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The inspiration for these ar-
ticles can come from various 
sources; this one happens to 
have been prompted by ob-
serving the prices of goods 
last week at Dubai Duty Free 
(DDF). As the sole operator 
at Dubai International Air-
port, DDF is the largest air-
port retailer in the world. In 
2014, DDF generated over 
5% of global duty-free sales, 
with revenues of almost $2 
billion or €1.8 billion. Al-
though DDF is a subsidiary 
of the government-owned 
Investment Corporation of 
Dubai, it owes a lot to Ire-
land. It is well known that the 
world’s first duty-free shop 
was established at Shannon 
Airport in 1947 as a service 
for transatlantic passen-
gers whose flights stopped 
for refuelling on both legs 
of their journeys. Shannon 
Duty Free was an immedi-
ate success and has since 
been emulated worldwide. 
Indeed, Aer Rianta advised 

the Dubai government on 
their initial proposal to oper-
ate a duty free operation at 
Dubai International Airport. 
Another connection between 
DDF and Ireland is that the 
day-to-day operations of DDF 
are managed by a Galway 
man, Colm McLoughlin. Fi-
nally, DDF sponsors the Irish 
Open golf tournament and a 
number of high-profile horse 
races in Ireland.

Although the scale and 
growth of DDF is hugely im-
pressive, it is only mirroring 
what is happening elsewhere 
in duty free sales. Airport 
“travel retail” is integral to 
both the brand strategies 
of big multinationals and of 
airports’ own revenue-gen-
erating strategies. Duty-free 
has moved on from being 
simply about cheap alcohol 
and cigarettes; instead, it 
has been dubbed the “sixth 
continent” and the “Formula 
1” of retail by various inter-
national brand managers. 

Since 2009, the value of 
sales at airports worldwide 
has increased more than 
12% a year. Some of this is 
attributable to the increase in 
global airline travel, particu-
larly from countries such as 
China and India. However, a 
significant percentage of this 
growth has been driven by 
airports’ ability to get exist-
ing travellers to spend more 
on the go, which has been 
matched by a correspond-
ing increase in retail space 
at airports.

As a passenger, once 
you clear security, you are a 
captive customer of airport 
retailers. Some airports even 
plug data about passenger 
nationalities and destina-
tions into dedicated soft-
ware so that speakers of the 
right languages and cultural 
sensitivities will be on hand 
in duty-free shops to assist 
passengers. Indeed, as cos-
metics and perfumes are 
now the biggest-selling cat-
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egory of goods sold, such per-
sonal service becomes more 
and more essential.

One of the more intriguing 
economic aspects of airport 
retail is why certain goods are 
bargains in duty-free, while 
certain other goods and serv-
ices at airports are consid-
erably more expensive than 
“downtown prices”. Duty Free 
Americas, the largest US duty-
free retailer, estimates that 
consumers can expect sav-
ings ranging from 10-50% on 
goods, with the “old reliables” 
(alcohol and cigarettes) offer-
ing the best savings. In Du-
bai, the absence of the local 
“sin tax” on alcohol certainly 
makes it far more affordable 
than downtown (a €10 bottle 
in DDF could easily cost €60-
70 in a hotel restaurant).

On the other hand, al-
though a giant Toblerone bar 
or other box of chocolates may 
be free of import or customs 
duty, if the duty-free operator 
has a local monopoly in the 
airport, the retailer may mark 
up the goods so that they 
cost the same as in a local 
supermarket. Indeed, for last-
minute souvenirs and other 
travel-related goods, duty-free 
prices can tend to be higher 
as the retailer knows they are 
dealing with a captive market. 
That is even more prevalent 
with food and beverages at air-
ports, where the retailers and 
airport operators both take a 
significant margin so that an 
identical coffee in well-known 
international chains can be 
more expensive than on the 
high street. So, just because it 
says “duty-free”, don’t bank on 
getting a bargain around every 
corner.

Galway business wins 
National Enterprise Award

Galway’s SSE 
Cleaning nominated 
for national awards

Marie Davidson, SSE Regional Services Manager, 
and George Joseph, SSE Site Supervisor, at the RCSI 
building where SSE have been nominated for three 
awards.

Gerry McCarthy of Vision Built, supported by Local Enterprise Office Galway, 
Breda Fox, Head of Enterprise, Local Enterprise Office Galway, and Kieran Com-
erford, Chair of Network of Local Enterprise Offices.


