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Qatar continues to attract international businesses seeking opportunities in the Middle 

East, offering a range of legal structures through which foreign investors can establish a 
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commercial presence in the country. For UK businesses considering expansion, understanding 

these options is an important first step towards entering the Qatari market. 

However, setting up a business in Qatar involves more than registering a company. The 

appropriate structure depends on the nature of the proposed activities, the intended scope of 

operations, the ownership arrangements and the regulatory requirements applicable to the 

business. 

Broadly, investors may consider establishing a company under Qatar's general corporate 

framework or through the Qatar Financial Centre (QFC), provided the proposed activities and 

structure meet the relevant requirements. Understanding the differences between these routes can 

help UK investors make informed decisions before committing to a particular establishment 

structure. 

1. Understanding the Legal Framework Before Establishing a Business 

The first step for any UK investor considering Qatar should be to identify the activities the 

business intends to undertake and how it plans to operate in the country. 

Qatar does not apply a single establishment model to every foreign investor. The legal 

requirements may differ depending on the sector, the nature of the commercial activity and the 

regulatory framework under which the business will operate. A structure suitable for a 

consultancy business, for example, may not necessarily be appropriate for a company engaged in 

trading or other regulated activities. 

Investors should therefore consider whether their business requires a physical commercial 

presence in Qatar, whether the intended activities can be undertaken through the proposed legal 

structure, and whether any additional licences or regulatory approvals will be required. 

Addressing these questions at an early stage can help avoid unnecessary complications and 

ensure that the chosen structure reflects the company's actual commercial objectives. 

2. Mainland Companies and the Role of Qatari Participation 

One of the principal routes available to foreign investors is establishing a company under Qatar's 

general corporate framework, which is governed by the applicable Qatari legislation, including 

the Commercial Companies Law. 

The limited liability company (LLC) is a common corporate vehicle under this framework. It 

offers a separate legal structure through which a business can conduct its operations, subject to 

the relevant incorporation, ownership and licensing requirements. 

Historically, foreign investors establishing businesses in Qatar were often associated with 

arrangements involving a Qatari shareholder. While Qatari participation remains relevant in 
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certain circumstances, it should not be assumed that a local partner is required for every foreign 

investment. 

Qatar's investment legislation provides avenues for foreign investors to hold a greater ownership 

interest, including, where the applicable requirements are satisfied, full ownership of a company. 

The position must nevertheless be assessed in light of the proposed activity and the legislation 

governing it. 

For UK businesses, the important consideration is therefore not simply whether a Qatari partner 

is needed, but which ownership arrangements are legally available for the intended business. 

This assessment should take place before the company structure is finalised. 

3. Is 100% Foreign Ownership Possible in Qatar? 

Qatar has taken steps to broaden the opportunities available to foreign investors. Law No. 1 of 

2019 Regulating the Investment of Non-Qatari Capital in Economic Activity provides a legal 

framework under which non-Qatari investors may own up to 100% of a company's capital, 

subject to the applicable conditions and approval requirements. 

This has expanded the options available to international businesses that wish to establish 

operations in Qatar without necessarily bringing in a local shareholder. In this case, the Company 

will be established in compliance with the regulations of a committee within the Ministry of 

Economy and Trade, that will draw the framework, terms and conditions. 

Nevertheless, the possibility of full foreign ownership does not mean that every business activity 

is automatically eligible. Certain sectors remain subject to restrictions, and the proposed 

investment must comply with the relevant legal, regulatory and licensing requirements. 

Depending on the activity, the investor may also need to obtain specific approvals from the 

competent authorities. 

For UK investors, the distinction is important. The existence of a legal framework permitting full 

foreign ownership is only the starting point; the next step is to determine whether the particular 

business qualifies under that framework and what conditions must be satisfied. 

A careful assessment of the proposed activities and ownership structure can help establish 

whether a wholly foreign-owned mainland company is a viable option. 

 

4. The Qatar Financial Centre: An Alternative Route 

The Qatar Financial Centre offers another route for international businesses seeking to establish 

a presence in Qatar. It operates under its own legal and regulatory framework, distinct from the 

general corporate regime applicable outside the QFC. 
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The QFC permits up to 100% foreign ownership for eligible entities and supports a range of 

business structures, including limited liability companies, holding companies, special purpose 

companies and limited liability partnerships, subject to the applicable rules. 

An important feature for UK investors is the QFC's legal framework, which incorporates English 

common law principles alongside QFC-specific legislation and regulations. The QFC also has its 

own court and regulatory tribunal, as well as dispute-resolution facilities. These arrangements 

may be particularly relevant to businesses that value familiarity with common law concepts and a 

distinct legal environment for their operations. 

However, the QFC is not a universal alternative to mainland establishment. Businesses must 

ensure that their proposed activities fall within the activities permitted by the QFC and satisfy its 

licensing and regulatory requirements. The suitability of this route will therefore depend on the 

nature of the business and the activities it intends to carry out. 

For some UK businesses, the QFC may provide an appropriate framework for establishing a 

regional presence. For others, a mainland company may be more suitable. The decision should 

be based on the actual requirements of the business rather than on foreign ownership alone. 

5. Mainland, Foreign Capital Company or QFC: Which Is Right for Your Business? 

Choosing between a mainland company, foreign capital company and a QFC entity is one of the 

most important decisions in the establishment process. Although both routes can accommodate 

international investors, they operate under different legal and regulatory frameworks. 

For a mainland company, the analysis will generally focus on the proposed commercial 

activities, the applicable ownership rules, and the registration, licensing and approval 

requirements imposed by the relevant authorities. 

For a foreign capital company and QFC entity, the starting point is whether the intended business 

activity is permitted within the QFC framework or the committee responsible for foreign capital 

investment followed by an assessment of the applicable legal structure, licensing conditions and 

regulatory obligations. 

The distinction is not merely administrative. The chosen route determines the framework within 

which the company is established and operates, as well as the rules governing its activities and 

continuing compliance. 

A UK business planning to provide professional or business services, for example, should assess 

whether its proposed activities are eligible for QFC authorization and whether that framework 

meets its operational needs. A business intending to undertake activities that require a particular 

mainland registration or sector-specific authorization should consider those requirements when 

evaluating its options. 
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There is no single structure that is best for every investor. The appropriate choice depends on the 

activities the business intends to conduct, the customers it wishes to serve and the legal and 

regulatory requirements applicable to its operations. 

6. What Does the Establishment Process Involve? 

Once the appropriate route has been identified, the investor can proceed with the relevant 

incorporation and licensing process. 

For a mainland company, this generally involves selecting the appropriate corporate vehicle, 

defining the permitted business activities, determining the applicable ownership arrangements 

and completing the required registrations and licensing procedures. Additional approvals may be 

necessary depending on the sector and the nature of the proposed operations. 

For a foreign capital investment and QFC entity, the process begins with identifying the 

proposed activities and suitable legal structure, followed by the submission of an application and 

supporting documentation for assessment. Incorporation and licensing are completed in 

accordance with the applicable Ministry of Economy and Trade or QFC requirements, depending 

the legal form of the Company. 

The precise steps, documentation and approvals will vary depending on the chosen route and the 

business concerned. Incorporation should therefore be viewed as part of a broader market-entry 

process, rather than as the sole requirement for commencing operations. 

Considering these matters before applying can help investors select an appropriate structure and 

prepare for the requirements associated with establishing and operating their business in Qatar. 

7. Why the Choice of Structure Matters 

The legal structure selected at the outset can have lasting implications for a business operating in 

Qatar. It determines the legal framework governing the company, the ownership arrangements 

available to its shareholders, the licences it must obtain and the regulatory obligations it must 

observe. 

It can also affect corporate governance, the handling of disputes and the company's continuing 

compliance requirements. 

For a UK investor, these considerations should form part of the initial market-entry assessment. 

A structure that appears straightforward to establish may not necessarily be the most appropriate 

for the company's intended activities or longer-term plans, that’s why we recommend seeking 

legal advice before committing to a particular route allows investors to assess their options 

against their commercial objectives, understand the relevant restrictions and requirements, and 

identify potential issues before they become more difficult to address. 
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In Conclusion, Qatar offers UK investors several routes through which to establish a 

business presence, including mainland companies and entities established through the Qatar 

Financial Centre. The availability of up to 100% foreign ownership under the applicable 

frameworks has broadened the opportunities for international businesses, although eligibility and 

approval requirements must still be assessed on a case-by-case basis. 

The decision between mainland establishment and the foreign capital companies should 

ultimately reflect the nature of the proposed business, its intended activities and the legal 

framework best suited to its operations. 

For UK businesses considering expansion into Qatar, the most effective starting point is 

to understand these distinctions before proceeding with incorporation. Early legal assessment can 

help identify the appropriate structure, clarify ownership and licensing requirements, and provide 

a sound foundation for establishing a compliant and sustainable presence in the Qatari market. 
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