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Let’s paint a picture.

It’s a hot afternoon in Dubai. Your container of high-grade structural steel has

just landed at Jebel Ali. But it’s stuck. There’s a dispute over port handling

charges. Your customs agent is asking who is responsible for the terminal fees.

Your supplier in Asia says it’s your problem. Your freight forwarder is pointing

fingers at the supplier.This is one of the many steel supply chain challenges

importers face daily.

Meanwhile, the clock is ticking. Every extra day that the container sits, it

racks up thousands of dirhams in demurrage fees. Your project manager is calling

to ask where the steel is.

Who pays?

The answer isn't in your purchase order's price line. It’s in three little

letters you might have glossed over: FOB, CIF, or DDP.

Welcome to the world of Incoterms. These rules are the single most important and

most misunderstood part of international trade, especially for a high-stakes

commodity like steel. Get them right, and your supply chain is a well-oiled

machine. Get them wrong, and you're bleeding money on the docks.

Lately, there has been a lot of buzz online about "Incoterms 2026." So, what’s

changing? What do steel importers in the UAE need to do right now to prepare?

This isn't a dry legal textbook. This is a real-world guide for procurement

managers, project managers, and business owners in the UAE who buy steel. We are

going to cut through the jargon and talk straight.
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What Are Incoterms 2025 (or 2026) and Why They Matter for 
Steel Importers in the
UAE
First, let's clear the air.

If you are searching for the "official Incoterms 2026 rules," you will not find

them. It is a bit of a myth.

Here is the deal. The rules are set by the International Chamber of Commerce

(ICC). They update them about once every decade to keep up with how trade

changes. The current, official, and active set of rules is Incoterms 2020.

The talk about "2025" or "2026" is just online chatter and speculation about when

the next update might be drafted, which is realistically closer to 2029 or 2030.

So, you should not be worried about a new set of rules dropping tomorrow. You

should be 100% focused on mastering the Incoterms 2020 rules, because they are

what govern every single steel contract you sign today.

What Are Incoterms, Really?
Forget the complex definitions. Incoterms are just a dictionary for international

trade. They are not laws. They are not contracts. They are a set of standardized,

three-letter terms (like FOB) that you and your supplier agree to.

These terms answer two critical, multi-million-dirham questions:

Why They Are Critical for Steel Incoterms UAE
For a steel importer in the UAE, this is not a small detail. You are not

importing t-shirts. You are importing a product that is:

The UAE has some of the most efficient ports in the world, like Jebel Ali and

KIZAD in Abu Dhabi. But "efficient" also means "strict." The rules are clear. The

fees for delays (demurrage and detention) are high and non-negotiable.

Your choice of Incoterm is your primary tool for managing these risks and costs.

The Big Three for Steel: DDP vs CIF vs FOB
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When you get a quote from a steel mill in China, Turkey, or India,— some of the

top 5 exporting countries — you will almost always see one of these three terms.

Let’s break them down not by their textbook definitions, but by how much control

they give you, the buyer.

1. FOB (Free On Board): The "I'm in Control" Option
This is the classic, most common term for bulk cargo, and for good reason.

Why would you want all this work?

Control. This is the keyword.

When you buy FOB, you choose the shipping company. You choose the freight

forwarder in the UAE. You are the one negotiating the freight rates, which is a

huge part of your final cost. You can tell the ship, "I need you to arrive on

November 15th, not November 30th," to match your construction schedule.

You also buy your own insurance. This is critical. For steel, you don't want the

cheapest possible insurance. You want a comprehensive "all-risk" marine policy

that covers rust, bending, or damage from heavy weather. Under FOB, you buy this

policy yourself. You control the coverage.
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For any experienced, high-volume steel importer in the UAE, FOB is almost always

the preferred choice. It gives you maximum control over cost and logistics.

2. CIF (Cost, Insurance, and Freight): The "Easy" Option That Bites 
Back
This one sounds easy, which makes it dangerous.

Why is this a problem?

Let’s play out a scenario. Your seller in China sells you steel on CIF terms.

They book the cheapest shipping line they can find to save money. They also buy

the cheapest, most basic insurance policy required (called "Institute Cargo

Clauses C"), which barely covers anything beyond the ship actually sinking.

The ship hits rough seas. Your steel gets soaked in saltwater and is badly

rusted.

The ship arrives in Jebel Ali. You go to inspect it and find a container of

useless, rusty steel. You call the seller. The seller says, "Sorry, my job was

just to pay for the freight. The risk was transferred to you back in Shanghai.

You need to file an insurance claim."
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You then file a claim with the insurance company (that you didn't even choose).

They deny your claim, saying, "Our basic policy doesn't cover rust damage from

heavy weather."

You are now left with a total loss. You paid for the steel, and you have nothing

to show for it.

This is the hidden danger of CIF. You give up all control over the shipping

timeline and, most importantly, the quality of the insurance. The seller's

incentive is to buy the cheapest of everything. Your incentive is to get the best

of everything. These two goals are in direct conflict.

3. DDP (Delivered Duty Paid): The "All-Inclusive" Gamble
This is the "Amazon Prime" of Incoterms. It sounds like a dream, but it can be a

nightmare for a commodity like steel.

So... what is the problem? This sounds perfect.

1. You Are Overpaying. Massively. The seller is not doing this for free. They are

taking on all the risk—the risk of freight prices, the risk of customs delays,

the risk of VAT changes. They are adding a massive risk premium and contingency

buffer to your steel price. You are paying for the "convenience" in a big, hidden

way.

2. You Have Zero Control. Your project needs the steel on Monday. The seller's

DDP-appointed logistics company decides to deliver on Friday. You can't do

anything about it.

3. The Customs Risk (The Big One for UAE). This is the most dangerous part. Under

DDP, the seller is the "Importer of Record" (IOR) by proxy, but your company's

name is still on the documents. What if the seller (or their cheap agent)

misdeclares the steel grade or the HS code to save a few dirhams on duty? The

shipment gets through. But six months later, the Federal Customs Authority (FCA)

or Dubai Customs performs an audit on your company. They find the discrepancy.

Who do they fine? You. Your UAE trade license. The seller is thousands of miles

away and has already been paid. You are left holding the bag, facing massive

fines and potential blacklisting.This is why it is critical to understand how to

navigate steel export regulations in GCC countries before you agree to a term

like DDP.
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DDP is rarely a good idea for regular, high-value steel imports.

Choosing the Right Incoterm for Your Steel Imports
There is no single "best" term. There is only the best term for your business

model and your capabilities.

Scenario 1: You are an established, high-volume steel trader or con-
tractor.
You should be using FOB 99% of the time. You have the volume to negotiate your

own freight contracts. You have a trusted logistics partner and customs broker in

the UAE who understands your business. You want to control the arrival dates to

match your project's concrete-pouring schedule. You want to buy your own

"all-risk" cargo insurance. FOB gives you all this. It is more work, but it is

cheaper and safer.

Scenario 2: You are a new or small-to-medium-sized importer.
You are probably tempted by CIF. It feels simpler. If you must use CIF, you need

to be professional about it. You must demand that the seller send you a copy of

the insurance certificate before the ship sails. You must read it. If the

coverage is weak, you must buy your own secondary insurance (called "contingency

insurance") to protect yourself. And you must have a customs broker ready to
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clear the goods the second they land, because port storage fees (which are your

cost) start ticking immediately.

Scenario 3: You are a project manager needing a tiny, urgent, special-
ized part.
Maybe... maybe... You use DDP (or its cousin, DAP). Let's say you need a single,

specialized, high-value valve for an oil and gas project, and you need it flown

in tomorrow. The steel cost is small, but the air freight and speed are

everything. In this rare case, letting the seller handle everything via DDP might

make sense just to get it there. But for your main structural steel, rebar, or

coils? Avoid it.

The Future: What to Actually Expect from "Incoterms 2030"
So, if "Incoterms 2026" is not happening, what will change when the ICC

eventually releases "Incoterms 2030"?

Based on the changes we saw in 2020 and the trends in global trade, here is what

we can realistically expect.

1. More Digitalization: The 2020 rules started to accept electronic Bills of

Lading (e-B/L) if both parties agreed. The next version will likely go all-in on

digital documents. This is a huge benefit for UAE importers, who already use

advanced digital portals like Dubai Trade. It means faster clearance, less

paperwork, and less fraud.

2. A Potential Split of DDP: DDP is a clunky, high-risk term. There is a lot of

talk that the ICC might split it into two separate terms: one for

domestic/customs-union trade, and one for true international trade. This would

add much-needed clarity.

3. Clarifying Customs Formalities: The rules are clear on who pays for customs,

but the process of who handles the security filings and acts as the legal

Importer of Record (especially in DDP) is still a gray area. Expect the next

revision to tighten these definitions.

4. Sustainability? This is the new frontier. There is a growing conversation

about whether trade rules should start to account for the carbon footprint of

shipping. Could a future Incoterm specify a "low-carbon" shipping option? It's

possible.
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But here is the main takeaway: The fundamental principles of FOB (buyer's control

of freight) and CIF (seller's control of freight) will not change. They are the

bedrock of maritime trade.

Quick Summary: The Cheat Sheet

Your Next Step: Stop Guessing, Start Strategizing
Your choice of Steel Incoterms in the UAE is not a small detail to be left to the

last minute. It is a core part of your procurement and financial strategy.

Choosing the right term can save you hundreds of thousands of dirhams. Choosing

the wrong one can halt your project and put your company at risk.

Do not just accept the first term your supplier offers.This is a key reason why

smart importers choose strategic steel partners who understand logistics, not

just price.

Our team does not just sell steel. We are export and logistics partners. We have

navigated hundreds of shipments into Jebel Ali, KIZAD, and Hamriyah. We can look

at your project and advise you on the Incoterm that gives you the best balance of

cost, control, and security.

Do you have an upcoming steel requirement? Do not just ask for a price. Ask us

for a complete logistics strategy. Contact our team of experts today.
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