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RANGE OF MELONS 
The UAE imports over 200,000 tonnes of melons 

and watermelons per year. Watermelons account 

for 88 per cent of supply, with the remaining 12 per 

cent comprised of melons. Iran is the major supplier 

followed by India, which supplements periods of low 

supply from Iran (December to March). Australia, 

Jordan, Brazil and Honduras are the main secondary 

suppliers, particularly for melons other than 

watermelons although there are many other smaller 

suppliers. 

There is a small though increasing production of 

melons in the UAE driven by a move to increase local 

food production with new technologies that can cope 

in the harsh desert environment. In 2019, the UAE 

produced 6,000 tonnes of melons. Even so, demand 

for imported melons, and food more generally, will 

continue to grow. 

Iran is the dominant supplier of melons to the UAE, 

accounting for 84 per cent of watermelon imports and 

40 per cent of other melon imports. However, a low 

GEOPOLITICAL
With a population of 9.8 million, the United Arab Emirates (UAE) has grown to be an important economic hub 

both within the Middle East and globally. It has become an important bridge within the Middle East and the 

wider connections between Asia, Africa and Europe. Although traditionally reliant on oil, the UAE’s geographic 

location, leadership and ability to adapt to disruptions has helped drive its economy as it seeks to diversify and 

reduce its dependency on oil.

The UAE has attracted talent from many parts of the world that has been crucial for its development and 

accordingly it has a high standard of living and incomes enjoyed by a large expat population. This is manifested 

in a young, western influenced population with an increasing disposable income category that bodes well for 

market growth. 

These vital connections are played out in trade. In 2019, the UAE’s total imports of goods were valued at 

US$267bn. Food product imports, which account for at least 80 per cent of food consumption, were valued at 

US$16bn or 6.2 per cent although US$8.3bn was re-exported, underlining the importance of re-export trade to 

the region. The UAE imported US$75m of melons, mostly from Iran and Australia, and it re-exported US$12.6m 

to other markets in the Middle East. The UAE has very few trade-restricting tariffs or technical market access 

barriers other than requirements for phytosanitary certificates on all fresh produce imports. 

Like most global markets, the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted the UAE with a huge reduction in tourism, 

including the airline and cruise ship sectors and the foodservice industry more generally.      

»

Shares of melon imports

Source:  ITC Trademap; Fresh Intelligence analysis 

Australian Melons  
in the United Arab Emirates 
The United Arab Emirates (UAE) was Australia’s largest export market for melons prior to the pandemic. 

In 2019, the market accounted for 26 per cent of Australian melon exports. Similarly, Australia was 

the second largest supplier of melons by value to the UAE after Iran. As the world emerges from the 

pandemic era of disrupted trade, low foodservice demand and high freight prices, Australia is well 

positioned to benefit from increased demand from the United Arab Emirates. 

Melons 12%

Watermelons 88%
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THE MARKET 
The UAE’s young affluent population is characterised 

by an eating out culture and a palate that is more 

accepting of new flavours and concepts. The UAE is 

witnessing a rise in health awareness with people 

willing to pay more and shift towards different and 

more healthy foods. This is resulting in a growth for 

fresh food over processed food.

Hypermarkets and supermarkets remain the 

leading distribution channels for fresh food. 

Consumers continue to prefer one-stop shopping 

for all their grocery needs. This has resulted in the 

ongoing popularity of modern grocery retailers. 

Spinneys, Carrefour, LuLu Group and Geant Hypermarket are the main retail chains.

As more people return to the UAE in a post-pandemic world in search of new work opportunities, fresh 

food is expected to benefit. Furthermore, the health and wellness trend witnessed globally is also experiencing 

development in the country. A  number of consumers are becoming conscious of the need to be healthy and 

buying responsibly sourced produce where knowing the origin is important to them.

Watermelons rival oranges as the leading fruit product imported. One major retailer has seen a 20% increase 

in overall sales of melons and watermelons in 2020/21 versus previous years. Consumers are wanting to purchase 

healthier fruits during the COVID pandemic due to increased concern about wellbeing. 

Retailers are selling seeded varieties, mainly from Iran, Jordan and India, which offer customers a cheaper 

price point due to shorter shipping times (India 7 days by truck, Jordan, 3 days for example). But seeded varieties 

are less popular overall with many consumers as they prefer seedless options when buying whole and fresh-cut 

and the quality and impression of imported melons are higher.

Fresh-cut in ready to eat packaged and halved melons portions is becoming very popular. Many consumers 

want convenience for snacking purposes or to carry smaller portions of melons or smaller whole melons like 

rock melons (1-1.5kg) home to consume in single and lower occupancy households as they also offer less wastage. 

Watermelons have high water content and can weigh in at 10-15kg. They are more likely to be purchased in 

value – often around 10 per cent of the unit value of Australian melons – is offset by inferior quality and taste, 

according to one importer. This presents Australia with an opportunity to target market sectors where quality 

and taste are more important than price. 

Melon and watermelon import trends by supplier: 2016 to 2020

Source: ITC Trademap; Fresh Intelligence analysis
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more residential and perhaps less affluent areas where traditional larger families and Arabic communities reside 

and eat together daily. These consumers are also likely to buy watermelons and melons daily.

Pre-packaged and film-wrapped melons on-shelf are the main method of purchasing fresh-cut in most stores. 

There is also a growing trend for melons to be juiced fresh in stores or used for fresh smoothies. Cubed, sliced, 

quartered as well has halved melons are on offer. 

In terms of quality and attributes, consumers prefer melons to be juicy, crunchy (watermelons), sweet and 

seedless, with unmarked skin and good internal colour.

The growth of the convenience channel is also important for meeting changing consumer needs. For 

example, adapting to smaller, more frequent trips, deli-style retail outlets and premium demographic stores cater 

to expats such as Japanese, Korean etc.

E-commerce is finally taking off in food retail and this growth has been fuelled by the pandemic. Amazon, 

Lulu, Carrefour, Choithrams and Kibsons all report growth in online shopping. Technology innovations are 

starting to change retail habits via smart mall grocery shopping, artificial intelligence (AI) and retail shopping 

apps.

FOODSERVICE
The hospitality and leisure industry is one of the key drivers of demand and contributes significantly to the UAE 

economy. Products for the foodservice sector play an important role in this sector and melons are ubiquitous in 

the foodservice offerings.  

Suppliers to the foodservice sector have taken a huge hit during 2020/21 with the COVID-19 pandemic. One 

importer reported that 70-80 per cent of Australian melons imported have traditionally gone direct into the 

airline, restaurant and hotel sectors. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has meant a huge decline in the international and regional tourism trade and 

business travel, resulting in very small volumes of flight services in and out of UAE and low occupancy rates 

in hotels and restaurants. This steep decline in the foodservice sector has caused businesses to become price 

sensitive and they are changing their mentality in terms of the quality of produce sourced. Expect to see 

cheaper produce on offer, and this is possibly a trend that will continue for a couple of years even in the 5/6-star 

hotels and with the major airlines until the economy has recovered. One importer gave an example of a trend to 

move away from freshly squeezed juice to concentrate in 3- & 4-star hotel chains to save on costs and wastage as 

occupancy is low and hard to predict.  

WHAT MAKES A GOOD MELON?
According to one key retailer, the quality of Australian rock melons has been “spot on” in terms of flavour, 

size and Brix levels, but external quality has not been consistently good this season with scratches and some 

markings. The overall impression is that Australian melons are of very good quality and offer a pleasing »
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Even though seeded melons from Iran dominate the UAE market, seedless watermelons and melons are 

preferred and they represent Australia’s key opportunity. Brazil, Spain and Honduras are Australia’s main competitors 

in the seedless watermelon and melon market. The window for Australia to supply is quite small, fitting between the 

Honduras and Brazil seasons (see chart below), and volumes of rock melons, honey dew melons and watermelons are 

relatively low. However, one importer pointed out the quality of produce arriving from Australia is outstanding at 

present. The supply period for Australia is approximately 6 months and Brazil/Honduras around 2-3 months.

taste experience. The results of a sensory panel carried out by Del Monte Food (UAE) showed that of 14 products 

tested, the Australian watermelon was the only product that “passed” and was superior on all measures. 

Pricing and volume per month by supplier Jan 18 – Dec 19

Source: ITC Trademap; Fresh Intelligence analysis
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Melon Sensory Scores, October 21*

MELON SENSORY SCORES ANALYSIS SHEET 
R18-OCTOBER 2021
   TASTE AROMA COLOUR FLAVOR  TEXTURE OVERALL SCORE 
Rock melon (IRAN) Brix: 10.5  3.00   2.88   3.50   2.38   2.50   2.9 

Rock melon (BRAZIL) Brix: 10.9  2.38   2.50   2.88   2.00   3.13   2.6 

Rock melon (USA) Brix: 9.6  2.88   2.88   2.63   2.75   2.13   2.7 

Rock melon (OMAN) Brix: 6.8  0.13   0.50   0.25   0.25   0.13   0.3 

Sweet melon (IRAN) Brix: 11.6  3.38   3.00   2.25   3.00   3.13   3.0 

Sweet melon (OMAN) Brix: 10.4  2.38   2.38   3.13   2.50   3.25   2.7 

Watermelon (IRAN) Brix: 10.5  3.13   2.75   4.00   3.00   2.25   3.0 

Watermelon (USA) Brix: 10.2  2.88   3.00   2.00   2.38   3.25   2.7 

Watermelon (Turkey) Brix: 9.6  -     -     0.25   -     0.25   0.1 

Watermelon seedless  (MALAYSIA) Brix: 7.7  2.50   2.88   3.25   2.88   3.38   3.0 

Honey Dew melon (IRAN) Brix: 11.7  3.38   3.13   3.50   3.13   3.63   3.4 

Honey Dew melon (BRAZIL) Brix: 9.5  3.13   2.75   3.13   2.63   2.88   2.9 

Honey Dew melon (OMAN) Brix: 7.4  1.13   1.63   2.63   1.25   3.25   2.0 

Watermelon (AUSTRALIA) Brix: 11.0  4.00   4.13   4.25   4.13   4.25   4.2 

*Sensory panel carried out by Del Monte Food (UAE)

»
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 If airfreight rates were lower, Australia could get a better foothold in the market on price. Additionally, it 

is worth noting that Spain and Brazil are beginning to introduce speciality melon varieties which are exciting 

the consumer market (like the Snowball and Lililup variety for example) and innovation could be key to the 

Australian melon export market in the future. Of course, it is understood that airfreight offers better quality and 

shelf-life in the long run from Australia, though it comes at a price. And when the competition’s shipping costs 

come in much lower (with similar quality produce to offer), the buyer and end consumer will not want to pay the 

higher price for melons and watermelons. 

Australian exporters are nervous about shipping by seafreight and the compromised quality that can be 

provided door to door from Australia to UAE. The quality of seafreight shipments has been good in the past 

when trialled though that has to be offset with lower shelf-life once at destination, which limits returns.

PACKAGING 
One major retailer said they would prefer Australian growers to export melons in boxes with a maximum of 2 

layers of produce, which are lighter and contain less produce. At present, they receive fruit from Australia in 

large bins with up to 3-4 layers of produce (containing up to 20-25 melons and weighing up to 25 kg). This can 

cause defects as the melons are more likely to touch each other in transit which can result in bruising after long 

flight times and the offloading process of the heavier bins. Traditional bin packaging may be appropriate when 

supplying foodservice customers where produce is mainly used for juicing and pre-cut, and external appearance 

is less of a priority.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR AUSTRALIA 
This study of the UAE market highlights some very strong opportunities for Australian melon exporters 

entering the post-pandemic world. The taste of Australian melons is a key advantage, however, some 

improvements can be made to help Australia become more competitive: 

1. Embrace seafreight – Research cold chain and modified atmosphere technologies and firmer packaging 

that can withstand a longer sea voyage without collapsing in order to develop more seafreight. 

2. Reduce packaging size – boxes of 2 layers for melons to reduce damage and disfigurement particularly 

when seeking premium price points.  

3. Explore new varieties beyond traditional varieties to compete with growing popularity of more niche and 

specialty melon products produced in markets like Brazil and Spain.

4. Investment in promotions is needed to develop a better marketing message and to work with retailers and 

importers. The consistent attributes of Australian melons and watermelons are a very positive pull for a 

consumer paying higher costs for produce. The message should be around trust, consistency “no surprises” with 

quality and flavour “sweet every time” and better promotion around country/grower-of-origin to educate 

customers.    _

»
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