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Why Dubai's 2026 Market Is Not
a Repeat of 2008: What Has
Changed and What Hasn't

A practitioner argues Dubai's current cycle rests on cash buyers,
capped mortgage lending and RERA supervised escrow, not on
the 100 to 120% lending and unregulated launches of 2008. The
argument is credible on structure, but it …
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E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y

01
Why Dubai's 2026 Market Is Not a Repeat of
2008: What Has Changed and What Hasn't

On 2 October 2026, Around Prague published an interview with
Dubai real estate adviser �aneta Va�ková on why today's market
differs from the one that broke in 2008. Her case is structural. In
2008, banks lent 100 to 120% of a property's value, escrow accounts
did not exist and developers launched projects without full title to
the land. Today, mortgage financing is capped at 60 to 70%,
developers must own 100% of the land, use a RERA supervised
escrow account and confirm construction financing before launch.
She also says 72 to 80% of deals are made in cash, so the market
runs on liquidity, not credit. Official data shows the market is
large and active: 11,601 sales worth AED 27.9bn in August 2026
(Dubai Land Department). But 67.1% of those sales by count were
off-plan, and the article is one adviser's view. For capital
preservation, the structure is better than in 2008. Better structure
lowers the odds of a credit driven collapse. It does not guarantee
prices or exits.

The 2008 market was essentially unregulated: no escrow accounts, projects launched
without full land title, and mortgages covering 100 to 120% of a property's value.

Today a developer must own 100% of the land, use a government regulated escrow
account supervised by RERA, and confirm construction financing before a project starts.

Maximum mortgage financing is now capped at 60 to 70% of value, and 72 to 80% of
deals are reported to be made in cash, which points to a market driven by liquidity, not
credit.

Dubai Land Department data shows 11,601 sales worth AED 27.9bn in August 2026, with
67.1% of sales by count off-plan, so off-plan exposure remains the area to underwrite
carefully.

The evidence is a single source, an adviser who works in this market. Treat the structure
as real and the conclusion as one view, not a verdict.
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T H E  E V E N T

02 What happened, and why it matters

W H A T  H A P P E N E D

On 2 October 2026, Around Prague published an interview by Maksym Akimov with
�aneta Va�ková, a real estate agent and investment expert who has advised clients on
Dubai for years. She traces the modern market to 2002, when Dubai first allowed
foreigners to own property on a freehold basis. Before that, buying was effectively
limited to citizens of Gulf countries and the city had around 850,000 residents. The
population reached 1.3 million by 2005, and districts such as Dubai Marina, Arabian
Ranches and Palm Jumeirah appeared. She describes the 2008 market as essentially
unregulated. Developers launched projects without full title to the land, escrow accounts
did not exist, and banks issued mortgages covering 100 to 120% of a property's value.
When the global financial crisis hit, prices collapsed, some projects were left unfinished,
and some developers and residents left the country. She says that experience led to a
sweeping overhaul. Today a developer must own 100% of the land, use a government
regulated escrow account supervised by RERA, and confirm construction financing
before launch. Mortgage financing is capped at 60 to 70% of value. She adds that Dubai
now has around 4 million residents with a target of 8 million by 2040, that oil's share of
the economy has fallen below 1%, that almost 10,000 millionaires moved to Dubai in
2025, and that 72 to 80% of deals are made in cash. Her conclusion: 'This is a market
driven by liquidity, not credit, which makes it more stable and resilient.'

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S

The 2008 crash is the memory most overseas buyers carry when they look at Dubai. It is
the first objection, and it usually decides whether a conversation continues. The article
is useful because it names the specific mechanisms that failed then and says what
replaced them. If a market's failure came from leverage, unfinished projects and missing
buyer protection, then the test today is whether those three things have been fixed. On
the article's account, they have: lending is capped well below 100%, escrow is supervised
by RERA, and land title and financing must be in place before launch. That is a better
foundation for preserving capital. It is still a claim to verify, not a guarantee.

W H O  I T  A F F E C T S

UK and overseas buyers who have held back because of 2008. Families who want a hard
asset in a jurisdiction with a legal framework they can understand. Buyers weighing
off-plan against completed stock, because off-plan is where escrow and developer
financing rules matter most. Mortgage buyers, who face the 60 to 70% lending cap and a
3 month EIBOR of 4.4% (Central Bank of the UAE, October 2026). And cash buyers, who
the article says make up most of the market.



B R A D L E Y  J A M E S I N V E S T M E N T  R E S E A R C H

B R A D L E Y  J A M E S   ·   I N V E S T M E N T  R E S E A R C H 03 / 07

I N V E S T O R  R E A D

03 Implications, risks and opportunities

H I S T O R I C A L  C O N T E X T

The article places the market's turning point in 2002, when freehold

ownership for foreigners opened up a city of around 850,000 people.

The population reached 1.3 million by 2005. In the 2008 crisis, prices

collapsed, some projects were left unfinished, and some developers

and residents left. The author says that experience led to the current

rules on land ownership, escrow and lending. She then points to the

opening of the Burj Khalifa in 2010 and the right to host Expo 2020 as

signals that growth would continue, and to the pandemic response as

a further step, because Dubai reopened earlier than many other

destinations. From there, she says, buyer preference moved from

apartments downtown or by the water toward villas and townhouses.

I M P L I C A T I O N S

Read the article as a checklist of what to confirm before you commit capital. First,
confirm that any off-plan project you are considering sits within a RERA supervised
escrow account, and ask for the evidence. Second, understand who your marginal buyer
is when you sell. The article says most deals are cash, which means demand is less tied
to bank credit. Third, if you use a mortgage, remember the 60 to 70% cap is the
maximum, not the target, and EIBOR at 4.4% sets the cost of floating rate debt. Fourth,
size your position as if prices can fall. Lower leverage in the system makes a credit
driven crash less likely. It does not remove cyclical price risk. Capital preservation here
means buying with a cash buffer, a clear exit and a developer you have checked, not
relying on the market's reputation.

R I S K S The bear case deserves its full weight. First, this is one source. Va�ková is an adviser who
earns her living from Dubai property, and the article is an interview, not independent
research. The figures on cash share, millionaire inflows and population targets are her
statements, and the fact sheet gives no independent confirmation of them. Second, a
market driven by cash is not a market protected from price falls. Cash buyers can step
back as quickly as credit buyers, and if sentiment turns, a thin pool of buyers can mean
a hard exit. Third, off-plan share is high. Dubai Land Department data shows 67.1% of
August 2026 sales by count were off-plan, which means a large share of activity
depends on future completions and on delivery by developers. Escrow rules reduce the
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risk of losing deposits. They do not remove delivery delay, market risk at handover, or a

weaker resale market. Fourth, the population target of 8 million by 2040 is a target, not a

forecast you can bank. Fifth, 2008 is not the only way a market can fail. A different

shock, such as a sharp global risk off move, higher rates or an oversupply of new stock,

could still hurt prices, and the article does not address supply. Sixth, the article says

escrow accounts are reliably protected, which is an assertion. Check the project level

detail yourself.

O P P O R T U N I T I E S

If the structural changes are as described, the entry case improves for buyers who have
been held back by 2008. Lower system leverage, mandatory land ownership and
supervised escrow reduce several of the failure points that hurt buyers in the last
downturn. The market is large and liquid: 11,601 transactions worth AED 27.9bn in August
2026 (Dubai Land Department). The article also points to growing interest from
institutional investors, a sign that larger, more cautious capital is paying attention. The
ten year Golden Visa, with its investment threshold lowered to 2 million dirhams, ties
residency to ownership for qualifying buyers. And demand has shifted from speculative
to family driven, with a move toward larger villas and townhouses, which suits a long
hold, wealth protection approach more than a short term flip.

W H A T  T O  W A T C H

Watch whether the off-plan share of sales by count stays near the 67.1% recorded for
August 2026 (Dubai Land Department), and how monthly transaction value moves
against the AED 27.9bn base. Watch the 3 month EIBOR, currently 4.4% (Central Bank of
the UAE, October 2026), because it sets the cost of mortgage debt for leveraged
buyers. Watch for independent confirmation of the cash share of deals and the
millionaire inflow figures, which the article attributes to one adviser. Watch for any
change to the 60 to 70% mortgage cap or to RERA escrow rules. And watch how
completed stock performs on resale, as that is the real test of whether cash demand
holds when supply arrives.
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T H E  B O T T O M  L I N E

04 What this means for Dubai investors

T H E  M E A N I N G The takeaway is that the 2008 comparison is weaker than it first looks, because the
things that broke then, 100 to 120% lending, no escrow and projects launched without
full land title, are the things the article says have been replaced. That is a real reason to
look at Dubai again. It is not a reason to relax. Do your own due diligence on the
developer, the escrow arrangement and your exit, size the position so a price fall would
not hurt your plans, and treat the structural improvements as a floor under your risk, not
a ceiling on it.

“ Here's the thing. The 2008 question is the one I hear
most, and it's a fair one. If you remember what
happened, you should ask it. So here's how I'd think
about it. In 2008 the problem was leverage and missing
protection. Banks lent 100 to 120%, there was no escrow,
and some projects launched without the developer
owning the land. Today lending is capped at 60 to 70%,
and developers have to own the land, use a RERA
supervised escrow account and confirm construction
financing before launch. That's a genuinely different set
of rules. But be straight with yourself about what it
proves. Two things are true at once. The structure is
stronger than it was. And this article is one adviser's
view, in one interview, from someone who works in this
market. It doesn't mean prices can't fall. Cash buyers can
walk away too. And with 67.1% of August sales by count
being off-plan, I'd want you checking the developer, the
escrow account and your exit before you put a dirham
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in. My approach is simple: buy as if you might have to
hold through a bad patch, keep leverage low, and only
commit capital you can leave alone. If you want the
checklist I use to vet a developer, comment VET.

B R A D L E Y  J A M E S ,  D U B A I  R E A L  E S T A T E  I N V E S T M E N T  A D V I S O R

S O U R C E S  A N D  V E R I F I C A T I O N

Around Prague, 'Why today's Dubai property boom isn't the 2008 bubble again', by
Maksym Akimov, featuring �aneta Va�ková, 2 October 2026. Dubai Land Department,
August 2026: sales transaction value AED 27.9bn, 11,601 sales transactions, off-plan
share of sales by count 67.1%. Central Bank of the UAE, October 2026: 3 month EIBOR
4.4%.
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Begin the conversation.
Every allocation starts with a candid, numbers-first
discussion shaped around your mandate, risk
profile and timeline.

Bradley James
A S S O C I A T E  D I R E C T O R  &  S E N I O R  I N V E S T M E N T  A D V I S O R

Bradley James is an Associate Director and Senior Investment
Advisor based in Dubai, specialising in Dubai real estate, off-plan
investment, strategic wealth allocation, portfolio diversification, and
relocation and residency planning. He advises private investors and
family offices on entering the Dubai market with the same rigour he
applies to his own capital.
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S O U R C E S
Around Prague, 'Why today's Dubai property boom isn't the 2008 bubble again', by Maksym
Akimov, featuring �aneta Va�ková, 2 October 2026. Dubai Land Department, August 2026:
sales
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