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Many virtual asset service providers (“VASPs”) have spent the last few years preparing for Markets in 
Crypto-Assets Regulation (“MiCA”), carefully evaluating which European jurisdiction would best support 
their entry into the European Union (“EU”) market and the consolidation of their European virtual asset 
business. Prior to MiCA, the regulatory landscape across Europe was often fragmented, with firms 
navigating different national frameworks and supervisory expectations. The introduction of MiCA has 
brought greater consistency and regulatory certainty, creating a more balanced framework for virtual 
asset activities across the EU.

Beyond Europe, the United Arab Emirates (“UAE”) is emerging as an important market for digital assets 
and virtual asset innovation. Before considering any new licence application, it might be worth asking 
some strategic questions as outlined below. If the answer to most of the questions is yes, then you 
should consider whether a Virtual Assets Regulatory Authority (“VARA”) licence could be the answer 
supporting your expansion in the Middle East. Business models certainly vary and it is to be expected, 
but VARA can offer a dedicated regulatory framework specifically developed to regulate and support 
virtual asset activities in Dubai, making it the next obvious step for MiCA authorised firms seeking a 
presence in a fast-growing digital ecosystem.

MiCA and VARA serve different markets, so the useful thing to consider is timing. Has your business 
reached a stage where expanding in the Middle East should sit alongside your expansion in Europe? For 
a growing number of MiCA authorised firms, this is becoming the next item on the agenda. 

From MiCA to VARA: is a Dubai licence your next step?
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Should you explore a VARA licence?
Answer each question in turn. If most of your answers are yes, a VARA licence could support your expansion.
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1 Are you currently authorised under the Markets in Crypto-Assets
Regulation (“MiCA”), or seeking MiCA authorisation?

A VARA licence is unlikely to be a
priority right now.

2 Is your growth strategy limited to the EU and the European Economic 
Area (“EEA”)?

A VARA licence is unlikely to be a
priority right now.

6 Would you benefit from a regulatory framework designed specifically 
for virtual assets?

Consider whether ADGM or DIFC may be
better aligned with your business model.

3 Are you seeking access to customers, counterparties, investors or
business opportunities in the UAE and the wider Middle East?

A VARA licence is unlikely to be a
priority right now.

4
Do you intend to carry out regulated virtual asset activities from or
within Dubai, such as exchange, broker-dealer, custody, asset
management or investment advice?

A VARA licence is unlikely to be a
priority right now.

5
Is your business primarily virtual asset focused, for example a 
crypto exchange, stablecoin issuer, digital asset broker, custodian or 
tokenisation platform?

Consider whether the Abu Dhabi Global Market  
(“ADGM”) or the Dubai International Financial  

Centre (“DIFC”) may be better aligned with your  
business model.

7 Are you looking to establish a regulated presence in Dubai to serve
your client base?

Assess whether your current structure can  
support the activities you propose to provide,  

and your distribution strategy.

8
Do you already have governance, anti-money laundering and 
countering the financing of terrorism (“AML/CFT”), compliance, risk 
management and operational resilience frameworks in place under 
MiCA?

A VARA licence is worth exploring if:

•  Your firm is already MiCA authorised, or is applying for a MiCA licence

•  Your firm conducts virtual asset activities

•  Your firm would benefit from a dedicated virtual asset regulatory framework

•  Your firm intends to expand in the UAE or the wider Middle East

•  A Dubai presence is a strategic objective

•  Appropriate governance and compliance frameworks already exist

Strengthen your operating model before
starting a second licensing project.
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This content is for general information purposes only and is not intended to constitute legal or other professional 
advice, and should not be relied on or treated as a substitute for specific advice relevant to particular circumstances. 
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