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Which Is Better for
Entrepreneurs:
Mainland, Free Zone,
or Offshore?
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Choosing the Right 
UAE Structure for Your Business

The UAE isn’t just a global business hub, it’s the launchpad for
entrepreneurs and investors who want scale, speed, and
simplicity. But before you dive in, one big question stands in your
way: Should you set up in Mainland, Free Zone, or Offshore? Each
option comes with its own benefits, costs, and compliance rules
and choosing right can define how smoothly your business grows.

Here’s a quick breakdown to help you decide
which one fits your needs best.



Ideal for:
Businesses looking for B2C operations, retail, contracting, or
professional services targeting local clients.
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Mainland Company :
For Companies that want to do
Business freely in UAE
Mainland companies are licensed by the Department of Economic Development
(DED) in each emirate and allow you to operate anywhere within the UAE or
internationally.
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Key Advantages:

Can conduct business directly with the UAE market (no restrictions on
mainland clients).

Can bid for government contracts.

Unlimited visa quota, depending on office space.

Eligible to open offices or branches across the UAE.



Ideal for:
Start-ups, SMEs, and international firms looking for regional presence,
import/export outside of UAE, or consulting activities with minimal
regulatory complexity.

Limitation:
Business activities limited to those approved by the Free Zone authority.
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Free Zone Company  :
For Tax Efficiency and Ease
of Setup
UAE Free Zones offer 100% foreign ownership, tax benefits, and easy setup, with
40+ zones classified as Designated or Non-Designated for Corporate Tax.

Designated Free Zones may provide 0% tax on qualifying income if substance and
activity rules are met.

Non Designated Free Zones also enjoy 0% Corporate tax for restricted relevant
activities on fulfilling substance and other requirements.

 With the One Free Zone Passport and stronger governance, choosing the right
Free Zone structure is key to future-proofing your business.
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Key Advantages:

Simplified import/export procedures.

Modern infrastructure and business support facilities.

100% foreign ownership and profit repatriation.



Ideal for:
Businesses focused on international structuring, asset holding, or
investment vehicles.

Limitation:
Cannot trade within the UAE or lease local office space.
No visa eligibility for shareholders or directors.
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Offshore Company :
For Holding or International
Structuring
Offshore companies are primarily used for asset protection, holding structures,
and international trade, not for conducting business within the UAE. Popular
jurisdictions include JAFZA Offshore, RAK ICC, and Ajman Offshore, ADGM and
DIFC Holding Companies and SPV's.
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Key Advantages:

No physical office requirement or employee visa obligations.

Flexible banking and investment options.

100% foreign ownership and confidentiality of ownership.
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Comparative Overview 
of UAE Company Structures:
Feature Mainland

Company
Free Zone
Company

Offshore
Company

Where You Can Operate Anywhere in UAE +
internationally

Within Free Zone; mainland
only via distributor/agent

Outside UAE, Holding
Structure for UAE Entities
and Property Holdings

Ownership 100% foreign ownership
allowed 100% foreign ownership 100% foreign ownership 

Regulator DED of each emirate Individual Free Zone
Authority

RAK ICC, JAFZA Offshore,
Ajman Offshore,DIFC &
ADGM

Corporate Tax Position 9% CT (standard)

DFZ and non DFZ enjoy 0%
Corporate Tax on relevant
activities subject to
fulfilling conditions. 

Enjoy 0% Corporate Tax on
relevant activities subject
to fulfilling conditions. 

Key Advantages

Direct UAE market access
Can bid for government
projects
Unlimited visas (office-
dependent)
Open branches across
UAE

Tax-efficient setup
Simplified import/export
Modern infrastructure

No physical office
required
No visa obligations

Limitations
Standard UAE
compliance & CT apply

No direct mainland trade
Activity limited to Free
Zone license

Cannot trade in UAE
No visas
Cannot lease local office

Ideal For
B2C, retail, contracting,
services targeting UAE
customers

Startups/SMEs, regional
HQs, consulting,
import/export

Holding companies, asset
protection, global
investment structures

Visa Eligibility
Yes, unlimited (as per office
size)

Yes (limited by Free Zone
rules)

No

Physical Office
Requirement

Required Required (Flexi-desk
allowed in many zones)

Not required

*DFZ: Designated Free Zone
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How MCA Can Help

At MCA, we simplify the decision-making process by assessing
your business objectives, ownership structure, and operational
needs, and guiding you to the most suitable setup. From
choosing the right jurisdiction to managing licensing,
compliance, and tax planning, we make your UAE business
journey smooth, strategic, and future-ready.



mcacs@mcagulf.com
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Start your UAE journey with clarity and
confidence, connect with MCA’s

Corporate Services experts to design the
right structure for your business vision

THINKING OF
SETTING UP YOUR

UAE BUSINESS?

F O R  A  W O R K I N G  S E S S I O N
C O N T A C T  U S  A T  


