 

whatever producers’ appetites may desire.

“Dubai is anything 
and everything”

– Dubai Production Co.

“Dubai is perceived as 
being glossy, high-tech. 

It can double for any city 
in the Gulf…This is one 
country where I would 

like to shoot everywhere”
– Dubai Production Co.

Production 
infrastructure 
and support

In the past, Dubai’s production infrastructure 

was suited primarily to broadcast TV 

production. The boutique studios in Dubai 

Studio City and other studios throughout 

the Emirate typically range in size from 

1,000 to 3,000 square feet, making them 

ideal for smaller, daily TV productions, but 

not suited for feature films or complex TV 

sets. However, recent notable advances 

have been made including most notably, 

the opening of three state-of-the-art sound 

stages and the creation of the Dubai Film and 

TV Commission (DFTC).
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Exhibit 15: Dubai has invested in building production infrastructure and the creation of DFTC, 
placing it among the top in the region

STATE OF THE ART SOUND STAGES IN DUBAI STUDY CITY DUBAI FILM & TV COMMISSION (DFTC)

“We have had huge support from all 
government departments. DFTC has been 
really helpful. They have a real and 
conscious will to develop the film industry…
at the end of the day, it’s a team effort. If 
there’s good will, then it can happen.” 

 – Dubai Production Co.

Created: June 2012

Mandate:

• Serves as one stop shop for producers, crews, and filmmakers to 

 ensure seamless filming experience in Dubai

• Promotes production across a range of mediums, including film, 

 television, corporate videos, commercials, online content, and 

 other new media

• Liaises with all government entities and location owners to issue 

 shooting permits for public and private properties in Dubai

• O�ers opportunities to reduce the cost of filming in Dubai through a 

 range of customized incentives

Source: Regional Oliver Wyman interviews; Dubai Film & TV Commission (http://www.dubaifilmcommission.ae/about-dftc/); Oliver Wyman analysis.

One of the sound stages measures 15,000 

square feet, and the other two are 25,000 

square feet each [Exhibit 15]. They are built 

to international standards and come fully 

equipped with workshops, production 

offices, warehouses, dressing rooms and 

water tanks. Each soundstage offers top-

level production infrastructure never before 

seen in the region, thereby complementing 

the attractive outdoor locations and 

enabling a full range of year-round shooting 

preferences. MBC, the largest pan-Arab 

broadcaster, has already taken advantage of 

this new infrastructure, setting-up its base 

in one of the sound stages. The complex 

also boasts a three million square foot back-

lot that provides the opportunity for set 

building and outdoor action scenes that can 

be used for Film and TV production alike.

DFTC was created in June 2012 with a 

mandate to increase local production and 

attract international production across all 

media sectors, in accordance with Dubai’s 

2015 Strategic Plan. The advent of DFTC 

has led to significant progress in organizing 
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and streamlining the production process, 

reducing any bureaucratic difficulties that 

were previously experienced. DFTC serves as 

a one-stop-shop for all production companies 

in Dubai, and ensures they are able to access 

all required production resources in a timely 

and cost-effective manner. In line with this, 

DFTC is developing an automated system 

that will link government agencies and 

private parties, making it easier for filming 

applications to be processed.

DFTC has already made a significant impact 

on the production industry. It has helped 

Dubai expand beyond TV commercials, 

establishing a solid pipeline of films and TV 

serials from around the globe, including the 

United States, Europe, and India.

The first half of 2013 has already seen the 

completion of notable productions from 

Bollywood and South India. The second half of 

the year looks equally exciting, with plans for 

leading Indian production company Red Chillies 

to shoot the majority of their latest film, Happy 

New Year, in Dubai. The film’s all-star cast includes 

some of India’s biggest names, including Shah 

Rukh Khan and Deepika Padukone.

Major international TV productions have 

also filmed in Dubai this year, both in Dubai 

Studio City soundstages and on-location. 

MasterChef Australia recently filmed special 

episodes in Dubai, where the city received 

praises from the producers for being a top 

notch filmmaking destination – physically, 

aesthetically, and technically. The episodes 

were broadcast in Australia on 11th and 

12th of August and were among the 

highest ranked programs during the 

day respectively.14

Incentives and 
investment return

Dubai, similar to the rest of the Middle East, 

still lacks a formal incentive structure. It 

attempts to reduce production costs by 

offering soft incentives such as covering 

travel expenses, accommodation, location 

fees, and fees for production resources 

are insufficiant. Although these soft 

incentives can reach levels up to 20% of 

the production’s cost, they are granted on a 

case-by-case basis and are variable due to 

seasonal restrictions and the absence of a 

formalized incentive system.15

City Infrastructure, 
society, and safety

Dubai’s city infrastructure and safety is 

the best in the region and on par with 

other global production hubs. In 2012, 

Dubai ranked 34th (tied with Madrid 

and Melbourne) in terms of its city 

infrastructure, offering some of the best 

public transportation, accommodation, 

and airport connectivity in the world.16 

From a travel perspective, Dubai is at the 

center of the world both physically and 

socially. Physically it is situated between 

Asia and the West, connecting the world as 

a major transit hub. With direct flights to 

over 130 global destinations, Dubai offers 

easy access for both crew and equipment 

to come into the country when required. 

Socially, Dubai offers an eclectic mix of 

cultures and communities all in one place, 

enabling it to provide the basis and create 

a home for all types of production from 

around the world.

14	 Figures quoted represent ratings in Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane, Adelaide & Perth. 11-Aug had 699,000 viewers (ranked 13th among 
other shows that day) and 12-Aug had 734,000 (ranked 15th among other shows that day). Source: http://www.tvtonight.com.au/
category/ratings.

15	 Dubai Film & TV Commission.

16	 Mercer, “Quality of Living Worldwide Rankings Survey,” 2012, at http://www.mercer.com/qualityoflivingpr#city-rankings.
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Dubai is also a top performer in the region 

in terms of risk, ranked 19th according 

to AON Hewitt’s risk ranking.17 Dubai’s 

relative freedom from corruption and 

political instability sets it apart from 

the issues endemic to most cities in the 

Middle East. [Exhibit 16]

Access to talent

One of the critical components of a 

successful ecosystem is the readily 

available talent pool, from actors and 

scriptwriters to sound engineers and crane 

operators. Dubai still has challenges in its 

access to production talent, particularly 

for above-the-line positions. Given the 

size of its current Film and TV industry, 

Dubai has so far been able to manage with 

the talent available. However, as Dubai 

looks to continue its growth, the lack 

of local freelancers will become a more 

pressing issue.

For mid- to large-sized film productions, 

the supporting production talent including 

lighting, costume, and make-up crew, 

is ideally hired from the local market. 

Although freelance visas are currently 

offered, the time it takes (as well as the 

cost) may make it potentially cumbersome 

for production companies to quickly and 

efficiently hire talent.

17	 AON Hewitt, “People Risk Ranking” 2013, at https://aonpeoplerisk.com/2013-Update/Rating-and-Ranking-Update

Exhibit 16: Dubai’s infrastructure is the BEST in the region and on par with global 
production hubs

Hong Kong 6

BEST  CITY
INFRASTRUCTURE

London 6

Dubai 34

Los Angeles 65

Abu Dhabi 72

Shanghai 86

Beijing 93

Cairo 95

Capetown 97

Istanbul 104

Amman 158

Beirut 204

Mumbai 134

CITY INFRASTRUCTURE RANKING*
REGIONAL & GLOBAL PRODUCTION CITIES

Los Angeles 6

LOWEST
RISK CITY

“[Dubai has] first 
rate infrastructure…

It makes a difference”
– Dubai Production Co.

“One of the biggest 
pros to production in 

Dubai is its infrastructure”
– Dubai Production Co.

London 4

Hongkong 7

Dubai 19

Paris 36

Tokyo 43

Beijing 55

Shanghai 56

Mumbai 71

Amman 83

Cairo 117

Istanbul 96

CITY RISK
REGIONAL & GLOBAL PRODUCTION CITIES

* Based on measures of electricity, water availability, telephone, mail, public transportation, traffic congestion, and airport effectiveness.

† Based on measures including demographics, government support, education system, talent development, employment practices.

Sources: City infrastructure ranking based on Mercer Quality of Living Worldwide Rankings Survey (2012); city risk ranking based on AON Hewitt, People Risk Ranking 
2013; Regional Oliver Wyman interviews and analysis.
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Given the challenges in growing an 

organic, home-grown talent pool, the city 

and government entities need to focus on 

creating specialized immigration or work-

permit systems that allow the regulated 

immigration of certain categories of workers. 

In addition, academic institutions should 

play a part in fostering the growth of these 

vocations by including them as part of 

their curriculum. Given Dubai’s young 

population and diverse communities, as 

well as its convenient geographic location, 

there is potential for a great influx of media 

production-related freelancers once a 

comprehensive solution to the visa issue 

is implemented.

Conclusion

The success of Dubai’s media ecosystem 

to date lays out a roadmap of the 

opportunities and challenges for other 

ecosystems in the MENA region. Dubai 

has already leveraged the “low hanging 

fruit” provided by diverse locations and a 

rapidly improving infrastructure, and it has 

recently ventured into providing regulatory 

frameworks and efficient processes to 

ensure a seamless production experience. 

Going forward, it must overcome 

challenges such as financial incentives 

and local talent pool to establish itself as a 

global media hub.
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