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F
or the Saudi Arabia 2020 publication, 
our sixth annual edition on the King-
dom’s economy, we placed heavy em-

phasis on technology and innovation as a cat-
alyst for change, as well as the developments 
in the digital economy. Across numerous in-
dustries, technology is playing an increasingly 
greater role—as a global trend but no less true 
for Saudi Arabia, which has in recent years 
committed large-scale investment into digital 
transformation.

In the public domain, this has translated 
into a shift toward digital governments, im-
proving citizen interactions, while also invest-
ing in new technologies that serve as enablers 
for the digital economy, such as the cloud, cy-
bersecurity, and IoT.

Many of the new megaprojects that are cur-
rently under development across the Kingdom 
have a strong digital component, most nota-
bly NEOM, which is set to become the world’s 
smartest city, arising as a complete greenfield 
project on the shores of the Red Sea. This year’s 
publication speaks to all the key stakeholders 
in these projects, as well as the decision-mak-
ers that drive innovation.

The water and power sector is also put in the 
spotlight in this edition through a comprehen-

sive chapter on the green economy. Always in 
need for fresh water and with an increasing ap-
petite for power, both sectors are ripe for inno-
vation, especially when it comes to increasing 
efficiency and output for the growing popula-
tion of the Kingdom. 

This publication is based on approximately 
300 interviews conducted with leading execu-
tives in the public and private spheres, ranging 
from ministers and to semi-government au-
thorities to a broad selection of industry CEOs. 
We believe that through their perspectives, 
we can share the story of Saudi’s economic 
and social development. Saudi Arabia is the 
largest economy in the Middle East and is set 
to launch the world’s-largest IPO in 2020, for 
Saudi Aramco. It is also a country that aims 
to transform from a oil-based economy to an 
industrial powerhouse by diversifying its econ-
omy under the roadmap of Vision 2030. Saudi 
Arabia even aims to become a tourist destina-
tion and is preparing both its historic cultural 
heritage sites and new entertainment projects 
to attract visitors from all over the world to a 
country that is today only visited by pilgrims 
and business travelers. The Kingdom is open-
ing up to the world, and we bring the story of 
today. ✖
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DIPLOMACY
Commited to maintaining the regional balance of power, 2019 saw 
the Kingdom maintaining its assertive foreign policy in the Gulf, 
while opening important commercial and cultural diplomatic chan-
nels with Russia and China. Saudi Arabia’s longstanding alliance 
with the US is thus bound to be redefined depending on how events 
play out. Outside the Middle East, the Kingdom’s efforts to gain 
cultural and economic influence are advancing through Public In-
vestment Fund (PIF) investments abroad and the funding of Islamic 
development initiatives.

ECONOMY
Increased diversification efforts guided by the wish to move away 
from reliance on the petroleum economy and efforts surrounding 
the National Industrial Development and Logistics Program (NIDLP) 
program aim to turn the Kingdom into an industrial powerhouse. Fo-
cusing on mining, logistics, energy, and industry, the program aims 
to present investment opportunities and connect various sectors 
through the tools of Industry 4.0. The PIF is freshly funded and has 
taken a range of megaprojects around the Kingdom under its umbrel-
la. Aside from building more entertainment and leisure capacity, the 
projects are set to attract FDI, create employment, and boost the SME 
economy.

FINANCE
With an increasingly proactive central bank, the playing field for fin-
tech is open. Global players outside the traditional financial domain 
have entered the market, while local fintech initiatives are also going 
from strength to strength. Saudi banks are adapting to new fintech 

strategies, with the hybrid model particularly popular. In the insur-
ance sector, the Saudi Arabian Monetary Agency (SAMA) aims for 
more stringent capital requirements in order to consolidate the sector 
and make it more competitive. Insurance firms are looking to broaden 
and mature their portfolios.

GREEN ECONOMY, ENERGY & WATER
Although several new desalination and power projects have been an-
nounced all over the Kingdom, their structure and financial require-
ments ask only for strong consortium leaders, EPC contractors, and 
sub-contractors to engage. This signals a new era for the water and 
power sector, sealed by the privatization of the Saline Water Conver-
sion Company in mid September. At the same time, the solar power 
industry, projected to have strong growth potential, suffers from an 
excessive number of players across the supply chain, not to mention 
unregulated pricing schemes. Nonetheless, government investments 
in Sakaka, Al Jawf Province, suggest that the opportunities for busi-
nesses to engage will be abundant.

INDUSTRY & DEFENSE
Encouraging the application of Industry 4.0 technologies in the in-
dustrial sector is the main takeaway of the Kingdom’s master plan to 
prepare itself for more efficient industrial output. Through NIDLP and 
its financial enabler the Saudi Industrial Development Fund (SIDF), 
Saudi Arabia aims to bring more investments and technologies into 
critical and promising sectors—including mining and petrochemicals. 
The range of mega projects is set to increase demand for the construc-
tion and material supply sectors. In the defense sector, industry leader 
Saudi Arabian Military Industries (SAMI) continues its localization ef-

Saudi Arabia is rarely out of the headlines,
but what is happening sector to sector?

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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forts and has made some key acquisitions itself while encouraging 
further technology transfer.

TRANSPORT & LOGISTICS
An agreement was signed in February 2019 between Saudia Cargo 
and King Abdullah Port to establish a secure logistical operations 
zone, which followed the official inauguration of the port by Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman. Contract renewals for Jeddah Is-
lamic Port pushed players to look for new hubs to develop, mainly 
Yanbu and Jazan, highlighting the strategic shift from East to West 
as the main trading coast. As for land transport, 2019 saw the inau-
guration of the Haramain High-Speed Railway, connecting Mecca, 
Jeddah, KAEC, and Medina, as well as the revamping of the strate-
gic masterplan for Jeddah Metro.

AVIATION
The year that should see the official inauguration of the new Ter-
minal at King Abdulaziz University has seen extensive reshuffling 
at the management level, both within the General Authority for 
Civil Aviation, which is stepping down from its role as an operator, 
and within various public and private industry companies. NEOM 
Airport was launched thanks to the efforts of Saudi Air Navigation 
Services (SANS), one of the few players in the industry that has con-
sistently been delivering on its KPIs year after year. While Prince 
Sultan Aviation Academy celebrates its 60th anniversary, KAEC 
saw the opening of a new non-profit aviation academy, bound to 
reshape the future of the country’s aviation.

DIGITAL ECONOMY
The ongoing digital transformation is both intended to build better 
infrastructure for the private sector as well as improve the provi-
sion of public services. There has been a large pick up of cloud tech-
nology by both the public and private domain, with cybersecurity 
providers also taking a leap. In terms of telecommunications, the 
Kingdom is taking a regional lead in the roll out of 5G, catering to 
the insatiable demand for data from the young Saudi population.

REAL ESTATE & CONSTRUCTION
Revamping an industry following the combined fall of Saudi bin 
Laden and Saudi Oger, not to mention oil prices, has been an ex-
tremely challenging task for the Ministry of Housing, though devel-
opers and contractors have started to see the light at the end of the 
tunnel. New board strategies, nimbler business models, and end-
to-end services are returning the real estate sector to prosperity in 
the medium term, while the announcement of megaprojects and 
infrastructural development leaves the construction industry with 

a spark of optimism for the future.

FOOD & AGRICULTURE
As a result of the decision to cut water supplies for agricultural pur-
poses, new agricultural techniques have spread around the Kingdom 
in order to meet the long-lasting goal of food security. While the Saudi 
Agricultural and Livestock Investment Company (SALIC) and Agricul-
tural Development Fund (ADF) engage in investment and lending ef-
forts to support the financial feasibility of the sector, at the end of the 
supply chain the F&B sector continues to grow at steady rates, despite 
labor fees impacting operational costs. New concepts, both at the fine 
dining and casual cafe level, keep blossoming in Riyadh and Jeddah, 
with a new wave of rising stars.

HEALTH 
The healthcare sector is one of the testing grounds for the digital trans-
formation of Vision 2030, with strong coordinated efforts to develop 
unified patient records and better monitoring systems, including 
those for health insurance through the Council of Cooperative Health 
Insurance (CCHI). The restructuring through medical cities with more 
primary health centers is continuing to offload the current pressure on 
specialist care. The Ministry of Health is offloading more of its services 
to the private sector, while the Saudi Food and Drug Authority (SFDA) 
incentivizes the local pharmaceutical industry.

EDUCATION
Niche education institutes are spreading around the Kingdom in an 
effort to provide young Saudis with the necessary skills required by a 
dynamic workforce. Vocational training is bound to be reshaped into 
the realm of entrepreneurship, as the Kingdom’s economy is in des-
perate need of new business proposals of small and medium scale. 
Universities are faced with the need to directly access the market and 
be financially independent, while at the same time obtain the neces-
sary international accreditations and recognition to fare well in global 
rankings.

ENTERTAINMENT, CULTURE & SPORTS
Entertainment was the talk of the town in 2019, with many events and 
activities presented to audiences for the first time. Governed by Vision 
2030’s Quality of Life program, authorities for sports and entertain-
ment were incepted, while the Saudi Seasons agenda helps ensure ac-
tivates are spread all over the Kingdom according to a national calen-
dar. Several greenfield megaprojects, including the Amaala “Red Sea 
Riviera” project and NEOM, a planned city in Tabuk Province, have 
broken ground, whilst other projects including Diriyah Gate and AlUla 
focus on preserving the unique cultural heritage of the Kingdom. ✖
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MARCH 
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SEPTEMBER 
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AUGUST 

2019

Saudi Aramco signs 15 MoUs at 
the Future Investment Initiative, 
totaling USD34 billion.

JANUARY 

2019
Mohammed bin Salman 
inaugurates King Abdullah Port 
in Rabigh, highlighting the port’s 
leading role in making Saudi 
Arabia a global logistics hub.

Aramco acquires a 70% majority 
stake in SABIC from the Public 
Investment Fund for USD69.1 billion, 
signing one of the largest deals in the 
global chemical industry.

A new Ministry for Industry and 
Mineral Resources is established, 
with Bandar Alkhorayef appointed 
Minister. Prince Abdulaziz bin 
Salman bin Abdulaziz takes over 
as Minister of Energy.

By royal decree, Saudi women in 
Saudi Arabia can now travel abroad 
without a male guardian’s permission.

DECEMBER

2018
The Formula E Season kicks off 
in Saudi Arabia with a weekend 
race in Diriyah. In addition to 
electric racing series, there was an 
international line-up of concerts 
with eased online visa applications.

MAY

2019
The merger of Alawwal Bank and 
SABB is finalized and approved 
by shareholders, creating the 
third-biggest lender by assets in 
the Kingdom.

Contents

FEBRUARY 

2019

JULY 

2019

Princess Reema bint Bandar Al 
Saud is named Ambassador of Saudi 
Arabia to the US, making her the first 
female envoy in the country's history. 
She takes the position her father held 
from 1983 until 2005.

Saudi Arabia removes ownership 
limit for foreign strategic investors. 
CMA announces a strategic investor 
acquiring a stake in a listed company 
will need to maintain the holding for at 
least two years.

APRIL 

2019
Saudi Arabia is chosen to 
officially host the 15th annual 
G20 Leaders’ Summit, taking 
place in November 2020 at the 
King Abdullah Financial District in 
Riyadh. It is the first time an Arab 
country will host the summit.

JUNE 

2019
NEOM Bay Airport opens. First 
commercial flights take off to the 
planned futuristic city of NEOM 
on the shores of the Red Sea.
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S P O T L I G H T  F E AT U R E 
The digital  economy

S
trategically located at the crossroads of Europe, Asia, and Africa, throughout its history the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has relied on trade and oil reserves to drive economic growth. Today, 
however, the country is on the brink of a social and economic revolution under the leadership 

of Crown Prince Mohammed Bin Salman. Vision 2030, an ambitious reform agenda launched by the 
Crown Prince in 2016, is placing the Kingdom among the world’s most developed markets. As part of 
this blueprint for a better future, all sectors of the economy are incorporating Industry 4.0 technologies 
and implementing measures to create a digital and diverse economy and transform the Kingdom into 
a trade, investment, and innovation hub. For a young population that had little access to jobs previ-
ously, this new digital era offers exciting opportunities and the chance to shape a sustainable future.

Technology is key to fulfilling Saudi Arabia's wish for a diversified economy.

FROM THE GROUND UP

Abdullah Al-Swaha 
M I N I S T E R  O F  
C O M M U N I C AT I O N S  
A N D  I N F O R M AT I O N 
T E C H N O L O G Y

Nabil  Al-Amoudi 
F O R M E R  M I N I S T E R  O F  
T R A N S P O R T

Ahmed Abdulkarim 
Alkholifey 
G O V E R N O R ,
S A U D I  A R A B I A N  
M O N E TA R Y  A G E N C Y 
( S A M A )

Ajlan Al  Aj lan 
C H A I R M A N  O F  
T H E  B O A R D ,
R I YA D H  C H A M B E R  
O F  C O M M E R C E  A N D  
I N D U S T R Y

Suliman Almazroua 
C E O ,
N AT I O N A L  I N D U S T R I A L
D E V E L O P M E N T  A N D 
L O G I S T I C S  P R O G R A M 
( N I D L P )

Amr A.  Banaja 
C E O ,
G E N E R A L 
E N T E R TA I N M E N T 
A U T H O R I T Y

Saad Alkhalb
P R E S I D E N T,
S A U D I  P O R T S  
A U T H O R I T Y  ( M AWA N I )

Mohanad A.  Dahlan 
C E O ,
U B T  C O M PA N Y
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Abdullah Al-Swaha 
M I N I S T E R  O F  
C O M M U N I C AT I O N S  
A N D  I N F O R M AT I O N 
T E C H N O L O G Y

95% OF SMARTPHONES TO-
DAY are made by chipsets 
made in partnership with 
Saudi companies. Some 40% 
of the innovative material in 
these smartphones are made 
in Saudi Arabia by ARM and 
SABIC. Saudi Arabia is trans-
forming at the speed of light, 
leveraging its factor-driven 
economy and leadership as 
the 18th largest economy to 
leapfrog into the future pow-
ered by digital with our global 
and regional partners. This 
started with the announce-
ment of Vision 2030, the most 
audacious, once-in-a-life-
time journey of transforming 
a nation at the heart of the 
Arab and Muslim world and 
an investment powerhouse. 
Already USD100 billion has 
been committed to fund the 
Vision, making it the largest 
tech fund in the world. Our 
ambition to create a thriving 
and dynamic economy is un-
derpinned by a national digi-
tal agenda that will empower 
women and fulfill lives. Sec-
ond, it is about how a digital 
economy can supercharge 
the existing one and leap-
frog it into the future. 10% 
of global trade is now digital, 
and Saudi is one of the fast-
est-growing opportunities 
for digital in commerce and 
trade.

Ajlan Al  Aj lan 
C H A I R M A N  O F  
T H E  B O A R D ,
R I YA D H  C H A M B E R  
O F  C O M M E R C E  A N D  
I N D U S T R Y

VISION 2030 FORMULATED a 
broad range of objectives, im-
provements, and projects to 
increase the standard of liv-
ing in Saudi Arabia. Riyadh, 
as the capital, is a fundamen-
tal part of this vision. Within 
the chamber of commerce, 
there are 170,000 registered 
commercial entities; we pro-
vide them with information, 
contacts, and other support 
services, as well as the oppor-
tunity to participate in our 
various committee meetings. 
It is important that our mem-
bers voice their concerns and 
challenges so we can improve 
the business environment 
together. Riyadh is currently 
under a visibly rapid trans-
formation. Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman is fo-
cused on transforming Saudi 
Arabia in the next 20 years. In 
the next five years, the Saudi 
economy and many aspects 
of life in the Kingdom will 
fundamentally change. The 
cabinet and other govern-
ment entities are changing 
their way of working, and 
there are clear KPIs now. 
The pace of transformation 
reminds me of a marathon, 
and it is exciting to see people 
coming together and work-
ing together to achieve great 
things.

Ahmed Abdulkarim 
Alkholifey 
G O V E R N O R ,
S A U D I  A R A B I A N  
M O N E TA R Y  A G E N C Y 
( S A M A )

WE HOPE TO INCREASE the 
depth of the insurance mar-
ket in the Saudi economy. 
Compared to other coun-
tries, this sector is currently 
smaller than it should be. 
Increased activities in the in-
surance sector will ultimately 
better serve the Saudi econo-
my. We strive for a broaden-
ing of insurance offerings and 
our regulations are intended 
for that. We are working on a 
financial sector development 
program (FSDP) to strength-
en the insurance sector by 
increasing the number of in-
surance products. Compared 
to the much higher rates in 
many other countries, our 
production and saving pro-
grams are still weak. We 
need to promote awareness 
and the importance of sav-
ing and protection. We want 
to encourage people to take 
out insurance on proper-
ties in particular. In order to 
strengthen funding and ca-
pacity building, we launched 
a sandbox. The purpose of 
this is to strengthen the work 
on financial technologies, 
giving all business owners, in 
particular small businesspeo-
ple, the chance to enter the 
financial services arena.

Nabil  Al-Amoudi 
F O R M E R  M I N I S T E R  O F  
T R A N S P O R T

NIDLP IS ONE OF THE 13 pro-
grams launched by the King-
dom as part of its Vision 
2030, and it owns many of 
the initiatives in the trans-
port and logistics sector. The 
success, movement, and de-
velopment of that sector is 
contingent on the success 
of the program. This inte-
grates industry with logistics 
to ensure that logistics has 
a competitive advantage for 
the development within the 
Kingdom as well, using In-
dustry 4.0 technologies to 
connect the different sectors. 
In terms of e-commerce, we 
are witnessing a large in-
crease, which will affect how 
last mile delivery is orga-
nized. There is great interest 
from the major global de-
livery firms to expand their 
operations in the Kingdom. 
We are encouraging them to 
invest in the main consump-
tion areas. Already, they are 
building up their warehouse 
capacities to become more 
centered here, while apply-
ing the latest technologies of 
smart logistics.
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Mohanad A.  Dahlan 
C E O ,
U B T  C O M PA N Y

TECHNOLOGY IN EDUCATION 
is essential. It has basically 
created efficiency on a large 
scale. We introduce technol-
ogy at all levels, from curric-
ulum to operations. The next 
international advisory board 
we are having in November 
2019 will discuss the so-called 
“technolution,” or technolog-
ical evolution. The techno-
lution of education is about 
how technology will define 
the future of education. We 
have around 20 chairper-
sons, chancellors, directors, 
and global experts coming to 
discuss the role of technol-
ogy and how we can move 
beyond standard, classic, in-
structional-type education to 
a new way, and how that will 
look in 2030. We are already 
discussing what we need to 
start now so that we are able 
to lead tomorrow. Technolo-
gy is no longer a tool; it is the 
infrastructure of new build-
ings of the future. If we do not 
base everything on technolo-
gy, we will be left out. In that 
light, we have designed an 
activity-based costing mod-
ule called Quswa to measure 
our performance. The word 
Quswa means maximization, 
and we use it to maximize 
the output of the five pillars: 
the book, the classroom, the 
student, the teacher, and the 
curriculum.

Saad Alkhalb
P R E S I D E N T,
S A U D I  P O R T S  
A U T H O R I T Y  ( M AWA N I )

AS AN INTEGRAL PART of the 
Saudi transportation system 
and one of the key enablers 
of the Saudi Arabia’s Vision 
2030, we at Mawani work 
tirelessly to improve and 
enhance our efficiency and 
capacity. We have launched 
several projects and initia-
tives focused on infrastruc-
ture, superstructure, systems, 
and maritime regulations to 
enable Saudi ports to provide 
a more flexible and compet-
itive service. We are also ex-
ploring opportunities to de-
ploy new technologies such 
as digital and the IoT to help 
provide a seamless service 
to all our customers and key 
stakeholders. For example, 
working in close coordina-
tion with our partners via 
the Port Community System 
and utilizing state-of-the-
art technology, we managed 
to reduce the average dwell 
time of containers in Saudi 
ports from 14 days to five in 
2018. In 2018, we handled 
more than 267 million tons 
of cargo, including over 6 
million containers. While the 
growth  in volume is in line 
with the Saudi economy's, 
it represents approximately 
40% of the total capacity of 
Saudi ports.

Amr A.  Banaja 
C E O ,
G E N E R A L 
E N T E R TA I N M E N T 
A U T H O R I T Y

TODAY, WE ARE SIMPLY PUT-
TING more focus on the en-
tertainment sector. The 
entertainment offering has 
always been a wide one 
across multiple categories, 
and the first few years have 
proven that these offerings 
are in high demand. Under 
our new leadership, we have 
more support to expand our 
plans and fast track many 
of our initiatives. One of the 
most vital developments was 
the establishment of Saudi 
Seasons, a new calendar con-
cept, led by a new commit-
tee directly under the Crown 
Prince. Across the Kingdom, 
for all provinces, we have 
aligned the entertainment 
agenda in terms of these sea-
sons, taking into consider-
ation our climate conditions 
and cultural agenda. This 
both organizes internal tour-
ism and attracts tourists from 
abroad. Additionally, we will 
fill these seasons with cultur-
al, entertainment, and sport-
ing events to create a better 
quality of life in the Kingdom 
by spreading joy and creating 
a vibrant society.

Suliman Almazroua 
C E O ,
N AT I O N A L  I N D U S T R I A L
D E V E L O P M E N T  A N D 
L O G I S T I C S  P R O G R A M 
( N I D L P )

NIDLP SEEKS TO TRANSFORM 
Saudi Arabia into a leading 
industrial powerhouse and a 
global logistics hub in prom-
ising growth sectors with a 
focus on Industry 4.0. There 
are 34 governmental entities 
working together with NIDLP 
to implement more than 300 
initiatives. We also seek to 
improve the competitive en-
vironment by providing the 
necessary enablers such as 
better policies and regula-
tions, financial enablement, 
infrastructure and industrial 
land development, special 
economic zones (SEZ), R&D 
support, and export devel-
opment. NIDLP also aims to 
leverage unexploited natural 
resources, which are esti-
mated to be worth around 
USD1.33 trillion, take advan-
tage of the demand in the 
region to stimulate new in-
dustries, and transform the 
economy into a model based 
on PPPs. When we designed 
our initiatives and strategies, 
we took into consideration 
the geographic diversity and 
human and natural resources 
distribution of the country to 
make our program an effec-
tive tool in field planning and 
ensuring balanced develop-
ment between the different 
regions.
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SAUDI DIPLOMATIC MISSIONS 
ABROAD

DIPLOMATIC MISSIONS  
IN RIYADH

102 Embassies

21 Consulates

1 Other representation

110 Embassies

87 Consulates

2 Other representation

SAUDI DIPLOMATIC 
MISSIONS
SOURCE: EMBASSYPAGES

  25% Domestic pilgrims

  75% Foreign pilgrims

BREAKDOWN OF  
HAJJ PILGRIMS 2019
SOURCE: GENERAL AUTHORITY FOR 
STATISTICS

2015 1,952,817

2016 1,862,909

2017 2,352,122

2018 2,371,675

2019 2,489,406

TOTAL NUMBER OF  
HAJJ PILGRIMS
SOURCE: GENERAL AUTHORITY FOR 
STATISTICS
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C H A P T E R  S U M M A R Y

Diplomacy

AT THE FORGE
A

REGIONAL MILITARY STRATEGY
The advancement of a local defense program will 
not loosen Riyadh’s relationship with Western 
arms manufacturers. Saudi Arabia’s military cam-
paign in Yemen, as well as projection of regional 
dominance in Egypt, still depends on US and UK. 
If either Washington or London halts the flow of 
spare parts and logistical support, the Royal Sau-
di Air Force will be grounded. Despite loud pro-
tests by members of US Congress over tens of 
thousands of civilian deaths in Yemen, US Presi-
dent Donald Trump has remained defiant about 
continuing the sale of weapons to the Kingdom. 
If Trump loses his re-election bid in 2020, a new 
US president could make new demands of Riyadh 
or place new restrictions on military support. 
Saudi Arabia has also forged an alliance with Is-
rael against Iran, but Israel’s unpopularity across 
Muslim countries may complicate the Kingdom’s 
soft-power strategy.

ISLAMIC CULTURAL STRATEGY
Saudi Arabia sees political Islam as a serious threat 
to its internal security, and has worked to under-
mine Islamist politicians across the region, espe-
cially in Egypt, where it backed a counter-coup 
against Muslim Brotherhood prime minister Mo-
hamed Morsi in 2013. As a part of Vision 2030, Sau-
di Arabia has offered an alternative to Islamism in 
the form of more liberal policies that replicate the 
benefits of a free society without the unpredict-
ability of free elections.

Saudi Arabia has an advantage in this soft-power 
effort, as it is the “Land of the Two Holy Mosques” 
at Mecca and Medina, where millions of Muslims 
make the Hajj pilgrimage each year. The Hajj gives 
the Kingdom a chance to showcase its system to 
the global Islamic community. New tourist visas 
will allow more people to see Saudi Arabia for 
themselves, beyond the negative headlines gener-
ated by regional conflicts. If the frequency of those 
headlines declines, Saudi Arabia’s soft-power ef-
forts will become more effective. ✖

s Saudi Arabia’s military campaign con-
tinues in Yemen, the Kingdom is seeking 
to reload its diplomatic arsenal to help 

transform it into a great power. In December 
2018, Ibrahim Al-Assaf was appointed minister 
of foreign affairs, picking up an enormous port-
folio of serious problems and potential oppor-
tunities. Al-Assaf’s appointment comes amid 
Vision 2030, the glasnost-like effort to open up 
the Kingdom. Saudi officials are likely to employ 
strategies in the financial, military, and cultural 
spheres to make Vision 2030 translate to greater 
influence and security for the Kingdom. These 
efforts have become more urgent in the wake 
of the September, 14 2019 attack on a Saudi Ar-
amco oil refinery, temporarily shutting down a 
substantial chunk of the Kingdom’s refining ca-
pacity and jolting oil prices up. 

The US blames Iran for the attack, a charge 
Iran denies, and announced its intention to de-
ploy forces to the Kingdom and the UAE to take 
a “defensive” posture against Saudi Arabia’s 
rival across the Gulf. These escalating tensions 
mean that Saudi Arabia’s diplomatic efforts, 
and avoiding a catastrophic region-wide war, 
matter more and more to realizing Vision 2030 
goals. 

GLOBAL FINANCIAL STRATEGY
If the past two years were about attracting the 
global financial community through glossy 
roadshows and conferences, new concrete 
measures are necessary now to position the 
Kingdom as a global investment powerhouse.  
The first step, in this sense, was increasing the 
15% share of international Assets-Under-man-
agement held by the Public Investment Fund. 
Between 2017 and mid 2019, the Kingdom’s 
sovereign wealth fund increased its direct in-
vestments in Korea, Russia, France, Egypt, and 
engaged in two large funds, one with Japan’s 
SoftBank, and the other with US private equity 
firm Blackstone.
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I N T E R V I E W

Princess Dr.  Reem bint  Mansour Al  Saud 
M E M B E R  O F  S A U D I  A R A B I A’ S  
P E R M A N E N T  D E L E G AT I O N  T O  T H E  U N

only in Saudi Arabia but everywhere else in the 
world—is meaningful employment for women. 
Most women end up working in low-skilled jobs 
that do not have a career path. In terms of policy, 
there has to be a focus on equal opportunities for 
both men and women. Whatever is perceived as 
traditional jobs for men or women is being ques-
tioned because in Saudi Arabia there are more 
women with higher education than men. This 
says a great deal about the jobs they would like to 
end up pursuing. Therefore, investing in women’s 
career development and providing the necessary 
training and equal job opportunities for them to 
also have a career is important.

What would be your message to young female graduates 
entering the labor market?
First, because of the family structure in Saudi 
Arabia and the Middle East in general, the male 
leader of the house usually provides for everyone. 
Most of the time, men and women start seeking 
job opportunities after they graduate. However, 
I would suggest getting the necessary skills even 
before graduating because this will help them un-
derstand the labor market and its needs and the 
career path they might want to choose or switch 
to. Second, my message to women is to not be 
afraid to communicate your needs. Many times, 
women are afraid to say they are not feeling well. 
In North America, some companies offer mental 
health days, so you can ask for a day off simply 
because you are tired or need a break. I also no-
tice in my work environment that women take on 
dead-end tasks, such as getting the coffee, typing, 
or writing emails without necessarily doing any-
thing that can intellectually contribute to the job 
or the conversation. My message would be to not 
be afraid to say no and be choosy about your ca-
reer path and what you want from your work. ✖

In your current role, how are you able to drive the agen-
da of sustainable development and promote female 
leadership?
When I joined the Permanent Delegation of Sau-
di Arabia to the UN, the UN 2030 Agenda was still 
being negotiated, so I participated in the negoti-
ations on behalf of Saudi Arabia. The focus of the 
UN 2030 Agenda is to address the root causes of 
poverty and eliminate it by 2030. The UN 2030 
Agenda has three dimensions—social, economic, 
and environmental—and these are all intercon-
nected, because one cannot address one without 
addressing the others. We have formulated 17 
goals, and number five is about gender equality. 
Each goal has a specific set of targets, and these 
have a specific set of indicators or KPIs to deter-
mine what we have actually achieved. If we want 
to thrive as a people and a planet by 2030, we 
should all work together to do the best that we 
can.

How do you assess the changes in Saudi Arabia in recent 
years when it comes to your agenda, and what are your 
main advocacy points in terms of more female leader-
ship and equality?
Allowing women to drive was definitively some-
thing that had to happen, because there is no way 
we could have grown as a nation and as people 
with half of society marginalized and not even 
being able to drive. Allowing women to drive and 
securing safer public transportation boosts the 
economy and allows women to take control of 
their lives and contribute as full members of soci-
ety. A great deal of work has been done in terms of 
providing job opportunities for women in Saudi. 
Under Vision 2030, 450,000 jobs have been cre-
ated for women, and female labor force partici-
pation has increased from 12% in 2009 to 80% in 
2017. One thing I would like to see change—not 

BIO 

Princess Dr. Reem bint Mansour 
Al Saud was appointed a 
member of Saudi Arabia’s 
Permanent Delegation to 
the UN in New York in 2015. 
Princess Reem holds a master’s 
degree in social policy and a 
PhD in Middle Eastern studies, 
both from Oxford University. 
She was a postdoctoral 
research fellow at Harvard’s 
Kennedy School of Government, 
working on enhancing Saudi 
labor policies, especially those 
concerned with women. Her 
breadth of experience includes 
economic analysis, capacity 
building, and outreach. She is 
an expert in evidence-based 
policy design, women’s labor 
force participation, and the use 
of legal, financial, and economic 
instruments to achieve 
sustainable development.

AGENT
of change
Realizing that empowering women 
is crucial to accelerating sustainable 
development, Princess Dr. Reem bint 
Mansour Al Saud is leading the fight for 
gender equality in Saudi Arabia.

“Under 
Vision 2030, 
450,000 jobs 
have been 
created for 
women.”
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A decade after joining one of the most exclusive clubs,  
Saudi Arabia will host the G20 summit in 2020. 

THE GATHERING

THE SAUDI CAPITAL OF RIYADH is preparing itself to play host to 
the 15th meeting of the G20, which is scheduled to take place in 
November 2020. Over the years, G20 summits have been the fo-
cal point of international dialogs regarding the global economy, 
though each summit may have a specific theme, as well. The Ri-
yadh Summit’s agenda will include topics as diverse as the world 
economy, trade, and energy, as well as the environment, to name 
a few.

King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud will chair the Riyadh Sum-
mit, and some of the most influential world leaders will be in at-
tendance, including US President Donald Trump, his Russian 
counterpart Vladimir Putin, Turkey’s Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, the 
newly elected British Prime Minister Boris Johnson, and China’s 
Xi Jinping.

The G20 was launched just a year before the turn of the millenni-
um to create a forum where world powers could discuss matters of 
global politics and finance. The founders hoped for the G20 to con-
tribute to global economic stability and sustainable development, 
while forestalling economic crises by reducing financial risks.

The group’s membership includes 19 global economies plus the 
EU, which are—by definition—the most affluent and influential 
nations in the world. It is estimated that members of this exclusive 
club together represent up to 85% of the global economy.

The G20’s predecessor, the G8, was only composed of advanced 
economies, but the G20 also includes emerging—though highly 
significant—economies such as Saudi Arabia, which joined in 2008.

If nothing else, the Kingdom’s membership has had a great 
symbolic significance, not least because Saudi Arabia is the only 
country from the Arab world and one of the three with a Muslim 
majority to make it to the G20.

While speaking at the Osaka Summit in 2019, Crown Prince Mo-
hammad Bin Salman Al Saud expressed his satisfaction with the 
fact that his country will host the group’s next meeting, adding that 
“We have a responsibility to create an environment in which the 
world thrives and will work with G20 to find a consensus for resolv-
ing world crises.”

This claim is supported by the real steps that the Kingdom 
has taken in recent years. Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030 document 
launched in 2016 is perfectly in synergy with the values promoted 
by the G20, particularly in areas such as economic diversification, 
sustainable growth, and the empowerment of women. Riyadh has 
openly expressed that “Saudi Arabia is fully committed to the G20’s 
objectives and to the stability and prosperity of the international 
economic system.”

Coupled with the reforms heralded by Crown Prince Moham-
mad bin Salman, the launching of Saudi Vision 2030 has given the 
Kingdom more credibility and a stronger voice in international 
arenas. In this context, Saudi Arabia will have an excellent oppor-
tunity to deepen its ties with other G20 members over the term of 
the country’s presidency, starting on December 1, 2019.

During the months leading to the Riyadh Summit, many 
high-ranking officials as well as private-sector business leaders 
from fellow G20 countries will pay a visit to the Kingdom to par-
ticipate in preparatory meetings. Such sideline events, too, will 
undoubtedly have a knock-on effect on the Saudi economy, which 
may be as great as the impact of the main summit. Above all, the 
Riyadh Summit will mark a climactic point in the process of Sau-
di Arabia’s development and modernization, giving the country a 
new image as a Middle Eastern power that is—in many respects—
on par with the largest economies in the world. ✖

F O C U S 
Hosting the G20
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NEOM is an ambitious plan for a cross-border city 
in Tabuk Province, northwest Saudi Arabia
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  26.8% Mining and quarrying

  19.8% Government services

  13.4% Manufacturing

  12.9% Finance, insurance, real estate,
 and business services

  9.9% Wholesale and retail trade,
 restaurants, and hotels

  6.3% Transport, storage, and 
 information and communication

  5.6% Construction

  2.4% Agriculture, forestry, and fishing

  2.3% Community, social, and personal
 services

  0.9% Electricity, gas, and water

Merchandise 
exports

Merchandise 
imports

MAY 
’18 96.4 48.5

JUN 
’18 95 37.3

JUL
’18 98.6 48

AUG 
’18 92.6 37.3

SEP
’18 97.3 42.4

OCT 
’18 106 46

NOV 
’18 93.9 38.9

DEC 
’18 90.4 41.9

JAN 
’19 85.7 45.4

FEB
’19 77.5 40.3

MAR
’19 86.1 44

APR
’19 86.9 39.3

MAY
’19 88 43

SAUDI MERCHANDISE 
EXPORTS VS. IMPORTS 
(SAR BLN)
SOURCE: GENERAL AUTHORITY FOR 
STATISTICS
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Economy

CRACKING
THE CODE
S

of state-owned companies, a process that has al-
ready begun in the Saudi aviation sector. Under 
the National Center for Privatization & PPP, other 
sectors and state-owned assets are being prepared 
for more private ownership and operation.

The National Industrial Development and 
Logistics Program (NIDLP) is another key pro-
gram meant to attract more foreign investment 
into the country. It focuses on four sectors: en-
ergy, industry, logistics, and mining, all linked 
through the development of Industry 4.0 and 
high-tech manufacturing. 

The Kingdom is also aiming to encourage entre-
preneurship and enlarge the GDP contribution of 
SMEs—a reliable job engine in emerging markets. 
The SME General Authority has supported this ef-
fort with funding, mentorship, and licensing. 

Saudi megaprojects and futuristic “smart cit-
ies,” including NEOM, the Red Sea Project, and 
Qiddiya, an entertainment city, further open 
doors to international participation. Saudi Arabia 
awarded global engineering consultant AECOM 
the contract for the NEOM project, with a range of 
other technology driven firms becoming subcon-
tractors in various supply chains. 

Saudi planers also aim to increase the number 
of Umrah and Hajj pilgrims as part of an overall 
growth strategy. Annual pilgrimages by millions 
to Mecca and Medina are a reliable source of for-
eign capital. Infrastructure investments to make 
these journeys easier could see benefits across 
the economy. ✖

audi Arabia, the largest economy in the 
Gulf region, has traditionally seen its 
growth fueled by its petro-industry. How-

ever, in recent years, officials in Riyadh have un-
dertaken major efforts to diversify the country’s 
economy, shifting its composition to technology 
through investing sovereign wealth gained from 
oil into its IT sector. Oil prices still remain import-
ant for this effort and for economic policy plan-
ning, of course, and fluctuations directly affect 
global ratings. As Saudi Arabia becomes a more 
active participant in global investment markets, 
such fluctuations will likely have wider conse-
quences for the global economy. 

Key to this effort is the Kingdom’s national oil 
company, Saudi Aramco, which is now expected 
to debut its IPO in 2020. Aramco has absorbed 
Saudi state manufacturing company SABIC, mak-
ing the IPO more significant for the Saudi econo-
my. In 2019, the Kingdom saw its largest over-bud-
get expenditure ever, spending that demonstrates 
its leadership’s willingness to take on debt with 
investments in non-oil related industries that do 
not, or will not, turn a profit. Saudi’s wealth and 
importance to the global economy have made it 
easy to issue bonds to raise funds cheaply on in-
ternational markets. 

Alongside Aramco, Saudi Arabia is welcoming 
more private firms as investors and partners. To 
oversee this process, Riyadh has explored differ-
ent models and established regulatory authori-
ties. Part of the effort involves the privatization 
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Ajlan Al  Aj lan 
C H A I R M A N  O F  T H E  B O A R D ,
R I YA D H  C H A M B E R  O F  C O M M E R C E  A N D  I N D U S T R Y

What is Riyadh’s role in guiding urban develop-
ment in the Kingdom? 
Vision 2030 formulated a broad range of 
objectives, improvements, and projects 
to increase the standard of living in Sau-
di Arabia. Riyadh, as the capital, is a fun-
damental part of this vision. Within the 
chamber of commerce, there are 170,000 
registered commercial entities; we pro-
vide them with information, contacts, 
and other support services, as well as the 
opportunity to participate in our vari-
ous committee meetings. It is important 
that our members voice their concerns 
and challenges so we can improve the 
business environment together. Riyadh 
is currently under a visibly rapid trans-
formation. Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman has been focused on trans-
forming Saudi Arabia in the next 20 years. 
In the next five, the economy and many 
aspects of life in the Kingdom will funda-
mentally change. The cabinet and other 
government entities are changing their 
way of working, and there are clear KPIs 
now. The pace of transformation reminds 
me of a marathon, and it is exciting to see 
people coming together and working to-
gether to achieve great things. With such 
a commitment, we will truly see improve-
ments over the coming five to 10 years.

There are major developments in the field of 
entertainment, culture, and sports. Do you 
foresee economic growth potential in this 
trend?
In the entertainment industry, we are 
starting from scratch, as it was largely 
absent in the Kingdom to date. There is 
huge potential to build this industry and, 
as a government, provide opportunities 
for the private sector to start new busi-
nesses. The Riyadh Chamber welcomes 
this new development, and it is establish-
ing a dedicated entertainment commit-
tee to monitor these developments and 
provide a platform for industry players to 
discuss how we can improve the invest-
ment climate. Sport is another major sec-
tor, albeit not entirely new. Football has 
always been popular in the Kingdom, as 
well as other sports. The difference is that 
we are now seeing new sports, such as 
racing, gaining popularity. In December 
2018, we held the Formula E race in his-
toric Diriyah; there are also other racing 
classes in the Kingdom. These are great 
developments as they give us the unique 
opportunity to put Riyadh on the interna-

tional map, while presenting new oppor-
tunities to the local business community.

How is the chamber assisting industrial com-
panies to move up the value chain as part of 
Vision 2030?
Supporting traditional industries is still 
one of the core activities of the Riyadh 
chamber, and we have a well-established 
network of committees and subject mat-
ter experts to build expertise and indus-
try dialogue. Moving up the value chain 
is an important objective, especially for 
local manufacturing industries. It will 
reduce import dependency and increase 
export capacity. Another key objective 
of the Riyadh chamber is supporting 
SMEs; these are the true engines of jobs 
in the Kingdom, and this segment of the 
market is only set to grow even further. 
Around 70% of the Saudi population is 
under 30 years old, and many recent 
graduates are choosing jobs outside the 
public sector and traditional industries. 
We have internal committees as well as 
strong partnerships with various minis-
tries and other organizations that under-
line SME growth.

What is your message to foreign investors, and 
why is Riyadh a destination for investment and 
partnerships?
In Riyadh, there is an active government 
working hard to assist investors. The ma-
jority of Riyadh’s 7.5-million population 
is young, which means there is a strong 
market for a broad range of products 
and services. The leisure and hospitality 
industries are currently in exponential 
growth, for example. The financial in-
frastructure is extremely advanced, and 
there are many banks and financial in-
stitutions to team up with. Riyadh is an 
active city for businesses and has a num-
ber of real estate development projects 
underway; there is no market saturation 
in sight. ✖

BIO 

Ajlan Al Ajlan was appointed Chairman 
of the Riyadh Chamber of Commerce 
and Industry in 2018. He is a renowned 
Saudi businessperson, establishing 
Ajlan & Bros in 1979 and building it 
into one of the largest investment and 
commercial groups in the Kingdom. Al 
Ajlan serves as Chairman of the Board 
of Ajlan & Bros, which currently has 
more than 9,000 employees across 
10 companies. He sits on the board of 
various other textile, real estate, and 
investment companies, as well as charity 
organizations.

ENGINE
of growth
Riyadh is currently under 
visible rapid transformation, 
thanks in part to Riyadh 
Chamber’s well-established 
network of committees and 
public policy experts.

“Riyadh is an active city 
for businesses and has 
a number of real estate 

development projects 
underway; there is no 

market saturation in 
sight.”
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Suliman Almazroua 
C E O ,
N AT I O N A L  I N D U S T R I A L  D E V E L O P M E N T 
A N D  L O G I S T I C S  P R O G R A M  ( N I D L P )

BIO 

Suliman Almazroua is the 
CEO of the National Industrial 
Development and Logistics 
Program (NIDLP). In a recent 
role, he acted as executive 
director of the National 
Transformation Program. He 
has also served as the Director 
General of the Delivery and 
Rapid Intervention Center. 
He has a bachelor’s degree in 
systems engineering from King 
Fahd University of Petroleum 
and Minerals and an MBA 
from Hull University. He began 
his career at Saudi Aramco, 
where he occupied a series of 
positions.

NIDLP aims to 
achieve inclusive 
development of 
the industrial 
sector, including 
developing 
promising and 
competitive 
industries and 
increasing their 
share of GDP and 
the job market.

power exportation opportunities. In addition, we 
aim to increase the share of renewable energy. For 
logistics, NIDLP seeks to position the Kingdom as 
a global logistics hub, focusing on three key com-
ponents: creating an export platform, developing 
a regional distribution platform, and establishing 
an efficient internal distribution network to enable 
industry and service supply chains. All those com-
ponents aim to improve infrastructure, transport 
networks, and logistics standards in order to devel-
op freight and passenger services, turning KSA into 
an international logistics hub capable of leverag-
ing its geographical location. Our plan to improve 
our transportation and logistics infrastructure is 
backed by USD35 billion in investments. Overall, by 
2030, NIDLP targets to add some USD453 billion in 
private-sector investment, contribute USD320 bil-
lion to GDP, add 1.6 million new jobs, and generate 
USD266 billion growth in exports and re-exports.

How do you envision moving toward Industry 4.0?
To accelerate the adoption of Industry 4.0 in the 
manufacturing sector, a comprehensive program 
has been launched with a total capital of around 
USD1.4 billion. The program covers different ini-
tiatives, including building the enabling network 
and connectivity, establishing capability centers for 
Industry 4.0, funding and developing factories to 
become model factories for Industry 4.0, and sup-
porting R&D and entrepreneurship in Industry 4.0 
technologies. Our strategy is based on six pillars: 
providing financial incentives to support and en-
courage investors to adopt Industry 4.0; allocating a 
funding program of approximately USD800 million 
to accelerate the adoption of Industry 4.0; estab-
lishing Industry 4.0 capacity centers that will hold 
training and capacity development and collabo-
rating with universities and colleges to standardize 
expertise and the transfer of knowledge; promoting 
education and training the local workforce with 
advanced skills; conducting awareness campaigns 
for all sectors of NIDLP; and providing a new legal 
framework, appropriate infrastructure, and ade-
quate standards for cybersecurity and other axes to 
ensure the stability and continuity of the transfor-
mation toward Industry 4.0. ✖

NIDLP was established with a wide-ranging mandate to 
attract USD453 billion in FDI by 2030. Can you further de-
tail your mandate and main strategies? 
NIDLP seeks to transform Saudi Arabia into a lead-
ing industrial powerhouse and a global logistics hub 
in promising growth sectors with a focus on Indus-
try 4.0. There are 34 governmental entities working 
together with NIDLP to implement more than 300 
initiatives. We also seek to improve the competitive 
environment by providing the necessary enablers 
such as better policies and regulations, financial 
enablement, infrastructure and industrial land de-
velopment, special economic zones, R&D support, 
and export development. NIDLP also aims to lever-
age the country's unexploited natural resources, 
which are estimated at around USD1.33 trillion, 
take advantage of demand in the region to stimu-
late new industries, and transform the economy 
into a model based on PPPs. When we designed 
our initiatives and strategies, we took into consider-
ation the geographic diversity and human and nat-
ural resources distribution of the country to make 
our program an effective tool in field planning and 
ensuring balanced development between the dif-
ferent regions. 

NIDLP has four priority sectors: industry, mining, energy, 
and logistics. Can you elaborate on the rationale behind 
the selection of these industries?
NIDLP aims to achieve inclusive development of 
the industrial sector, including developing prom-
ising and competitive industries and increasing 
their share of GDP and the job market. In terms 
of mining, NIDLP aims to develop the sector and 
increase its contribution to the national economy. 
The program covers all stages of the value chain, 
from exploration to mining and intermediate in-
dustries. Saudi Arabia has well over USD1.3 tril-
lion of untapped potential that can be activated 
with USD120 billion of investment in the mining 
value chain. In the energy sector, NIDLP aims to 
enhance power supplies and prices, with the ulti-
mate objective being achieving fiscal balance while 
maintaining the Saudi economy’s competitiveness 
and improving the competitiveness of the elec-
tricity sector through restructuring and exploring 
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Majed Alrasheed 
S E C R E TA R Y  G E N E R A L ,
B A N K R U P T C Y  C O M M I S S I O N

Abdulaziz  Alzoom 
G O V E R N O R ,
G E N E R A L  A U T H O R I T Y
F O R  C O M P E T I T I O N  ( G A C )

FAIR MARKET BUILDING
The General Authority for Competition and the Bankruptcy 
Commission hold the key if the Kingdom is to successfully build
an investment-friendly environment and diversify the economy.

tioning that a good number of those com-
menced procedures are restructuring and 
protective settlement procedures, and this 
is a positive sign that has led the business 
community to appreciate the role of the 
Bankruptcy Law in protecting their busi-
nesses. We believe the law will positively 
affect the Kingdom’s rankings on global 
business competitive indices and reports.

What efforts are being undertaken to prevent 
dumping activities and ensure products and 
services are sold at a fair market value?

AA GAC does not directly deal with dump-
ing activates; however, a sudden abun-
dance of commodities and services that 
results in an unrealistic price affecting 
consumers and other agents in the market 
are deemed a violation of the Competition 
Law. A fine of 10% of the total turnover is 
levied on such violations, and the violator 
will reimburse all gains generated as a re-
sult of such violation. Moreover, GAC may 
suspend the firm’s activity or revoke its li-
cense permanently. GAC seeks to prevent 
illegal pricing by examining, investigating, 
and prosecuting complaints and enforc-
ing final rulings. It also undertakes ini-
tiatives to examine any practice that may 
constitute illegal pricing. In addition, GAC 
responds to corporate queries regarding 
illegal pricing.

What is your approach toward digitalization of 
services?

MA One of the commission’s principles 
is to be a digital organization. Digital ser-
vices, such as bankruptcy registers, licens-
ing of officeholders, and announcements 
have been launched, and continuous 
efforts are being made to enhance the 
customer experience by launching more 
digital services. The commission has also 
launched an interactive guide based on 
the concept of legal design thinking that 
targets the business community; it helps 
them identify the most appropriate pro-
cedure for the debtor.

As the government pushes for an enhanced 
role of the private sector, where do you expect 
to witness major market consolidation and the 
rise of new players?

AA Within the current push of the govern-
ment to enhance the private sector, there 
exists a significant restructuring and con-
solidation within the private sector, which 
is driven by cost saving needs. As a result, 
we have witnessed in the last year more 
mergers in the retail, real estate, insur-
ance, construction, petrochemicals, and 
banking sectors. ✖

The Bankruptcy Law was one of the most re-
cent additions to Saudi Arabia’s legal system. 
Could you brief us on its primary mandate, core 
objectives, and strategies?

MAJED ALRASHEED The Bankruptcy Law 
was issued on February 14, 2018 and in-
cludes seven procedures that aim to pro-
tect the rights of creditors and debtors, 
and help distressed businesses to contin-
ue operating and save jobs. Furthermore, 
it considers creditor’s rights, maintains a 
balance between financial restructuring 
and liquidation, maximizes the value of 
assets, and builds trust and transparency 
in the economy. The Bankruptcy Law is 
expected to have a positive impact on the 
economy by encouraging domestic and 
foreign investments.

How have the services of GAC evolved over 
time?

ABDULAZIZ ALZOOM GAC was established 
in 2004 as a council at the Ministry of 
Commerce responsible for enforcing the 
Competition Law in the Kingdom. Its two 
main tasks were reviewing merger and 
acquisition cases and undertaking proce-
dures of inquiry, research, and collection 
of evidence pertaining to complaints and 
practices in violation of the Competition 
Law, as well as investigating and prosecut-
ing such cases. The council has examined 
various merger cases and examined and 
investigated numerous complaints. Addi-

tionally, it has undertaken several initia-
tives to study some important sectors to 
investigate possible existing violations. 
Among the most prominent develop-
ments was the issuance of a royal decree 
in 2017 to grant the council complete fi-
nancial and administrative independence 
from the Ministry of Commerce and link it 
directly to the President of the Council of 
Ministers. The government also empow-
ered GAC as an authority by issuing a stat-
ute for its organization, which emphasizes 
GAC’s mission to protect and encourage 
competition and maintain a competitive 
environment for businesses.

One of the first legislative activities of the Bank-
ruptcy Commission was to design the first com-
prehensive Bankruptcy Law. Could you provide 
more details?

MA The Ministry of Commerce and Invest-
ment worked on drafting 18 legislations in 
2018, and one of these important legisla-
tions was the Bankruptcy Law and its im-
plementing regulations. It is considered 
one of the important national transforma-
tion initiatives that contribute to achiev-
ing the Saudi Vision 2030. The Bankruptcy 
Law is aligned with global best practices 
and is followed by the issuance of Bank-
ruptcy Law Implementing Regulations 
by the Council of Ministers. The law is 
operational, and there are more than 30 
procedures that have commenced already 
in the commercial courts. It is worth men-
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Abdulaziz  M. AlSwailem 
C E O ,
S A U D I  A U T H O R I T Y  F O R  I N T E L L E C T U A L 
P R O P E R T Y  ( S A I P )

When SAIP was established, patents, trademarks, copy-
rights, and industrial design came together under one 
organization. Could you tell us more about the process of 
bringing these IP responsibilities together?
IP is a key factor for the future development of Sau-
di Arabia’s economy, and Vision 2030 stipulates 
targets that are directly enabled by IP. In line with 
this, Council of Ministers Resolution 410 set forth 
new governance for IP in the Kingdom in the shape 
of SAIP. IP is internationally regulated by the World 
Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO), which 
leads the growth of a balanced and effective inter-
national IP system that promotes innovation and 
creativity for the benefit of its member states. The 
IP system, however, differs from country to country. 
Saudi Arabia decided to bring all IP fields under one 
unified authority, and SAIP was established as one 
of the initiatives of the trade and investment eco-
system to facilitate business, support the national 
economy, encourage investment, and boost the 
Kingdom's ranking on the World Competitiveness 
Index. Bringing these IP responsibilities together 
helps us to see the whole picture, making it easier to 
revise and draft laws and regulations.
 
What approach should companies or individuals wanting 
to register IP take?
IP assets play a growing role as the importance of a 
knowledge-based economy develops in Saudi Ara-
bia. Companies or individuals wanting to register 
their IP should first identify which type of IPs they 
have. In this context, SAIP launched “What is your 
IP?” an electronic tool at the SAIP Website (saip.gov.
sa) that helps applicants identify the type of their 
IP. In the current situation, we have an electronic 
platform for filing patent applications. All the pro-
cesses of a patent filing are electronic; Saudi Arabia 
is among the first countries that started to file pat-
ents electronically. Our first initiative is to revise all 
our processes to increase efficiency. The second ini-

tiative is to translate all these processes into an IT 
system that is not off the shelf. The third initiative is 
to ensure we have the proper infrastructure to im-
plement all these processes. Currently, 75% of our 
services are done electronically, and we are working 
hard to convert the other 25%.

Can you walk us through your international affiliations?
Our vision is to be a hub in the MENA region, and 
to do this we extended our collaboration with in-
ternational affiliates. We have signed an agreement 
with the US Patent and Trademark Office (USPTO), 
China National Intellectual Property Administra-
tion (CNIPA), and Korean Intellectual Property Of-
fice (KIPO). We have started collaborating with the 
Intellectual Property Office of Singapore and have 
an agreement with the European Patent Office. 
Those agreements are focused on the exchange of 
expertise and capacity building, which is crucial to 
become an excellent IP office or authority. Second is 
the exchange of data, and while there is a fast track 
of patent offices, we seek to sign Patent Prosecution 
Highway agreements with those offices to exchange 
our examination reports, which will increase the 
speed of finalizing patents and reduce the back-
log in our office. Third is to share our policies and 
guidelines with other international offices in order 
to align with international best practices. 

What are your strategic priorities for the coming years?
The short-term target is to revise our national laws 
and policies and work toward standardization. The 
second target is to increase the number of interna-
tional treaties related to IP treaties joined by Saudi 
Arabia from six to 13 in 2020. The third target is to 
prepare an IP national strategy and set implemen-
tation plans and timeline in coordination with 
related entities. Lastly, we seek to move on with 
e-services in all our activities and set a strategy for 
backlog applications. ✖

BIO 

Abdulaziz M. AlSwailem has 
been the CEO of SAIP since 
its inception in mid-2018 
and was instrumental in 
the establishment of the 
organization. He holds a PhD 
from the University of Sheffield 
in the field of biotechnology 
and genetic engineering. He 
has extensive experience in 
intellectual property rights, 
serving as an adviser to the 
World Intellectual Property 
Organization (WIPO) and 
UNESCO. He has been Vice 
President for Scientific 
Research Support at KACST 
since 2009. He is a member of 
the Board of Directors of King 
Faisal Specialist Hospital, CITC, 
and various other organizations.

 

Patents, 
trademarks, and 
copyrights under 
one umbrella

LOFTY  
goals

SAIP strives to become a globally 
respected, fully integrated IP authority 
and establish itself as the IP hub in the 
Middle East and North Africa.
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Saleh Al-Rashidi 
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S M E  G E N E R A L  A U T H O R I T Y  ( M O N S H A’AT )

What role will digitization play in growing 
the SME segment’s contribution to the Saudi 
economy?
Digitalization is an increasingly import-
ant aspect that has gained even greater 
relevance as a trend, acting as a dis-
ruptive force across different sectors of 
the economy. Take the retail segment, 
for example, where e-commerce has 
brought major changes, revolutionizing 
interactions with clients and, more gen-
erally, the way business is conducted. 
Even the concept of asset-ownership has 
witnessed a meaningful change. Uber is 
a successful example of a leader in the 
car-sharing logistics segment without 
owning transport vehicles; in a similar 
way, Airbnb has disrupted the hospitali-
ty segment without owning any proper-
ty. These stories tell us digital is already 
there, impacting business models and 
setting new trends even in Saudi Arabia. 
As such, SMEs need to ensure they re-
main ahead of the innovation curve and 
fully exploit the various competitive ad-
vantages of the digital economy.

What are Monsha’at’s strategic priorities and 
expectations for 2019, and what is the main 
driver behind them?
Looking at the SME ecosystem in Saudi 
Arabia, we are in the early stages, espe-
cially when looking at the development 
of entrepreneurship. Indeed, we recent-
ly started to set up the necessary infra-
structure conducive to a sustainable en-
vironment and to meeting the goals set 
by Saudi Vision 2030. As such, we need 
to look at the broader spectrum and 

implement and support programs and 
projects aimed at developing and grow-
ing SMEs within their different stages 
and requirements. On the venture cap-
ital side, we launched a SAR2.8-billion 
government VC fund targeting start-ups, 
aiming at bridging the investment gap 
and spurring more SME investments. 
When it comes to business enablement, 
we have created and supported through 
official licenses, a series of hubs, and 
co-working spaces to nurture young 
companies and provide them with the 
right environment. Finally, we have an-
nounced many accelerators to ensure 
start-ups grow organically into busi-
nesses that provide the right type of ser-
vices to the market. 

How can the government increase the attrac-
tiveness of entrepreneurship in the eyes of 
young Saudi nationals?
Saudi Arabia’s start-up environment is 
in its nascent phase, with many different 
young companies in their early phase 
being led by young entrepreneurs. As 
such, the whole country is heavily reliant 
on the success of these business proposi-
tions and young minds, which is why we 
need to provide all the necessary sup-
port to make them succeed. Naturally, 

BIO 

Saleh Al-Rashidi was appointed Governor 
of Monsha’at in February 2018, after 
previously serving as CEO of Riyadh 
Airport Company for one year. Prior 
to that, he worked with MODON for 
nearly 10 years, most recently as the 
organization’s Director General. He 
holds a bachelor’s degree in computer 
sciences from King Saud University and 
an Executive MBA from IMD Business 
School.

Monsha’at’s mission is to provide the necessary support to young 
start-ups so that they can grow organically into businesses that 
provide the right type of services to the market.

this will also have to come through a cer-
tain proposition of incentives, which is 
why we recognize the best start-ups with 
appropriate awards. This initiative pro-
vides the entire ecosystem with positive, 
healthy competition and seeks to spur 
all players to progress in their endeavors 
despite the natural challenges that they 
will encounter along the way. ✖

incentivizing SUCCESS

“On the venture capital side, we launched a SAR2.8-
billion government VC fund targeting start-ups, 

aiming at bridging the investment gap and spurring 
more SME investments.”



26 Saudi Arabia 2020

I N T E R V I E W

Mohammed bin Talal  Al-Nahas 
G O V E R N O R ,

P U B L I C  P E N S I O N  A G E N C Y  ( P PA )

What have been the major highlights in the past 
year, and what will be the strategic focus of the 
PPA for 2019?
2018’s main highlight was the establish-
ment of a new entity, Al Raidah, focused 
on the real estate sector. The new team is 
working on an aggressive strategy, seek-
ing partnerships with international prop-
erty management companies. There are 
7,000 units ready for rent in the central, 
western, and eastern regions, along with 
2,500 units scheduled for completion in 
1Q2019. In Jeddah, we have around 74 
buildings that will be released gradually 
by contractors in 4Q2019. Our focus for 
2019 will be register returns on invest-
ment to capitalize on the set of initiatives 
undertaken in the past year. Indeed, we 
recently restructured and engineered the 
whole company with new asset alloca-
tion, and our efforts have been recognized 
by the international security organization 
in Geneva with two awards. So far, we 
have achieved 90% of our objectives in 
terms of investments, as witnessed by the 
10 KPIs we recently released, with anoth-
er 10 ready to be released as well. From 
a technology and services point of view, 
we have achieved 60% of our targets, and 
by the end of 2019 we will implement 80-
85% of our overall strategy. 

How are you restructuring the work done for 
the government?
Undoubtedly, in 2018 we saw a great deal 
of progress. At present, we have many de-
velopment programs, such as the associ-

ation program with the Institute of Pub-
lic Administration (IPA) through which 
we have hired and trained more than 50 
female workers for a wide variety of jobs 
that require high skills, such as law, fi-
nance, and technology. We are also proud 
of managing IDC, which we have been 
working on for the past four to five years. 
We also opened the Crown Plaza Hotel in 
Al Raidah Digital City, whose rooms are 
fully occupied.

What trends have you observed in Saudi Ara-
bia’s economy, and what do you foresee for 
2019?
PPA has a great opportunity to become 
one of the main investors in PPPs. We 
hope the government will come up with 
more PPPs over the years so we can bid 
and win some of them. We are interested 
in utility companies and the evolutions 
they are undergoing, as it is an area of 
focus. In the healthcare sector, we are 
looking to build a medical city in Jeddah 
through Al Raidah, which is currently re-
viewing the proposals that we are looking 
at. Modern government projects increase 
investors’ appetite, both foreign and lo-
cal. This market has a great future with 
the inclusion of more entrants in the cap-
ital markets, whether through an active 
or passive approach, and for 2019, we 
foresee many changes when it comes to 
the size and shape of capital investments. 
We are the biggest pension agency in the 
region, and we look forward to where the 
country is going. ✖

BIO 

Mohammed bin Talal Al-Nahas is the 
Governor of PPA. Previously, he served 
as general manager at Al-lnma Bank 
and regional manager of central region 
branches at SAMBA Financial Group. 
He serves as a member of the board of 
directors of the International Company 
for Water and Power Projects. He has 
been non-executive and non-independent 
director at Saudi Telecom Company 
since 2017. He serves as chairman of the 
auditing and risk committee at AI-Raidah 
Investment Company of PPA. Al-Nahas 
holds a bachelor’s degree in accounting 
from the King Saud University and an 
executive program certificate from the 
University of Michigan.

As the biggest pension agency in the region, PPA has one eye on 
developments in the Kingdom and the other on PPPs.

measured GROWTH

“Our efforts have been 
recognized by the 
international security 
organization in Geneva 
with two awards.”
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BIO 

Majid H. Al Saadi became Managing 
Director of PPO in 2017 following the 
establishment of the organization. Al 
Saadi has extensive experience in the IT 
industry, previously working at Microsoft. 
In October 2019, was appointed CEO 
of the Investment Business Solutions 
department of SAGIA.

BIO 

Imad Hashem is the former Vice 
Secretary General of the Economic Cities 
Authority and was recently appointed 
Secretary General of Jeddah Chamber. 
He has over 22 years of diverse business 
experience, leading organizations 
across different industries including 
special zones, real estate development, 
luxury retail, FMCG, manufacturing, and 
consultancy.

Majed H.  Al  Saadi 
M A N A G I N G  D I R E C T O R , 
P R I O R I T Y  P R O J E C T S  
O F F I C E  ( P P O ) ,
L O C A L  C O N T E N T  A N D 
G O V E R N M E N T  P R O C U R E M E N T 
A U T H O R I T Y

Imad Hashem 
F O R M E R  V I C E  S E C R E TA R Y 
G E N E R A L ,  E C O N O M I C  C I T I E S 
A U T H O R I T Y

Can you elaborate on the main mandate and 
activities of PPA?

MAJED H. AL SAADI Since its formation, 
PPO has been able to stimulate the pri-
vate sector by facilitating the imple-
mentation of 18 strategic projects that 
have a substantial socioeconomic im-
pact and are expected to play a major 
role in stimulating the national econo-
my. The contribution of these projects 
during the 2018-2023 period may reach 
SAR26 billion in investment, leading to 
the creation of around 10,000 temporary 
jobs and 7,000 direct, sustainable jobs. 
We forecast this to boost Saudi exports 
and reduce our dependence on imports. 
Equally important, foreign investors will 
bring with them technology and know-
how, lifting the local industry and sup-
porting strategic sectors. PPO operates 
in a fast-paced environment; our team 
receives, evaluates, and resolves cases 
within a timely manner. We comple-
ment all governmental entities, meaning 
we do not attract investment or issue 
licenses. We look at issues and consid-
er the most appropriate way to present 
them to the public sector so that they 
can be resolved in the most effective and 
efficient manner. We have made a name 
for ourselves by helping the government 
solve landmark cases involving multiple 
ministries. We work hand-in-hand with 
investors to resolve their major issues.

What role do the economic cities play in Saudi 
Arabia’s transformation?

IMAD HASHEM When the project was an-
nounced in 2005, the economic cities 
were meant to contribute to the acceler-
ation of the socioeconomic development 
of Saudi Arabia by attracting investment, 
creating jobs, and improving the quality 
of life and business standards. More-
over, diversifying the economy and es-
tablishing strategic cluster sectors are at 
the center of the economic cities plan, 
especially in the development of the 
Kingdom as a key global logistics hub. 
The government is clear about push-
ing, supporting, and further developing 
economic cities and special econom-
ic zones, and this is visible through the 

KEY AUTHORITIES
PPO and ECA act as an accelerator for the realization of Vision 2030 
by bridging the gap between the private and public sectors and 
helping the government diversify the economy in the long run.

announcement of new megaprojects. 
The size and structure of such projects 
are different, but these are well defined 
zones that will enjoy specific regulatory 
or financial advantages compared to the 
base economy. 

What are your strategic priorities and ambi-
tions, and what is your message to global in-
vestors?

MHAS Within a short time, we have 
gained the maturity that gave us a view 
of what needs to be done to support the 
private sector. We consider ourselves a 
trusted entity that can advise other pub-
lic-sector entities on the necessary ad-
justments or new regulations covering 
certain areas, for example in the digital 
sphere. In the coming years, the public 
and private sectors will collaborate on 
several megaprojects; this is where we 
come in at the forefront to provide con-
cierge services. We seek to assure foreign 
and international companies that with 
Vision 2030, everyone will get the treat-
ment they should and deserve, and there 
is a team of experts serving investors to 
remove obstacles so they can proceed 
with their investments. By listening to 
more problems, we will be able to find 
more great solutions.

Why should investors invest in King Abdullah 
Economic City (KAEC)?

IH KAEC is a mega, well-equipped plat-
form that serves the local Saudi market 
and neighboring countries. King Abdul-
lah Port, the second-largest in Saudi Ara-
bia and one of the fastest-growing ports 
in the world, the Haramain High-Speed 
Railway station, and the wide highways 
network form the core of the project’s 
value proposition. Moreover, educa-
tional institutions such as Prince Mo-
hammad Bin Salman College, Tayaran, 
and King Abdullah University of Science 
and Technology complement the value 
proposition by building of a diversified 
pool of human capital. Notably, KAEC 
has established infrastructure as a result 
of SAR42 billion in investments from the 
private sector. Everything one needs to 
establish a business or factory is here. ✖
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Omer Saleem 
C C O ,

P R O V E N  S A

What have been some of the major changes in 
the way the government interacts with the pri-
vate sector?
Saudi Arabia’s rapid changes have im-
pacted companies operating in the King-
dom down to the employee level. Human 
resource departments have had to rapidly 
adapt to implement these changes. There 
have been updates to many regulations, 
including Saudization, the National Labor 
Gateway (Taqat), General Organization 
for Social Insurance (GOSI), and block 
visas, in recent years. Although there are 
challenges, many of these changes have 
had a positive impact. The introduction 
of e-services in the Kingdom has made 
government services more efficient by 
reducing delays as a result of manual pro-
cessing. Some of the recently introduced 
e-services include employee contract 
registrations, e-approval of sick leave, 
and a profession amendment e-service. 
E-services and online portals store data 
that companies need, such as contracts, 
employee data, and wages, giving them 
access to more reliable, transparent, and 
accurate information and increasing 
trust between the private sector and the 
government. Moreover, governmental 
updates to improve the business environ-
ment for foreign investors in the Kingdom 
make it increasingly easy for companies 
to operate here.

How have you advanced in business process 
outsourcing and shared services, and how 
would you evaluate the uptake of digitalization 
in public services?
The market leaders of today understand 
the need for a fully integrated organiza-
tion that can seamlessly connect with 
customers, suppliers, and multi-site com-
pany locations worldwide. Along with the 
private sector, governments are also look-

ing to increase operational productivity 
as they look for ways to improve services 
and reduce overhead. Shared services are 
becoming an essential factor for busi-
nesses spanning multiple locations. By 
centralizing administrative functions, 
companies can see significant cost sav-
ings, greater flexibility, and the standard-
ization of processes; however, many orga-
nizations struggle to fully embrace it as a 
delivery model and are not able to max-
imize the returns on their investments. 
Proven provides operational consulta-
tion, outsourcing capabilities, and cost 
management support in order to enhance 
clients’ market competitiveness through 
quality, productivity, and improved op-
erational facilities. We operate as trusted 
business consultants and provide our cli-
ents with an objective assessment of their 
requirements, our recommendations, 
and bespoke solutions to help them reach 
their goals. 

What primary services do you provide to cli-
ents?
Proven SA provides business support 
solutions to clients in four main areas: 
corporate immigration, business process 
outsourcing, business process manage-
ment, and process automation. We pro-
vide a full spectrum of solutions support-
ing both local and foreign businesses to 
navigate the Saudi market in the above 
areas. In the past 10 years, we have built 
an extensive knowledge base, and our 
team of consultants strives to stay on top 
of the ever-changing local regulatory en-
vironment. We enable our clients to focus 
on their core competencies, while Proven 
takes care of non-core functions. 
 
What are your key recommendations for com-
panies interested in setting up operations in 

BIO 

Omer Saleem has 10 years of executive 
experience in the finance sector, 
especially in financial management, 
valuations, and strategy. Before joining 
Proven, he worked with Credit Agricole 
and Goldman Sachs, and served as 
Assistant VP of hedge fund valuations at 
State Street. In 2016, he was appointed 
CFO of Proven SA and Proven Consult. 
He obtained his bachelor’s degree in 
finance at York University and holds an 
MBA from the University of Toronto.

Proven’s extensive experience in evaluating and developing business 
services and its understanding of clients’ goals and objectives allow 
it to provide solutions that deliver consistent results.

the Kingdom?
Saudi Arabia is the single-biggest market 
in the GCC. There are strong and vibrant 
sectors opening up that offer immense 
potential. Any company wanting to di-
versify its income portfolio from the 
MENA region needs to conduct a seri-
ous feasibility exercise into the Saudi 
market. Having the right information 
regarding the market, processes, and 
regulations is critical. Solid local part-
ners and on-the-ground research are 
also essential. Our advice is to ensure 
companies filter through the noise and 
really analyze their respective sectors 
thoroughly.

What are your primary ambitions for the com-
ing years?
Proven SA seeks to increase local solu-
tions geared specifically to the require-
ments of clients. We look to scale up our 
service delivery capacity in a manner 
that allows us to maintain high levels of 
quality whilst also increasing the num-
ber of companies we can support. In ad-
dition, we look to attract offshore busi-
nesses to do business in Saudi. Our aim 
is to continue to bridge the gap between 
local supply and client demand. ✖

consistency MATTERS 



262 interviews were conducted for The Business Year: Saudi Arabia 2020 Analytics.
This is a breakdown of the answers to the questions we posed.

BUSINESS CONFIDENCE INDEX

How confident are you about the outlook for business in Saudi Arabia this year (1-5)?

TBY ANALYTICS SAUDI ARABIA 2020
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What are the most commonly mentioned advantages and challenges of doing business in Saudi Arabia?

ADVANTAGES AND CHALLENGES

A D VA N TA G E S C H A L L E N G E S

Young population 

Well educated women employee capacity

Diversified economy

Digitalization & technology penetration

Global logistics hub

Maturing hospitality sector

Expanded renewables integration 

Privatization

Innovative job opportunities

Geopolitical risk

Water sustainability

Oil price volatility

Lack of consumer awareness of efficiency 
and renewable options 

YEARLY AVERAGES Back when the project was announced in 2005, the economic cities were 
meant to contribute to the acceleration of the socioeconomic development 
of Saudi Arabia through local and foreign investment attraction, job creation, 
higher quality of life, and improved business standards. These goals are 
aligned with Vision 2030, which provides a perfect plan under which to work. 
In this sense, diversifying the economy and establishing strategic cluster 
sectors are at the center of the economic cities plan, especially toward the 
development of the Kingdom as a key logistics hub for the world.

Imad Hashem, 
V I C E  S E C R E TA RY  G E N E R A L ,  E C O N O M I C  C I T Y  A U T H O R I T Y
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VISION 2030

FINANCE-RELATED ORGANIZATIONS

I see Vision 2030 as shifting 
the weight from the public to 
the private sector, enabling 
the private sector to become 
a giant by 2030, introducing 
many new industries including 
sports and entertainment 
for both men and women 
to boost the economy, and 
creating holdings that fund 
other projects that the private 
sector can contribute to.

Mohanad A.  Dahlan, 
C E O ,
U B T  C O M PA N Y

In terms of the current digital transformation 
drive of Vision 2030, many opportunities are 
ahead for local IT. Which opportunities play a 
leading role in the Kingdom’s digital agenda?

What impacts is digitalization bringing to the country for a modern Saudi Arabia?

Which sectors are collaborating with the IT sector?

  23% Cloud computing

  18% Data analysis

  15% Cybersecurity

  13% 5G

  12% AI

  11% Robotics

  10% Cashless society

Hospitals & Healthcare

Logistics

General

  30% Public 

  26% Health

  11% Finance

  8% Industry & Defense 

  7% Tourism 

  5% Logistics

  13% Other

18.3% Electronic medical records  

14.2% Efficient patient care

32.3% Increased foreign investment   

23.5% Industrial diversification

27% Creation of new jobs    

20.9% Data security 

19.7% Building of international networks   

15.2% Increased market attractiveness 

Positive trends in Saudi Arabia as identified by financial institutions: 

Moody's

American 
Express Saudi

Digital Cash 
International 
Company

Debt Reduction Increase in 
foreign reserves

E-commerce & 
modernization

Youth 
engagementPrivatization

Improving 
business 

environment

 



TRANSPORT & LOGISTICS 
What changes is Vision 2030 bringing to the country’s transport and logistics sector?

Which markets do the country's most prominent ports serve?

25%
22%

15%
12%

15%
11%

New markets Expanding 
business

Diversified 
clients profile

Increased
FDI

Sustainable 
solutions 

Technical 
skills of human 

capital 

Jeddah Islamic Port & King Abdullah Port

 13% Bahrain      9% Oman      9% Egypt      4% Italy      4% Jordan      4% Lebanon

Dammam Port

 17% China      11% India      9% Singapore      7% Iraq      4% Bangladesh



Why are fewer women active in the labor force despite 
having higher levels of education on average?

14.8% of interviewees voiced support 
for women’s empowerment. How does 
supporting women's empowerment in 
workplaces influence the Kingdom? 

WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT

H I G H L I G H T E D  B Y
1 7 . 7 %  o f  i n t e r v i e w e e s

In Saudi Arabia, there is diversity, education, and 
a sense of intelligence because women today 
represent 72% of degree holders in this country. It 
is all about changing the mindset of people, starting 
from within families, where there is usually the 
strongest degree of resistance to change, especially 
regarding the role women should play in society.

Wafa Al-Rushaid, 
C E O ,
R A F F L E S  D E S I G N  I N S T I T U T E

Instead of sporadically and randomly starting 
women empowerment initiatives, we plan to 
empower women tactically, systematically, and 
with scientific precision in measuring effectiveness. 
We aspire to become the entity that the government 
looks at for legislations and policies that empower 
women economically, politically, and socially.

Prof.  Einas S.  Al-Eisa, 
R E C T O R ,
P R I N C E S S  N O U R A H  B I N T 
A B D U L R A H M A N  U N I V E R S I T Y  ( P N U )

44%
Advances society

22%

Creates 
opportunities 
for women 
entrepreneurs

18%

Encourages 
people

16%

Facilitates 
the digital 
economy

22%

SECTARIAN SYSTEM 

13%

GENDERED JOBS

7%

GENDER DISCRIMINATION
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Ian Laski 
P R E S I D E N T  &  C E O ,
A E C O M  A R A B I A

How would you characterize AECOM’s opera-
tions in Saudi Arabia?
AECOM is a global business with a local 
presence, which is our defining charac-
teristic. We have centers of excellence 
around the world that focus on various 
parts of infrastructure. AECOM employs 
87,000 people worldwide, allowing it to 
cover significant ground. In Saudi Arabia, 
we deal primarily with large infrastructure 
projects. One of the transformational proj-
ects we have delivered is the Jeddah Storm 
Water Drainage Program. This project 
enabled us to showcase our large project 
delivery capabilities and demonstrate our 
commitment to the Kingdom. Currently, 
we are delivering transformative projects 
related to project management organiza-
tions for various Saudi ministries, overar-
ching management and front-end services 
for the megacities, and supporting the 
aviation industry to prepare for explosive 
growth in passenger numbers. We are also 
leading the digital transformation charge 
within the country. Some of that work is 
being performed on projects in the holy 
sites with an emphasis on enhancing the 
experience in transportation mobility, 
urban planning, and urban economics. 
Within AECOM, we have a high-level cor-
porate commitment to Saudi Arabia. Fur-
thermore, we have a truly diverse employ-
ee base and are committed to creating as 
many opportunities as possible for Saudi’s 
young talent. We strongly advocate for 
an increase in female participation in the 
workforce and have signed an agreement 
with Princess Nourah University to recruit 
more female Saudi engineering graduates.

Saudi Arabia has announced a range of 
megaprojects. How is AECOM involved in 
these?
There are so many projects that it is impos-
sible to be involved in all of them, so we 
must be selective. We are already involved 
in some capacity in most of the announced 
megaprojects, be it through the delivery 
of environmental impact assessments, 
master plans, or project management. 
These projects are moving on accelerated 
schedules, requiring us to be constantly 
flexible and innovative to meet our clients’ 
demands.

How can AECOM play a role in Saudi Arabia’s 
digital transformation?
At AECOM, we place a huge value on inno-
vation, and this emphasis differentiates us. 
We are not in the engineering commodi-
ty business but in the thought leadership 
and delivery excellence business. In Saudi 
Arabia, we focus a great deal on innova-
tive techniques and methods for the early 
phases of projects. We deploy 5D model-
ing, AR and VR tools, digitally enabled and 
5G-ready infrastructure, and cybersecu-
rity solutions. We are also pioneering AE-
COM’s 3D-printed housing concepts. We 
are a leader in environmentally responsi-
ble and sustainable urban planning and 
resilient infrastructure solutions. Many of 
the areas being developed are greenfield 
sites, meaning they aren’t encumbered by 
the usual constraints that cities typically 
face. We have a blank slate, and we can 
do everything right from the outset. We 
can build future-proof infrastructure that 
meets the demands of Saudi’s young and 
growing population.

What are your strategic priorities for the com-
ing years?
AECOM is essentially an infrastructure 
consultancy. Whatever one can imagine 
to be part of the broader forms of infra-
structure, we are engaged in. We are do-
ing front-end design and detailed design, 
as well as providing consultancy services 
while also being engaged in operations and 
maintenance. The future of the AECOM 
business in Saudi Arabia can be broadly 
described as supporting the project set-up 
phase. This encompasses front-end stud-
ies, process design, and master planning. 
To meet the demands and schedules of Vi-
sion 2030, we will also need to get ready for 
the detailed engineering and construction 
phases. Saudi’s ambitious growth plans are 
challenging the engineering and construc-
tion industry, particularly in terms of the 
talent required to support large-scale proj-
ect delivery. To that end, we are developing 
a generation of young Saudi professionals 
who can support their country’s efforts to 
build for the future. We are treated as part-
ners within the country, meaning we must 
deliver a model for a sustainable and pro-
fessional workforce. ✖

BIO 

Ian Laski joined AECOM as Senior Vice 
President of Global Delivery Services 
in 2016 and became President & CEO 
of AECOM Arabia in 2018. Prior to 
joining AECOM, Laski was with Bechtel 
for 20 years, most recently serving as 
President of the Asia Pacific region. Laski 
has nearly two decades of engineering 
and management experience with 
major oil and gas projects, as well as 
infrastructure projects in the US, Asia 
Pacific, and the Middle East. He has a 
civil and structural engineering degree 
from the University of Greenwich.

KEEPING
pace
As a leader in environmentally 
responsible and sustainable 
urban planning and resilient 
infrastructure solutions, 
AECOM supports the efforts of 
transformational change within 
the Kingdom.
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Bandar Alkhorayef 
C E O ,  A L K H O R AY E F  S O N S  C O .  & 
M A N A G I N G  D I R E C T O R ,  A R A S C O

What is your analysis of the significance of Vi-
sion 2030 for the economy? 
Vision 2030 will bring major changes 
across the whole economic spectrum, 
from how businesses will be conducted 
to how the government will be run, and 
even to how international investors will 
look at the country. This shift has con-
crete and impactful consequences, as we 
are starting to see a more modern and 
dynamic economy that is also able to 
look at the challenges it meets on its way 
and deal with them. Within this push 
for modernization, the government is 
adopting an even-more proactive stance 
compared to the private sector, while at 
the same time laying the foundations for 
a long-term perspective. 

What does this mean for family businesses in 
Saudi Arabia, and where do you see the great-
est potential?
Family businesses are faced with unique 
challenges and need to adapt. Some sec-
tors will no longer exist while others will 
gain importance. As such, government 
programs and global trends are the key 
to remaining profitable and competitive. 
One of the main programs is the Nation-
al Industrial Development and Logistics 
Program (NIDLP), which will allow the 
country to capture the opportunity and 
synergies between some of the most im-
portant sectors, such as energy mining, 
industry, and logistics, and tap its poten-
tial.

What does this economic transition mean for 
Alkhorayef and ARASCO? 
This atmosphere is helping companies 
like Alkhorayef and ARASCO to see the fu-
ture in a more visible way. Alkhorayef is a 
62-year-old company; we started in agri-
culture and moved to other sectors grad-
ually. Our first phase was agriculture, the 
second was diversification, the third is to 
focus, and the fourth and current phase 
consists of looking for investments. That 
is why we decided to have a separate 
company for operating businesses, while 
always trying to look at the business from 
a family point of view, which is why we 
are focusing on ARASCO as an invest-
ment. We see potential in the tourism, 
entertainment, healthcare, education, 
and infrastructure sectors. Our existing 

businesses are aligned with what is go-
ing on in the country’s oil, water, energy, 
and industrial spaces. We are in the right 
place at the right time; we just need to 
make sure we are addressing the market 
in the right way with the right products. 
ARASCO’s growth is due to its ability to 
address the changing needs of the econ-
omy. ARASCO has always worked hard to 
build a sustainable model for food secu-
rity with animal feed, its main product, 
poultry feed, and other food products. 
For the last four to five years, we have 
invested about SAR2 billion in different 
projects in the manufacturing and logis-
tics sectors. The next step will probably 
be setting up an independent logistics 
arm; we have great potential in the logis-
tics sector, and with the announcement 
of NIDLP, we are ready to capture the op-
portunity and add value across the whole 
supply-chain. 

What role does technology play in maintaining 
competitiveness?
It is safe to say that Saudis are among the 
most avid users of all the latest technol-
ogies. New laws and regulations—in the 
spirit of these modern times—are pro-
pelling people to automatize more exten-
sively. Cheap labor used to compete with 
automation, but labor is getting more 
and more expensive. The clients are al-
ways asking for automation, too, and the 
Saudi government has put in place very 
encouraging policies to increase invest-
ment in new technologies, especially in 
the manufacturing sector. At Alkhorayef, 
we are investing heavily in automation 
and smart business solutions. ✖

BIO 

Bandar Alkhorayef has been involved in 
the family business since 1993, starting 
his journey with Alkhorayef Printing 
Solutions. Currently, he serves as CEO of 
Alkhorayef Sons and in various capacities 
as board member of companies within 
and outside the Alkhorayef Group. He has 
been a board member of ARASCO since 
2009 and managing director since 2018. 
Alkhorayef holds a bachelor’s degree in 
agricultural economics from King Saud 
University. In 2019, he was appointed to 
head the newly established Ministry of 
Industry & Mineral Resources.

ADAPT
and grow
As a 62-year-old company 
with a significant presence in 
all key sectors, Alkhorayef is 
investing heavily in automation 
and smart business solutions 
to address the changing needs 
of the Saudi economy.

“The government is 
adopting an even-

more proactive stance 
compared to the private 

sector, while at the 
same time laying the 

foundations for a long-
term perspective.”
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With 2020 fast approaching, it is time to revisit NTP 2020, its context, and 
its objectives to determine how many of the benchmark targets will likely 
be met by the end of the action plan.

FORWARD PLANNING

LAUNCHED IN 2016 BY CROWN PRINCE MOHAMMED BIN SALMAN, 
Saudi Arabia’s National Transformation Program (NTP) is a sub-
component of the better-known Vision 2030 document. The action 
plan was set out with the aim of diversifying the Kingdom’s mainly 
oil-based economy, creating alternative channels of revenue, and 
preparing the nation for a post-oil future.

In the run-up to 2030, NTP 2020 also aims to improve Saudi Ara-
bia’s business ecosystem through carrying out social reform. Unlike 
many similar plans in the developing world that never go beyond 
enumerating broad and vague objectives, NTP 2020 has specified 
543 initiatives across a number of sectors, with an estimated total 
cost of USD70 billion. This clarity of objectives is partly due to the 
fact that, much like its parent document, NTP 2020 was devised and 
launched in a specific context.

After nearly a decade of economic growth thanks to high crude 
prices, in 2014 most oil-based economies were challenged by the 
plummeting value of oil. Saudi Arabia, in particular, had to adjust its 
budget to account for lower oil revenues, while facing all-time high 
demand for housing, electricity, and other services. As a result of the 
world’s reduced reliance on hydrocarbon fuels and the rise of new 
crude oil suppliers, prices have remained low for the last five years, 
prompting many Saudi decision makers to conclude that the time 
is ripe for the reinvention of the Saudi economy in a post-oil world.

Speculations about the falling importance of oil as a commodity 
may turn out to be premature, and there may well be another oil 
boom in the offing, but the Kingdom has nothing to lose by diver-
sifying its economy. Some of the action plan’s objectives include 
raising the government’s non-oil income from SAR163 billion to 
SAR600 billion by 2020 and increasing the private sector’s contribu-
tion to the GDP to 65%, while keeping the oil production at levels 

higher than 12 million bpd.
A fair and comprehensive assessment of the NTP 2020’s success 

will not be possible until such time that all 24 ministries and nation-
al authorities involved in the project publish their annual statistics 
for 2020—presumably sometime well into 2021; however, we can 
make informed predictions about the likelihood of some strategic 
targets being met.

Quite probably, some key targets set in 2016 in areas such as en-
ergy, health, and housing will be accomplished by 2020. The hous-
ing sector will see USD21 billion of investment, according to Majed 
Al-Hogail, the Minister of Housing. This will go a long way in raising 
the contribution of the real estate sector from 5% of GDP to 10%. 
Meanwhile, the Council of Ministers upgraded the Private Health 
Institutions Law in 2019, thus paving the way for more overseas in-
vestments in the sectors. This decision, too, has moved the coun-
try closer to meeting the set target of increasing private healthcare 
spending from 25% to 35% by 2020. However, as NTP 2020 is essen-
tially a stepping stone toward meeting the objectives of the Saudi Vi-
sion 2030, it makes sense to evaluate the NTP 2020’s achievements 
in light of the lofty goals the Kingdom has set for itself under Vision 
2030.

One such benchmark objective specified in the vision is to up-
grade Saudi Arabia’s status as the 19th-largest economy in the world 
to 15th place by the end of the plan. According to the IMF, the King-
dom was still in 19th place in 2018. However, chances are the Saudi 
economy will manage to improve its ranking—by one spot—by the 
end of 2021, especially as hosting the G20 summit in 2020 may have 
a stimulating effect on the nation’s economic growth. We will have 
to wait and see whether the Saudi economy manages to kick-start its 
decade-long leap in 2020. ✖

F O C U S 
NTP 2020
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Hasan Al  Jabri 
C E O ,

S E D C O  H O L D I N G

What are your strategic priorities for the medi-
um-term?
SEDCO’s strategic priorities for the medi-
um-term, namely education, hospitality, 
and healthcare, are perfectly in line with 
Vision 2030 and the National Transforma-
tion Program, which have provided a clear 
roadmap to transform the economy from 
being heavily dependent on government 
spending and oil to one based more on the 
private sector and less dependent on hy-
drocarbon. Habits are changing, and the 
young are much more equipped to take 
advantage of this. Since Saudi Arabia has 
a rather young population, we expect this 
transformation to move at a faster pace. 
The whole market will witness different 
speeds and different needs. 

What business opportunities does the hospital-
ity sector offer? 
One of the main pillars of Vision 2030 is to 
grow the number of Umrah and Hajj pil-
grims from 8 to 30 million by 2030. There 
are a number of initiatives in this regard, 
and we have picked up where we see excit-
ing trends and businesses we can build on. 
Hajj and Umrah services, hospitality, and 
F&B cater to the same offering. At the same 
time, non-religious tourism is an area that 
is becoming increasingly exciting and with 
promising growth potential. The example 
set by Al-Ula city showcases the potential 
this country has to offer. Abha and the As-
sir region, with their beautiful nature, nice 
weather, and multiple topographies, are 
two areas with immense potential.

How can Saudi Arabia’s economy strike a bal-
ance between the growth of SMEs and its con-
solidation across different sectors?

There is significant focus on SMEs, and, al-
though the market usually creates its own 
balance, it is our duty to prepare youth for 
the future. In order to do so, we need to 
identify what the opportunities are, sim-
plify them, and give training and budgets 
to address them. This way, young entre-
preneurs can start their own businesses, 
while bigger groups monitor them until 
they can take off. Monsha’at and other 
government agencies have been develop-
ing strong programs to facilitate and fund 
SMEs; however, it would be great if a bu-
reau was set up to help entrepreneurs use 
these programs.

What is your assessment of the price adjust-
ment witnessed by the real estate market in 
Saudi Arabia in recent years?
Even if prices have been rightly reduced, 
the Saudi real estate sector offers oppor-
tunities. In the long term, it is important 
to create affordability and sustainability 
for families and individuals by setting re-
alistic prices. Once the market really sta-
bilizes, it will flourish, and a new balance 
will be created. In the past, it used to be 
about a big piece of land and a big house, 
but now the conversation is more about 
convenience, practicality, affordability, 
and sustainability.

What major opportunities lie within the different 
financial asset classes?
As a sharia-compliant investment group, 
we are in multiple asset classes: listed 
equities, private equity, sukuks, and real 
estate. We avoid projects and companies 
that adopt excessive leverage, as we want 
the financing to be structured in a way that 
builds long-term businesses. Already there 

BIO 

Hasan Al Jabri became the CEO of 
SEDCO Holding in 2018. He has over 33 
years of banking experience in the GCC, 
holding senior positions in leading banks. 
Upon joining SEDCO Capital, he was also 
appointed Chairman of SEDCO Capital 
Investment Committee, Chairman 
of SEDCO Capital Global Funds, and 
Chairman of SEDCO Capital Luxembourg 
Boards. He currently serves as a member 
of boards and executive committees of 
several companies in Saudi Arabia. He 
has a bachelor’s of science in engineering 
from the American University of Beirut 
and is a graduate of the Executive 
Management Program at Columbia 
University.

As a sharia-compliant investment group, SEDCO Holding manages 
multiple asset classes and is mainly focused on the education, 
hospitality, and healthcare sectors.

is a lot of excitement about the upgrade of 
Tadawul, and since the beginning of the 
year, SAR6 billion has been invested into 
the market. More investments will fol-
low with the inclusion process, especially 
from passive emerging market funds; the 
Saudi market will ultimately represent 
2.4% of the assets in the emerging market 
index.

What is your approach with regards to the 
healthcare sector?
SEDCO Holding is active in the pharma-
ceutical sector and is one of the major 
shareholders in one of the leading hos-
pital chains in Egypt. We are also looking 
to get involved in rehabilitation centers, 
specialized centers, and primary and 
secondary care. ✖

an all-round PLAYER
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Hamed Merah 
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S A U D I  C E N T E R  F O R 
C O M M E R C I A L  A R B I T R AT I O N 
( S C C A )

Khalid Nassar 
M A N A G I N G  PA R T N E R ,
K H A L I D  N A S S A R  &  PA R T N E R S 
( K N & P )

How has the role of the SCCA evolved over time?

HAMED MERAH SCCA was established as 
the official representative of Saudi Arabia 
internationally and within the Kingdom 
in all matters related to the enhancement 
and development of local and interna-
tional arbitration of commercial disputes. 
Today, two-thirds of our panel of media-
tors and arbitrators are non-Saudis, hail-
ing from 23 countries around the world, 
with expertise in 15 specialized areas of 
our increasingly diverse economy. The 
international benchmark for a new cen-
ter to secure its first case is between five 
and 10 years, but notably, SCCA was able 
to register a number of cases in the first 
18 months, with some of these claims ex-
ceeding USD100 million. Parties are just as 
comfortable working with SCCA and arbi-
trating in Saudi Arabia as they are in juris-
dictions around the world.

How does KN&P fit into the legal landscape of 
Saudi Arabia, and what are your key areas of 
focus?

KHALID NASSAR The idea of starting KN&P 
was based on two elements: supporting 
the movement of younger generations in 
leadership positions and filling in the gap 
caused by the recent economic situation, 
where major companies are cutting costs. 
I sought to create a Saudi firm able to com-
pete with international firms both in terms 
of quality and fees. Saudi businesspeople 
are becoming more accustomed to law-
yers, but these are often from international 
law firms—they lack the local know-how, 
which is where KN&P makes a difference. 
KN&P focuses on the corporate sector in-
cluding but not limited to transactions, 
advisory, restructuring, and capital mar-
ket, as well providing our clients with liti-
gation/arbitration services related to com-
mercial disputes.

What added value does a flexible arbitration 
center bring to foreign investors?

HM Arbitration and ADR are, in general, 
the best ways to manage and resolve dis-
putes that arise among individuals and/or 
commercial entities that value efficiency 
and fairness. One of the initiatives pro-
moted by Vision 2030 is the localization 
of institutional arbitration to enhance the 

LEGAL SUPPORT
Local law firms and government entities are working around the 
clock to enhance the business environment and legal landscape,
one of the major focuses of Vision 2030.

business environment and attract further 
investment. Increasing and broadening 
awareness on the legal side continues to 
drive many of our activities. We have con-
ducted a series of roadshows and industry 
seminars in the UK, US, KSA, and UAE, 
and we are delighted that companies have 
been naming SCCA as the institutional 
ADR provider in their dispute resolution 
clauses.

What is your assessment on the current frame-
work around joint ventures?

KN There are some restricted practices 
by the government where one must have 
a local Saudi partner; for example, if they 
seek to acquire EPC licenses, a local part-
ner with an engineering license must 
represent a minimum 25%. For trading 
licenses, the minimum required capital is 
SAR26 million, whereas the foreign ceiling 
for ownership is 75%. At present, however, 
they are making exceptions for companies 
such as Apple and Amazon.

What is the center’s approach with regards to 
SMEs? 

HM We provide arbitration and mediation 
solutions for cases and companies of any 
size. We have an expedited procedure for 
disputes of less than SAR4 million, a pro-
cess which takes less time and costs less, 
benefiting especially SMEs. Moreover, we 
have online dispute resolution, which of-
fers lower costs, faster processing times, 
and more efficient interaction, allowing us 
to assign arbitrators within 24 hours and 
have decisions issued within 15 days in 
emergency situations.

What have been the major developments aimed 
at enhancing Saudi Arabia’s legal landscape?

KN In recent years, the new company law 
was issued to ensure individuals would 
be protected in case their establishment 
experiences financial troubles. Another 
major step was the implementation of 
the new Bankruptcy Law. The Ministry of 
Justice has made extensive improvements 
to favor the investment climate. All these 
elements have made a huge difference in 
the Saudi legal system, and as a result, for-
eign investors are showing interest in the 
country. ✖
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What is the importance of cooperation between 
the private and public sectors?
Since its foundation, Saudi Arabia has al-
ways believed in a free economy. The Sau-
di economy is still driven by oil, though the 
leadership is working hard to diversify it. 
However, this will take time, as the world is 
still, to a large extent, dependent on fossil 
fuels. Oil revenues have traditionally been 
reinjected into the country in the form of 
megaprojects, which in turn lift the rest of 
the economy. Moving forward, this has to 
include a step-by-step approach in order 
to build a more sustainable economy and 
develop our industries. In order to become 
a sustainable country, we need success 
stories based on mutual cooperation be-
tween the public and private sectors, such 
as King Abdullah Economic City (KAEC). 
Although KAEC is far from completion, it 
is a successful model of how to work out a 
effective public-private structure. At pres-
ent, KAEC is home to more than 100 facto-
ries, and the port is set to become the real 
game-changer in the whole region.

What role can small and medium enterprises 
play in the next economic cycles?
SMEs hold the key to increasing em-
ployment rates across the Kingdom. The 
government has dedicated significant 
amounts of capital to SMEs, and the SME 
authority needs to look at the economy 
and segment it, placing every SME in a seg-
ment as part of the supply chain. We need 
a realistic assessment of how a large com-
pany can contribute compared to a small 
one and tailor solutions accordingly. Both 
the government and private sector must 
guide SMEs and help them with themed 

industrial clusters such as automotive 
or renewable energy and facilitate their 
outsourcing of accounting, HR, legal, and 
other services to specialized companies, 
allowing SMEs to focus on production. We 
want SMEs to be innovators and not turn 
into copycats. Specialization will ensure 
they do not lose out to bigger players.

For international investors, where do the major 
opportunities for JVs and partnerships lie in the 
next five years?
Transparency, streamlined regulations, 
and rule of law are three key aspects that 
attract international investors to a coun-
try. At present, any international investor 
can set up a company in three days online 
and engage in investment opportunities 
posted by the Saudi Arabian General In-
vestments Authority (SAGIA). One needs 
to look realistically at the market to see 
whether it is convenient to start a venture 
from zero or invest in an international 
business, with the idea of bringing tech-
nology to Saudi Arabia. I can identify three 
main areas for investment: mining, educa-
tion, and healthcare. Mining is an area of 
growth; education and training can build 
and hone the skills and capabilities of our 
Saudi youth; and investment in healthcare 
is required to increase the number of all 
sorts of healthcare providers. Tourism and 
entertainment are other areas that can 

BIO 
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lead to attractive returns in the long run.

What role do you expect technology to play in 
the Saudi business landscape? 
Undoubtedly, technological innovation 
will continue to play an increasingly im-
portant role in all sectors. However, for the 
time being, technology’s value lies in im-
proving efficiencies. OMACO, for example, 
has installed sensors to achieve power sav-
ings. Energy has become more expensive 
because of the removal of electricity and 
fuel subsidies, so power savings is a crucial 
area that can witness some concrete im-
provements. Overall, technology is start-
ing to be seen as a powerful tool to reduce 
energy wastage. For example, running a 
machine at full capacity is not efficient, 
and programmable controls like scanners 
can help regulate energy use. ✖

“In order to move away from dependence on oil and 
become a sustainable country, we need success 
stories based on mutual cooperation between the 
public and private sectors.”

game 
CHANGER

Amr M. Khashoggi  
C E O ,

O M A R  K .  A L E S AY I  &  
PA R T N E R S  C O .  ( O M A C O )

OMACO is helping the Saudi economy 
steer away from oil dependency by 
regulating energy use and reducing 

energy wastage.
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Khaled Al-Dhaher 
C O U N T R Y  M A N A G I N G  D I R E C T O R , 
A C C E N T U R E

Can you tell us about your setup and how you 
blend international expertise with the local 
market?

ABDULLAH HAMAD AL FOZAN We are a 
member of KPMG’s international net-
work, which has a presence in over 153 
countries with over 210,000 employees. 
KPMG in Saudi Arabia employs 1,300 
people. We have an aligned agenda to 
serve the market within the region, and 
we are building this close network to-
gether by clustering with other KPMG 
member firms in the region. That will 
help us provide services to our clients, 
especially on the technology and adviso-
ry side where we need to have a refined 
investment approach. KPMG’s new glob-
al strategy will be driven by solutions that 
will help clients achieve their ambition 
to grow and expand. Saudi Arabia and 
the region are putting technology to the 
front to drive digitalization. We are fur-
ther investing in our capacity to support 
our public-sector clients with our global 
expertise coupled with highly relevant 
regional teams as well as helping the 
private sector to cope with the latest dis-
ruptive technologies. We also work with 
KPMG member firms across the globe to 
bring global subject matter expertise to 

Saudi Arabia where needed.

KHALED AL-DHAHER Accenture brings 
value in two extremely distinct ways: 
functional industry expertise and opti-
mization expertise. In Saudi Arabia, we 
focus on four key areas. The first is to be-
come the partner of choice for our clients 
in privatization and commercialization, 
which is aimed at enhancing ROI when 
assets such as airports and hospitals are 
privatized. The second area is optimi-
zation—namely advising our clients to 
become more effective and efficient. Ac-
centure has procurement centers around 
the world, and we help clients build their 
own procurement hubs to reduce costs. 
In total, we have supported clients with 
more than USD500 billion worth of pro-
curement. If they optimize 5%, that is 
USD25 billion saved, which can be de-
ployed as shareholder profit or invested 
back into the company. Our third area of 
focus is digital transformation. We have 
strongly invested in Saudi Arabia and 
recently launched our digital studio in 
Riyadh. Globally, Accenture Interactive 
is ranked the largest digital agency net-
work. Within this division, we work on 
our clients’ digital marketing, market po-
sitioning, and communication strategies. 

DIGITAL LABS
Multinational professional services companies are leveraging their 
international expertise to spearhead Saudi Arabia’s digitalization and 
privatization strategies.

The fourth area we focus on is people 
and the best way to structure one’s or-
ganization to get the most out of their 
people.

What is your opinion of privatization and your 
advice for global investors coming to Saudi 
Arabia?

AHAF There is a big opportunity in pri-
vatization because the government is 
serious about it. The government has 
developed its strategy to progressively 
privatize some sectors in line with Vi-
sion 2030 and is continuing to develop 
the regulatory ecosystem for the target-
ed sectors. In some sectors, such as wa-
ter, power, and renewables, it already 
happening, and other sectors such as 
healthcare, transportation, and ports are 
next in line. The energy sector has seen 
planned privatizations processes for a 
long time now. It is clear the government 
wants to increase efficiency and the 
availability of resources for the growth in 
economy. The government is not looking 
for money but for technical partners that 
will improve efficiency and effectiveness, 
bring in technology and provide better 
services to the public. Overall, privatiza-
tion will enable private players to take 
an expanding role in contributing to the 
country’s economy and at the same time 
increasing efficiencies in those sectors.

Are your initiatives demand driven? 

KAD We must always connect with the 
market to have projects that reflect real 
market development. We combine that 
with the capabilities and innovation that 
we bring to the table so it truly becomes a 
combination of market demand and an-
ticipating general trends. In many cases, 
companies define the first steps, though 
we need to show them the path beyond 
that short-term approach. In Saudi Ara-
bia especially, sectors such as tourism 
and entertainment are only just getting 
started. Combined with the young demo-
graphics of the country and the access to 
technology, we only need some strategic 
planning to successfully develop both 
sectors. Within our Accenture Innova-
tion Architecture, we also have research 
centers where we can approach indus-
tries or challenges from a more structur-
al, strategic angle. We engage as knowl-
edge partners at global platforms like the 
World Economic Forum and the G20 to 
help governments define their policies. ✖
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How would you position yourself within the business event landscape, 
and what are your main strengths?
We are a full-service events management company that can han-
dle all event-related aspects, from the pre-event preparation and 
marketing phases to onsite event logistics and post-event phases. 
We are a company that can operate as both an organizer and an 
executor for events related to governmental bodies and corporate 
entities across the Middle East. Our main goal is to contribute to 
the development and reinforcement of the industries’ performanc-
es and establish new grounds to work from.

There are various recurring events in your portfolio taking place on an 
annual or bi-annual basis. Could you give some examples of these long-
term partnerships?
Our aim is to have sustainable event concepts that can take place 
several times in different locations and maintain strategic partner-
ships. We started with the International Operations & Maintenance 
Conference (OMAINTEC), which was held 16 times in Saudi Arabia, 
the UAE, Lebanon, Egypt, and Jordan. The OMAINTEC conference 
shows how initiatives in a conference can transform institutions. 
For example, the Arab Council for Operations and Maintenance 
was established during the third OMAINTEC in 2004. Moreover, we 
also organized the Arab Desalination Conference (ARWADEX) 12 
times, held previously in Saudi Arabia, Lebanon, and Egypt. Simi-
larly, we are the proud executing party of the Saudi Law Conference 
organized by Burhan Almarifa & LexisNexis. The second edition of 
the conference will be held on November 3-5, 2019.

What is your approach with regards to technology and innovation? 
Technology is evolving significantly within the events industry, and 
we are constantly on the look-out to keep up with the latest tech-
nological advancements. The use of digital marketing techniques 
and social media has become the main marketing channels for our 
events. In terms of engaging with attendees and as part of our all-
in-one events management software, the use of electronic newslet-
ters and the mobile app has proved to be highly effective. 

What are your primary ambitions for the years ahead?
The Kingdom is developing greatly in all aspects as part of Vision 
2030, and contributing to these developments through our events 
is our main goal. Also, we are expanding on a regional scale. We 
have offices in Riyadh, Beirut, Dubai, and London, and we recently 
opened a new one in Cairo. We are keen to organize more events in 
Egypt and contribute to the economic development efforts under-
taken by the Egyptian government.

Dr.  Zohair  Al  Sarraj 
C E O ,
T H E  S P E C I A L I S T  –  E X I C O N 
I N T E R N AT I O N A L  G R O U P

How has the investment portfolio of AlKifah Holding developed over 
time?
My late father established the company in the 1970s as a small con-
struction contractor, and from there we subsequently expanded 
into trading, printing, packaging, precast concrete, and leasing. We 
have always been in the construction equipment business. Real es-
tate development is typical in our line of work, and we have been 
present there since the early days. We have developed many family 
businesses within the construction and real estate sectors in this 
region. Our other diversifications came from opportunities that 
emerged. The education business was related to my father’s vision 
of giving back to the community. We built a school that is now the 
largest private school in our hometown.

What is your evaluation of the major trends in the real estate develop-
ment and construction sector?
Historically, the private sector has relied on government spend-
ing, though with Vision 2030, one of the focuses is how the private 
sector can take part in the transformation. We have worked closely 
with several ministries to understand their view and approach to 
privatization. There will be many opportunities in 2019, and we are 
ready to participate.

Abdulaziz  H.  Al-Afaleq 
G R O U P  C E O ,
A L K I FA H  H O L D I N G
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Can you give us an overview of SIPRC?
SIPRC was established in 2009 as the first 
company to specialize in IP in Saudi Ara-
bia. We support different organizations in 
navigating different legal issues and cre-
ating new business opportunities. We are 
the number-one company when it comes 
to IT and IP. We work with various major 
and local technology companies to provide 
them with consultation, registration, and 
protection of IP. The company has a variety 
of local partners and strong alliances with 
several government and market actors. 

Can you give us a breakdown of the sector?
There are four main pillars of intellectual 
property in the region: patents, industri-
al design, copyrights, and trademarks. We 
have had a great deal of success, for exam-
ple, when it comes to trademark registra-
tion and protection. The process has been 
smooth for most areas of operation within 
the different ministries and the areas of en-
forcement under their purview. Copyright 
covers a wide variety of disciplines and en-
deavors, including books, painting, music, 
sculpture, databases, websites, software, 
and so on. The complexity and range of 
these areas made it difficult for the Ministry 
of Culture and Information to dedicate the 
necessary resources to every area. How-
ever, this is a must, particularly when one 
considers the change and development 
Saudi Arabia is currently going through. 
The upcoming changes support the vision 
of the country in terms of positioning Saudi 
Arabia as an international innovation hub.

Mohammed A.  Al-Omair 
G E N E R A L  M A N A G E R ,
S A U D I  I N T E L L E C T U A L  P R O P E R T Y 
R I G H T S  C O M PA N Y  ( S I P R C )

What role does SOCPA play in the new ecosystem for better governance?
We are working to help Saudi Arabia build a better supply of accounting professionals, 
namely more accountants who follow international accounting and auditing standards. 
We also want to make sure people who practice accounting in their private businesses are 
subject to quality checks, as well as confirmation of their certification and education. This 
is a new project that will be initiated in 2019. It requires all accountants in Saudi Arabia to 
register with SOCPA. We want Saudi accountants to be knowledgeable, professional, and 
certified by relevant authorities.

How do you compare Saudi Arabia in terms of local and global standards?
We work with international organizations such as the International Accounting Standards 
Board, the International Federation of Accountants, and the International Financial Re-
porting Standards (IFRS). We have a project to improve the quality of Saudi accounting 
firms so they can improve their quality, presence, and results. Notably, more than 120,000 
non-Saudis are working as accountants in Saudi, and we are working with the Ministry of 
Labor to localize these positions. It will take time but we plan to put 20,000 Saudis in these 
positions by 2022.

What role does SEA Ventures play within the country’s economic spectrum, and what are its 
priorities going forward?
SEA Ventures is an engine of economic growth and a key builder in the entrepreneurial eco-
system, especially in terms of powering potential entrepreneurs. We started in 2017, and in 
2018 we delivered seven boot camps for 2,181 participants. We have started more than 51 
businesses, and this is only in two cities in Saudi. We also went to Switzerland and delivered 
a boot camp there. We work closely with universities, entrepreneurs and potential entre-
preneurs, non-profit organizations, and government organizations. Since we usually work 
with ideas and start-ups, our main focus is working on the psychological aspect. We look 
at how to be job creators rather than job seekers, based on what the market demands and 
the direction set by Vision 2030. That being said, we also create programs aligned with what 
companies require, stressing the importance of internships to help students gain practical 
experience.

What is your definition of innovation, and how will technology impact the Saudi business envi-
ronment?
When you look at your business model, it is important to see how you are presenting your 
product and service and how you can do things differently and add more value. Companies 
can save time, investment, and cost when they add technology to their business. Innova-
tion saves time and improves processes; it improves the whole interaction, especially if de-
sign thinking is applied to the process.

Ahmad Almegames 
D I R E C T O R  G E N E R A L ,
S A U D I  O R G A N I Z AT I O N  F O R  C E R T I F I E D  
P U B L I C  A C C O U N TA N T S  ( S O C PA )

Abdulsalem Al-Kuwaiti 
C E O ,
S E A  V E N T U R E S
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I
n recent years, SAMA has become more 
bullish about embracing fintech and 
opening the doors for non-traditional 

financial institutions to provide payment solu-
tions to the Saudi population. With the inception 
of Saudi Payments, an evolution of the payments 
division within the central bank, there is now a 
much more thorough approach on building an in-
frastructure that allows both banks and new firms 
to participate in the market. In addition, in Febru-
ary 2019, SAMA launched a sandbox for financial 
institutions and fintech startup initiatives to test 
new digital solutions in a regulatory environment. 
With additional support from Saudi Fintech taking 
the role of incubator, the Kingdom is embracing a 
more lenient system and allowing newcomers to 
come in. The ultimate objective, as formulated in 
the Financial Services Development Program of 
Vision 2030, is to create a financially inclusive and 
cashless society.

Saudi Payments has made swift progress and 
is building a national payment platform to unify 
the entire Kingdom’s electronic payment systems, 
while overseeing the four platforms Mada, Sadad, 
Sarie and Esal to level the playing field. Rather 
than monopolizing the payment infrastructure, 
the platform aims to enable banks and fintechs 
alike to participate. Focusing on standardization, 
interoperability, and security, this platform will 
enable fintechs of every stripe to access this na-
tional electronic payment system, without which 
the barriers to entry for startups and smaller firms 

would have been too high. 
Amongst the new players is STC Pay, backed 

by the leading telecommunications firm, STC, fo-
cusing on a mobile payment system. HyperPay, 
Halalah, PayTabs and BayanPay, in addition to 
regional players, have entered the Saudi market 
and focus more on remittances, like Digital Cash 
International.

As new players enter the market, the banks have 
to redefine their digital strategies. Some, such as 
Alinma and Alawwal, which merged with SABB, 
have been experimenting with a hybrid model and 
have opened digital branches, while others part-
ner directly with new firms. All agree that innova-
tion should both come from within and through 
partnerships outside the banking industry. Credit 
card provider American Express underlines that 
many of the new fintech payment models are still 
backed by credit cards and bank accounts. 

Similarly, the insurance sector is regulated 
by SAMA, and the health subsegment by CCHI. 
SAMA has been working on professionalizing the 
sector and making it more competitive. One of the 
key developments is that SAMA floated the idea 
of increasing capital requirements to SAR500 mil-
lion for all 35 insurance firms to encourage merg-
ers and build a stronger sector. The sector has 
Tawuniya and Bupa as the national giants, in addi-
tion to a range of international joint ventures and 
smaller local providers. Investments in insurtech, 
especially where it relates to consumer engage-
ment move quickly. ✖

CASH IN
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Today’s financial services industry is an amalgam of ATM and card transactions, 
with comprehensive online banking, payment, and investment services no further 
than one's mobile phone. The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is riding the trend.

RETURNS ON ZEROS AND ONES

FUNDAMENTAL TO THE WIDER OBJECTIVES OF SAUDI VISION 2030, 
in a bid to expand its international footprint and attract FDI, Saudi 
Arabia is successfully revamping its financial sector into an intelli-
gent ecosystem. One mainstay is the Financial Sector Development 
Program (FSDP), which has been tasked with galvanizing an econ-
omy diversified beyond energy with an aggressively competitive 
private sector. 

SAFETY IN NUMBERS
The Saudi Arabian Monetary Authority’s (SAMA) goal within the 
FSDP program is to boost economic development by fostering great-
er financial participation, notably in terms of savings and invest-
ment. The program factors in the sheer scope and potential of fin-
tech in facilitating transactions, shoring up security and, in doing so, 
securing investor confidence in a well-regulated environment. This 
becomes all the more significant when one considers that one of the 
leading crimes in the Kingdom is payment fraud—Kryptonite to cus-
tomer and investor alike. The race is now on to meet present needs, 
identify future trends, and adopt fintech solutions accordingly.

ESTABLISHING THE ECOSYSTEM
As a core part of the smart economy, the KSA aims to build a smart fi-
nancial center sharpened by cutting-edge technology. Back in 2018, 
the KSA launched FintechSaudi, a program of education on and 
promotion of the fintech revolution. Then, early in 2019, SAMA set 
about creating a sandbox regulatory environment to incubate lead-
ing-edge technologies for the financial services market. Innovation 
by its very nature relies on that stab in the dark. The sandbox, then, 
provides the freedom to either fail or strike oil before entering the 
highly regulated "real world" of costly consequences. On the testing 
range have been e-wallet services, as well as P2P transfers, point of 
sale (POS) devices, and SADAD bills, among others. SAMA launched 
the SADAD Payment System as the KSA’s national Electronic Bill 
Presentment and Payment (EBPP) service provider. The ultimate 

purpose of the sandbox is the commercialization of useful fintech in 
the local market. Importantly, too, foreign innovators are welcome. 
By February 2019 SAMA had authorized 11 local and international 
banks to open accounts, while seven firms were providing diverse 
digital payment services through the sandbox. And by June 3, 2019, 
the Central Bank had issued trading licenses to 14 fintech firms ac-
tive in lending and payment services, raising the grand total of fin-
techs in the KSA to 21. Attesting to the competitive and burgeoning 
nature of fintech, sector data predicts a total of 465 players in the 
MENA region by 2020.

REVVING-UP THE START-UPS
The great idea born in a humble garage is by now a worn cliché, yet, 
like all clichés, it bears a kernel of truth. Big innovation often starts 
small, before the quantum leap. The KSA authorities will certainly 
not have missed the recent IPOs of two regional fintechs on the Lon-
don bourse. Keen to develop its own entrepreneurial ecosystem of 
innovators then, Saudi Vision 2030 aims to raise SMEs’ economic 
contribution to GDP from 20% to 35% by 2030. The Public Invest-
ment Fund (PIF), boasting capital of USD1.1 billion, facilitates pri-
vate-sector participation in essential technologies. Meanwhile, the 
state’s Meras program enables start-ups to set up shop in just one 
day. 

An exemplar of timely change, in late 2018 Saudi Telecom Com-
pany moved to launch a pioneering fintech platform—a digital wal-
let—to serve the estimated 6.4 million unbanked population.

More recently, in July 2019 US blockchain-identity verification 
company ShoCard partnered with leading ATM provider Alhamrani 
Universal to present blockchain-based authentication that provides 
security against card fraud and at the ATM, which remains a concern 
in the Kingdom. 

Saudi Arabia, then, by incentivizing small businesses that think 
big, will not lag behind the shift toward fintech solutions, which can 
only gain greater importance in the economy. ✖

F O C U S 
Fintech
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Ahmed Abdulkarim Alkholifey 
G O V E R N O R ,
S A U D I  A R A B I A N  M O N E TA R Y  A G E N C Y  ( S A M A )

What are your expectations for consolidation 
in the insurance landscape following the new 
regulations issued by SAMA?
We hope to increase the depth of the 
insurance sector. Compared to other 
countries, the insurance sector in Saudi 
Arabia is smaller than it should be. At 
present, it makes up only 1.5% of GDP, 
while the global levels of this sector are 
much higher. We do not have an exact 
figure in mind, but we benchmark this 
with peer countries. Increased activ-
ity in the sector will ultimately better 
serve the Saudi economy. We strive for 
a broadening of insurance offerings, and 
our regulations are intended for that. 
Consolidation will also make the insur-
ance industry stronger and ultimately 
better serve the Saudi economy. Thus 
far, four companies have approached us 
for a merger approval. One is at an ad-
vanced stage, while the others are still in 
the exploratory phase. Although we have 
issued more stringent regulations for 
companies operating in the insurance 
spheres, not all have responded to our 
suggestion of exploring possible mergers 
to strengthen their financial positions. 
Therefore, we are now considering rais-
ing the capital requirements for individ-
ual companies.

What is your approach to combating insur-
ance fraud, and what role can SAMA play?
Insurance fraud is present in every 
country. The health and vehicle insur-
ance activities are the most widespread, 
representing almost 85% of insurance 
fraud. We work with the insurance com-
panies to combat this, hoping that we 
will strengthen coordination with law 
enforcement bodies to eliminate or mit-
igate such fraud. It ultimately weakens 
the sector’s competitiveness, reduces 
sector confidence, and weakens the sec-
tor’s credibility. That also means higher 
prices for customers.

How many international banks have applied to 
SAMA to open branches in the Kingdom?
We recently issued a license to a British 

bank. We have also provided our recom-
mendation for another one, as well as to 
a foreign bank, as the final approval is 
issued by the King. We also have two re-
quests for national banks, but these are 
still in the initial stages.

What is your strategy to strengthen or stimu-
late the insurance sector?
We are working on a financial sector de-
velopment program to strengthen the in-
surance sector by increasing the number 
of insurance products. Compared to the 
much higher rates in many other coun-
tries, our production and saving pro-
grams are still weak. We need to promote 
awareness and the importance of saving 
and protection. We want to encourage 
people to take out insurance on proper-
ties, in particular.

Can you tell us more about SAMA’s approach 
to funding and capacity building, including the 
launch of a sandbox?
The purpose of the sandbox is to 
strengthen the work on financial tech-
nologies, giving all business people, in 
particular small businesses, the chance 
to enter the financial services arena. We 
have many participants in this field. But, 
more importantly, the sandbox is a place 
to learn and exchange experiences for 
the academic, government and private 
sectors, and the business community. 
Some of them may soon graduate and 
become entrepreneurs in the financial 
services industry. ✖

BIO 

Ahmed Abdulkarim Alkholifey was 
appointed as Governor of SAMA, the 
Kingdom’s Central Bank, in May 2016, 
after previously serving as Deputy 
Governor for research and international 
affairs. He has 15 years of experience in 
various departments within SAMA and 
was previously a legal specialist at the 
then Ministry of Petroleum and Mineral 
Resources. He started his career at 
SAMA in 1995 as an economist. He holds 
a law degree from King Saud University, 
and an MBA and PhD in economics from 
Colorado State University.

OPENING
new 
horizons
SAMA is introducing new 
regulations to broaden the range 
of insurance products and bring 
the sector’s contribution to GDP 
on par with peer countries.

“We are working on 
a financial sector 

development program 
to strengthen the 

insurance sector by 
increasing the number of 

insurance products.”
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Dr.  Mohammad H.  Al  Suliman 
C E O ,
N A J M

have trouble determining liability among the 
parties involved in an accident. Najm is on 
track to becoming a big data company and in-
tends to use that to improve quality of life for 
people in Saudi Arabia.

How do you envision using the data you collect for 
policy recommendations to improve road safety?
Najm provides what we call “non-organic 
growth.” Our new strategy goes through oth-
er agencies as well, making Najm similar to a 
critic bureau style. We try to estimate the in-
sured’s likelihood for risk, which helps insur-
ance companies give the insured a no-claim 
discount based on the insured’s track. This 
is a big boost for us, because we have helped 
many customers get lower rates. The Saudi 
Arabian Monetary Authority (SAMA) is the 
biggest driver behind Najm, in collaboration 
with the Ministry of Interior. It truly enables 
Najm, as we are the only organization pro-
viding such services. On another level, we 
are making fraud protection a priority and 
working to raise the awareness of fraud. We 
are also engaging in strategic links with the 
leader companies in IT market to utilize their 
solutions to improve road safety and increase 
efficiency. ✖

How have you rebranded your organization, and 
how do you continue to offer your services?
Najm has been around since 2007, doing ac-
cident reporting, insurance policy reconcil-
iation, and serving as hub for the insurance 
industry. In March 2019, we unveiled a new 
corporate identity to change the community’s 
perceptions, as we change the way we provide 
our services. Today, Najm is keen to become 
more customer focused and sales driven, 
rather than just being an actively operational 
organization. Najm’s approach is aligned with 
Vision 2030 in regard to full automation, AI, 
IoT, and machine-to-machine communica-
tions. We have successfully accomplished the 
automation of all our services. We also want to 
have innovative solutions like “scenarios cre-
ation” for accidents, because we sometimes 

BIO 

Dr. Mohammad H. Al Suliman was 
appointed CEO of Najm in 2019 after 
holding leadership positions in various 
sectors. Prior to joining Najm, he served 
as VP corporate development at the 
Saudi Telecom Company (STC). Earlier, 
he was COO at the Saudi Kuwaiti Finance 
House and VP of Klever Marketing in the 
US. He obtained his bachelor’s degree 
in information systems from King Fahd 
University of Petroleum and Minerals 
(KFUPM), a master’s in the same field, 
and a PhD in strategic management and 
information technology from Claremont 
Graduate University in the US.



48 Saudi Arabia 2020

I N T E R V I E W

Ziad Al  Yousef 
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Saudi Payments is a merger of SADAD and the Saudi Ara-
bian Monetary Agency’s (SAMA) General Department of 
Payment Systems. Could you tell us more about the orga-
nization’s inception?
Saudi Payments might be a new organization in 
its name and branding, but its legacy goes back 
to 1985, when SAMA was founded with the estab-
lishment of the banking technology department. 
This department focused on developing a shared 
payments infrastructure. SAMA’s forward-looking 
vision for the need of a shared infrastructure was 
the impetus behind the center. The journey started 
in 1990 with the introduction of the national pay-
ment system, mada, formerly known as SPAN. In 
1997, Saudi Arabia became one of the first coun-
tries to introduce electronic real-time gross settle-
ment system (RTGS). In 2003, we introduced our 
electronic payment platform, SADAD, in addition 
to other smaller-sized projects in between. In 2018, 
Saudi Payments was established with the mandate 
to continue that legacy by developing a national 
payment infrastructure, serving banks and fin-
techs equally, and creating a level playing field. In 
short, we work on standardization, interoperabil-
ity, and security, linking everyone and providing 
infrastructure. Other countries have similar setups, 
and global institutions such as the World Bank, the 
IMF, and the G20 Committee have recognized that 
interoperability and shared infrastructure are the 
key enablers of fintech. Without these, the barriers 
for entry are simply too high; it would potentially 
lead to mega players coming in and eating up the 
entire market. Our main KPI is not revenue-based; 
rather it is based on increasing the number of cash-
less payments.

What strategies do you have in place to achieve the vision 
of having a 70% cashless society by 2030?
To grow from 20% to 70% in one decade is an am-
bitious objective. From our global benchmarking, 
even the UK is only about 50%, and it is fairly ad-
vanced in digital payments. The most advanced 
societies are Sweden and Norway. That said, with 
the financial infrastructure in place, together with 

high rates of technology adoption, paints a prom-
ising picture. The pick-up of near-field communi-
cation (NFC) payments in 2018 was phenomenal, 
reaching 40% of all contactless transactions. With-
in one year, we are close to reaching western Euro-
pean levels. In addition, mobile payment adoption 
is high compared to other countries, and it was 
only introduced in late 2018. There are still some 
missing pieces, like a faster payments platform. A 
faster payments platform is our next megaproject 
and should be up and running by 2020. The nature 
of this program will require large changes to bank-
ing systems; we will adopt ISO20022. People are 
moving away from the old SWIFT messaging stan-
dard to that new ISO standard. The new systems 
have proven to reduce cash transfers and unleash 
a wave of innovation for fintechs in the UK, Singa-
pore, and US.

How do you consider your role working with both banks 
and fintechs?
This is challenging because banks have long re-
garded us as their main deliverer, which we still 
are. From a regulatory perspective, our objective 
is to serve everyone. Banks realize that the eco-
system is changing, and they are taking different 
approaches. Some have already established tech-
nology departments to find suitable fintech part-
ners, either directly through capital investment or 
through partnership or extending bank services to 
those fintechs. Luckily, the pie is large, and there 
is room for all banks and fintechs with a custom-
er-centered approach.

What are your strategic priorities for the coming year?
We are focusing on achieving the Financial Sector 
Development Program targets set by SAMA and 
the Ministry of Finance. Aside from financial in-
clusion—which currently stands at 74% according 
to the World Bank—and the cashless transactions 
objectives, we are also working on an e-invoicing 
platform. Operationally, we aim to finalize the in-
ternal carve out from SAMA and be an indepen-
dent organization. ✖

BIO 

Ziad Al Yousef took over as 
the Managing Director of 
Saudi Payments in 2018. He 
previously served in various 
roles at SAMA for 13 years, 
most recently as General 
Manager of the payment 
systems department. Al Yousef 
graduated with a bachelor’s 
degree in information systems 
from King Saud University 
and an MBA from Alfaisal 
University. In addition, he 
followed post-graduate course 
work and leadership programs 
at INSEAD and Harvard 
Business School.

 

Enabler between 
banks and 
fintechs

 

Building 
payment 
infrastructure

GOING  
cashless

Saudi Payments’ mandate is to develop 
a national payment infrastructure and 
provide the required interoperability to 
ensure all players have a level playing 
field as the country moves toward a 
cashless society.
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pioneering FINANCIAL SERVICES
Abdullah Al  Ruwais 

C E O ,
S A U D I  F I N A N C E  L E A S I N G  C O N T R A C T S 

R E G I S T R Y  C O M PA N Y  ( S I J I L )

BIO 

In 2018, Abdullah Al Ruwais 
was appointed the first CEO 
of SIJIL, a closed joint stock 
company of 43 financial 
institutions licensed to offer 
financial leasing products and 
services. He is a seasoned 
veteran in KSA’s financial 
services sector, with 17 years 
of experience. He started his 
career at SAMA and progressed 
further across commercial 
banks, most recently as VP and 
head of cards at Bank Al Jazira, 
prior to his recent appointment. 
Al Ruwais holds a bachelor’s 
in computer and information 
systems from King Saud 
University and is a recipient of 
several executive education 
certificates.

SIJIL seeks to improve the ecosystem 
of financial leasing, contract 

enforceability, and transparency.

Where does SIJIL fit into the plans to increase home own-
ership and make home financing more accessible?
SIJIL is an enabler of the Housing Vision Realiza-
tion Program. The services we provide con¬tribute 
to developing innovative housing finance products, 
giving lessors access to verifiable data to facilitate 
decision making in product develop¬ments. Fur-
thermore, increasing the level of secu¬rity and as-
surance for the financial transactions will attract 
further investment. We will soon offer opportunities 
for securitization and transfer of rights in the local 
and international debt markets subject to regulatory 
approvals, which will help new market players like 
the Saudi Real Estate Re-finance Company (SRC) 
and other investors to expand their coverage.

What are your strategic priorities and ambitions for the 
coming year?
SIJIL aims to become a pioneer within the financial 
industry in the use of innovation and technology. 
SIJIL’s strategy is in line with Vision 2030, National 
Trans¬formation Program (NTP), Financial Sector 
Development Program (FSDP), ISKAN program, 
and the challenges faced by the financial lease eco-
system. Our goal is to provide automated registry 
services that reduce human errors and the unwant-
ed consequences. Also, SIJIL’s services will help 
limit the flow of lawsuits to courts and allow asset 
repossession through a non-judicial approach, fur-
ther reducing the burden on courts. All these will 
help debt collector companies, lessors, and refi-
nancing companies save substantial amounts per 
asset repossession cycle. Moving forward, SIJIL will 
offer a set of unprecedented value-added services 
which will boost the financial leasing market and 
provide access to data and analytics about the mar-
ket. We look forward to working closely with SAMA, 
the Ministry of Justice, financial institutions, and the 
wider ecosystem to realize this vision. In the end, we 
seek to become the source of information for gen-
eral inquiries, reports, and financial analysis for the 
financial leasing market. ✖

Can you elaborate on SIJIL’s main activities and the ra-
tionale behind its inception?
The primary role of SIJIL with the support of 
SAMA and ecosystem stakeholders is to address 
most of the challenges in the financial leasing 
market by enhancing enforceability and ensuring 
transparency. The current mandate focuses on 
serving the financial leasing contracts across its 
lifecycle, from digitizing the contract registration 
to contract closure or enforcement in the event 
of default. The company will maintain records 
of the contract progress and reflect all amend-
ments, enabling it to eventually provide a wide 
set on inquiry and analytical services to financial 
institutions. SIJIL was incepted to solve the issues 
and limitations in the financial leasing ecosystem 
such as the misuse of ownership rights, the lack 
of repossession policies and procedures, unclear 
enforcement mechanisms, and a lack of data and 
transparency.

What companies and organizations do you tailor your fi-
nancial lease registration services to, and what types of 
leased assets are the most common?
SIJIL designed its services for all banks and 
fi¬nancing companies that provide financial leas-
ing products. The most common products are 
vehi¬cles, representing more than 80% of existing 
con-tracts. We also focus on real estate as well as 
ma¬chinery, heavy equipment, medical equip-
ment, and other assets.

What are the main trends in the leasing market, and how 
does the Saudi market compare regionally?
The Saudi leasing market is underpenetrated in 
comparison to its regional counterparts and ma-
ture markets. Forecasted growth for the coming 
five years is 5%. In 2019 alone, the annual growth 
in residential loans exceeded 110%, where Ijarah 
real estate financing represented around 30% of 
total loans, which provided a conformation of the  
market's potential to promptly recover and grow.
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C E O ,
B A N K  A L B I L A D

How have digitization services affected banking 
services in the Kingdom, and how is Bank AlBil-
ad positioning itself?
Among the four things Bank AlBilad has 
been focusing on, first and foremost is dig-
ital transformation. Saudi Arabia is one the 
leading countries globally in terms of ac-
cessing information through technology, 
and the banking sector is at the forefront 
of this. As such, we have reorganized our 
resources internally to implement an ag-
ile model to accelerate the delivery of our 
products, helping us to better position 
ourselves in the market. We were one of 
the first banks to launch a digital bank ac-
count in the Middle East, and our clients 
are now authenticated through our inte-
gration with the Ministry of Interior por-
tal. The digitialization of banking services 
has significantly changed the way people 
conduct business, with disruption coming 
from many different players, even small 
ones. We will look at different players in 
the market for integration that can add fur-
ther value. Introducing technology is nec-
essary to reduce costs and generate more 
margins, though customers should not 
feel left out. We had to really revamp our 
customer experience to increase our en-
gagement with clients and make sure they 
are served in a professional, personalized, 
and prompt manner. We now have a 24/7 
social media engagement team in addition 
to our traditional call center.

What role can the banking sector play to in-
crease access to affordable housing?
Supporting the government’s initiatives 
to increase home ownership is also one of 
our top priorities. We have launched near-
ly 20 products with the Ministry of Hous-
ing and Real Estate Development Fund. 
Different people have different risk pro-
files and needs, and we have been raising 
awareness on savings and financial man-
agement, which is still not at the required 
levels. As such, we have launched several 
products that will help the national savings 
initiative. The Saudi Arabian Monetary 
Authority (SAMA) has changed the way it 
looks at certain ratios in banks’ balance 
sheets to support these efforts. For in-
stance, deposits through long-term saving 
schemes are given higher weight, improv-
ing the loan-deposit ratio and giving banks 
some liquidity relief.

How can Saudi Arabia position itself as a desti-
nation for international investors and funds, and 

how can the banking sector benefit from the op-
portunities being created?
The scale and the number of reforms that 
have taken place in Saudi Arabia, along 
with the importance of implementing 
them, are significant. However, we will not 
see the benefits of these changes immedi-
ately, as some hurdles and interruptions 
could occur along the way. In light of the 
new economic agenda and reforms, rating 
agencies have confirmed the robustness 
of the Saudi economy. Notably, the gov-
ernment recently announced the highest 
budget in the history of Saudi Arabia. We 
are truly in a different era, and the new 
government projects and initiatives will 
spur demand for credit and foreign equity 
investments.

What challenges do you expect to encounter, 
and what is your strategy to turn them into op-
portunities?
The main challenge lies in the implemen-
tation, especially from a human resources 
point of view, because the huge number 
of initiatives and strict KPIs require skilled 
talent. Entities, private and public alike, 
will have to invest a great deal of time and 
money on training. Bank AlBilad has tri-
pled its training budget for this purpose, 
placing human resources at the heart of its 
work.

With Tadawul upgrading to MSCI status, how do 
you see the financial sector evolving?
Some government initiatives will give 
corporations opportunities to move away 
from traditional banking relationships. 
One of the key government initiatives is 
fast tracking the establishment of a debt 
management office and the appointment 
of primary dealers, because without a gov-
ernment benchmark, the capital market 
will never develop. The government is also 
moving toward sharia-compliant securi-
ties and sukuk. We have also seen different 
forms of financing, and this will increase 
the diversity of capital, finance, and liquid-
ity for companies. ✖

BIO 

Abdulaziz Al-Onaizan is a seasoned 
banker with over 30 years of experience 
in the financial sector, both with local 
as well as joint-venture banks covering 
different fields including treasury, 
investments, and credit. He joined Bank 
AlBilad in September 2014 as Chief 
Business Officer and was later appointed 
as the bank’s CEO in March 2016. He 
is also a Board Member of AlBilad 
Capital and currently the Chairman of 
the Managing Director’s Committee 
at the SAMA. Al-Onaizan obtained 
his bachelor’s degree in research 
methodology and quantitative methods 
from King Saud University.

a different 
ERA
As one of the first banks 
to launch a digital bank 
account in the Middle East, 
Bank AlBilad is reorganizing 
its resources internally to 
accelerate the delivery of 
new products and better 
position itself in the market.

“We have launched 
nearly 20 products 

with the Ministry of 
Housing and Real Estate 

Development Fund.”
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Abdulmohsen Al-Fares 
C E O ,
A L I N M A  B A N K

Nabil  AlHoshan 
C E O  &  M A N A G I N G  D I R E C T O R ,
B A N K  A L J A Z I R A

You launched the first of what will be a full net-
work of digital branches across the Kingdom 
as part your program to provide self-service 
banking solutions to customers. How does this 
fit into your digital strategy?

ABDULMOHSEN AL-FARES When Alinma 
Bank became fully operational in 2009, 
we anticipated great change in finan-
cial technology and, therefore, invested 
in supporting IT architecture. The sup-
porting platform that we built for digital 
branches is one of our largest projects 
to date and consists of middleware that 
allows us to work with all vendors and 
mobile applications. It is one of our IT 
infrastructure platforms that connects 
our applications, including the core 
banking system, with our customers via 
any channel, including ATM, POS, digital 
branches, and smart device applications. 
We have also added Apple Pay and mada 
Pay payment solutions. Notably, we were 
the first bank to have a platform-agnostic 
mobile solution, making it easier to add 
new channel interfaces. Alinma Bank’s 
core strategy is to be in the middle of cor-
porate business and consumer banking. 
Our financing portfolio is 80% corporate 
and 20% retail; however, more than 85% 
of our customer base is retail. At present, 
we have 161 physical branches across 

the Kingdom. That said, in five to sev-
en years, the reality will be significantly 
different, and with changing margins, 
physical branches will become a cost 
burden. Our latest development is the 
establishment of digital branches, and 
we aim to launch three in 2019 in order 
to occupy a middle ground between tra-
ditional banking and fintech. We are also 
continuing to increase our digital service 
offerings, which include cardless emer-
gency cash withdrawals, card printing 
ATMs, and other services that enhance 
the speed and flexibility of our interac-
tions with customers.

How have operations evolved in the past cou-
ple of years, and what are Bank AlJazira’s key 
strategic priorities for the short to medium 
term?

NABIL ALHOSHAN BAJ continues to evolve 
as a financial institution. 10 years ago, 
BAJ was reliant on brokerage as its main 
driver of income. At present, we are an 
all-encompassing financial institution 
serving retail, corporate, private, and 
treasury customers. This is in addition 
to our existing brokerage customers. We 
have particularly strengthened the retail 
part to give the bank a footprint to com-
pete with other similar sized banks. The 

BANKS & FINTECH 
The Saudi central bank’s flexible and encouraging approach to 
innovation has enabled banks and fintechs to exist side by side and 
work together to fulfill the needs of an evolving market.

branch, ATM, and POS networks have 
grown significantly to give our retail cus-
tomers and merchants all the support 
they need. We are prioritizing residential 
and mortgage business, REDF solutions, 
off-plan sales, self-construction, flexible 
installments, mortgage guarantees, and 
downpayment support for the military 
sector. Auto lease will be the latest ad-
dition to BAJ’s product suit, in line with 
its corporate strategy that places a spe-
cial focus on innovation. Alongside this, 
our Digital Smart App is a class leader 
and continues to be the best-performing 
channel for acquiring new customers. We 
have also introduced a new remittance 
product, called Fawri, which has quickly 
built up over 1.5 million customers and 
taken over 12% of the market share of 
transactions within three years of launch.

In recent years, SAMA has assumed a more 
active role toward fintech. What are your expe-
riences as a bank regulated by SAMA?

AA SAMA is a strong, competent regu-
lator for all financial institutions, and it 
governs the licensing process for any new 
product or service. This regulatory role 
has not, however, prevented innovation 
in the sector, which SAMA supports with 
a flexible and encouraging approach. 
SAMA has even gone as far as to create 
a digital currency in cooperation with 
the UAE Central Bank. SAMA has been 
driving technological development since 
the 1980s, and when compared to others 
around the world, the Central Bank of 
Saudi Arabia is among the top 10 for its 
support of fintech and other technolo-
gies.

How are digital services shaping the traditional 
retail and wholesale banking sector, and how 
can BAJ stay ahead of the innovation curve? 

NA Digital banking is being demanded 
by every customer, and the entire bank-
ing sector is under huge pressure to offer 
services in an innovative, convenient, 
and secure manner. In the last few years, 
BAJ has focused on enhancing its digital 
banking services by re-launching AlJazira 
SMART, featuring a simple and efficient 
interface with a variety of services. These 
include Fawri remittance services, online 
credit card application, and online ac-
count opening, all of which contributed 
to increasing our retail customer base 
by 35%. Similarly, SMEs are also seeking 
smart ways to fulfill their banking needs, 
and we are working to support these cus-
tomers with online services that suit their 
needs. ✖



Digital Cash International (DCI) is 
a financial technology company 
that owns and operates an end-to-
end, state-of-the-art cashless eco 
system. In addition, DCI provides 
innovative electronic bill aggrega-
tion for “SADAD” in KSA. DCI fur-
nishes electronic payment systems 
for corporates and individuals at 
the same level. DCI offers a wide 
range of services, such as interna-
tional digital remittance, mobile 
payments, gift vouchers & coupon 
management, marketplace, and 
various other niche and innova-
tive digital services. As one of the 
leading digital transformation com-
panies, DCI’s mission is to help cus-
tomers make smart transformation 
to the digital realm.

The Future 
Beyond Cash

2751 Prince Sultan Abdulaziz st, Mathar 
dist. Sultan business center, office3

P.O.Box 6769 Riyadh 12312 Saudi Arabia

bilal@dci.sa
www.dci.sa

T: +966114000171
F: +9666112382194
Twitter: @DCI_KSA
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HRH Princess Hala bint  Khaled bin Sultan Al-Saud 
C H A I R M A N ,  S A U D I  L AW  C O N F E R E N C E  ( S L C )  O R G A N I Z I N G  C O M M I T T E E 

&  F O U N D E R ,  B U R H A N  A L M A R I FA

BIO 

Her Royal Highness Princess Hala bint 
Khaled bin Sultan Al-Saud is the founder 
of Burhan Almarifa as well as the Saudi 
Law Conference and Chairman of its 
organizing committee since its launch 
in 2018. With a passion to preserve 
and conserve the ocean, she is also a 
Director of the Khaled bin Sultan Living 
Oceans Foundation’s board since 2016. 
Princess Hala is also the ICC Young 
Arbitrators Forum representative for 
KSA. She started her career in 2008 as 
a legal researcher at the Saudi Arabian 
General Investment Authority Economic 
Cities Agency (SAGIA-ECA), and then 
as a legal advisor at SAGIA-ECA. She 
is currently a legal advisor at Faisal bin 
Adel Abu Khalaf Law Firm. Princess Hala 
graduated with a bachelor’s degree in 
international relations from Wellesley 
College in 2005 and then earned her 
jurist doctorate degree from Boston 
University School of Law in 2008.

Burhan Almarifa is focused on maturing the legal sector, 
encouraging innovation, and enabling research and development  
in KSA through knowledge transfer and consultancy.

field, as we need to find the fine balance 
between too much regulation that may 
hinder future development and enough 
regulation to protect the consumer, 
whether individual, entity, or state.

What do you seek to achieve via Burhan Al-
marifa’s vision to “elevate the legal profes-
sion”?
Saudi Arabia is a distinctive market in 
terms of the rate at which the number 
of lawyers is growing, which gives us a 
competitive advantage of having a rela-
tively large young working force that is 
technologically savvy and has the poten-
tial to be leaders and experts in their re-
spective fields. Burhan Almarifa strongly 
advocates specializing within the field. 
We believe that transferring internation-
al expertise to our legal practitioners will 
in the long run ensure the effectiveness, 
efficiency, stability and development of 
the legal sector. ✖

Burhan Almarifa is a platform for infor-
mation and knowledge transfer. Could 
you tell us more about the organization?
Burhan Almarifa has two business pillars: 
transfer of knowledge and consultancy, 
the purpose of which is to develop initia-
tives and programs that will support and 
advance legal professionals in the King-
dom of Saudi Arabia. This will eventually 
promote specializations and expertise 
within the legal sector, whether in busi-
ness law, intellectual property law, inter-
national humanitarian law, healthcare 
law, or environmental law, to name a few. 
One such initiative is SLC, which was in-
augurated last year. We are also develop-
ing different training programs, publica-
tions, and digitalization projects for both 
the private and public sectors to promote 
cross-sector collaboration. This eventu-
ally extended to developing consultancy 
services that range from benchmarking 
and advising on regulations drafting to 
global strategic positioning of different 
initiatives. In order to fulfill our mission, 
we started establishing the “Burhan Net-
work,” which forms working partnerships 
with companies that are leaders in their 
fields both internationally and locally.

What do you envision for SLC in the next 10 
years?
SLC positions itself as a platform for the 
transfer of knowledge from worldwide 
and national experts to our community 
on the key topics of the moment. The 
more important aspect of SLC, however, 
is the discussions that take place during 
the conference and recommendations 
that stem from those discussions. This 
is the first professional platform in the 
Kingdom that brings together policy-
makers, judges, lawyers, the private sec-
tor, and students to debate and discuss 
matters pertaining to their profession. 
In 10 years, I hope SLC is viewed inter-
nationally as the platform to gain knowl-
edge on the legal trends of the year, that 
those discussions are led by Saudi ex-
perts, and that the recommendations 
SLC generates are substantive, practical, 
and effective to help develop the rule of 
law and truly elevate the legal profes-
sion, both nationally and internationally.

Why are IP and fintech the themes of SLC 
2019?
The overarching theme of SLC is “Re-
inforcing a sustainable and inclusive 
business environment." With Saudi Ara-
bia being party to a large number of IP 
international agreements and conven-
tions, its obligations as a WTO member, 
the massive boom in new businesses and 
the influx of foreign investment into the 
Kingdom, protection of IP rights is a ma-
jor topic of concern. Fintech, on the oth-
er hand, is a highly specialized, yet mas-
sively used, sector that is developing far 
quicker than the regulations that would 
regulate it, not just in the Kingdom, but 
internationally. Fintech is thought of as 
an independent sector, when in prac-
tice it touches upon almost every other 
sector. It is important to understand 
the issues that surround regulating this 

beyond common
PRACTICE

“This is the first 
professional platform in 
the Kingdom that brings 
together policymakers, 
judges, lawyers, the 
private sector, and 
students to debate 
and discuss matters 
pertaining to their 
profession.”
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C E O  &  B O A R D  M E M B E R ,
A L R A E D A H  F I N A N C E

How have you advanced in your approach to 
finance SMEs and entrepreneurs in Saudi Ara-
bia?
SMEs constitute the highest risk of all as-
set classes. They do not fit into a typical 
credit profile, and each has its own specif-
ic needs. Typically, this is why banks shy 
away from this asset class as their system 
and procedures are standardized and the 
exceptions too costly. Technology is at the 
forefront of AlRaedah’s business model. 
AlRaedah invested in bringing an auto-
mated machine learning and AI platform 
into the fold (DataRobot) in 2017. The 
company is running more than 100 differ-
ent models, assessing more than 78 data 
points on each client. This definitely is an 
advantage compared to our competitors' 
manual process, and allows us to identify 
patterns in the data in minutes. Notably, 
Alraedah Finance is 100% focused on 
SME financing, which is an advantage 
since we are embedded into the SME cul-
ture of the country. All the innovations 
and products we launch are directed to-
ward SMEs, and 100% of our resources 
are focused on SMEs.

To what extent do you still need to work with the 
banks?
There will be a need to work with banks for 
the foreseeable future. Banks keep their 
distance from most SMEs. We use banks 
to provide some of the company’s liquidi-
ty to fund our current SME portfolio. 

What is the basis of your collaboration with 
Monsha’at?
Monsha’at has many initiatives to support 
SMEs and start-ups, and the speed and 
agility with which it has been able to bring 
these programs into existence are impres-
sive. We are part of one of its programs, 
which is called the Indirect Lending (IDL) 
initiative. This program provides liquidi-
ty to 15 different financing companies to 
lend to existing SMEs in the market. There 
are restrictions on the sectors that are part 
of the program. The benefit that Alraedah 
Finance and the other participating com-
panies in the program receive is lower 
cost of funding. In return for that benefit, 
there is a limit on the profit rate that we 
can charge SMEs, so the benefits are mu-
tual. The risk of default remains with the 
companies, and therefore the qualifica-

tion conditions are that of the companies 
that are participating in the program. The 
companies are obligated to repay the fi-
nancing facility based on predetermined 
terms. The program has increased the op-
tions that SMEs can get financing through. 
The increased competition has made it a 
better environment for SMEs. We are ex-
cited to see the launch of other initiatives 
from Monsha’at in the future.

What are the barriers for entrepreneurs to start 
a company?
The country and the responsible minis-
tries have made significant progress in 
a short amount of time to support those 
interested in starting their own business. 
We have also seen an increase in venture 
capital investments in the country and re-
gion. Equally important, a growing num-
ber of young people are opting to start 
businesses.

What can be done to increase financial inclu-
sion in the SME sector?
Significant progress has been made in re-
gard to financial inclusion for many differ-
ent entities in both private and public sec-
tors. In my opinion, specifically for SMEs, 
ability to get financing comes down to one 
thing: data. It has gotten better in the past 
few years with Ebsher, Bayan Credit, and 
SIMAH increasing the amount of data that 
is provided. However, the costs of these 
products to new entrants in the financ-
ing market are prohibitive. The next step 
is to get into the "open Banking" move-
ment, which is a significant step toward 
financial inclusion. The amount of data 
that banks hold is tremendous and will 
open doors for entities to provide prod-
ucts that SMEs require. This will also 
increase competition among banks, fur-
ther benefiting SMEs. ✖

BIO 

Paul Melotto was appointed CEO and 
board member of AlRaedah Finance in 
2015, bringing with him two decades 
of local and international finance 
experience. Prior to that, Melotto was a 
founding member of the management 
team of Deutsche Gulf Finance, one 
of the most successful mortgage 
companies in Saudi Arabia, where 
he served as CFO for five years. He 
started his career at MortgageIT in 
the US, which in 2004 completed its 
IPO on the NYSE. The company was 
sold to Deutsche Bank in 2007 where 
Melotto continued to hold various 
positions looking after RMBS. He holds 
a bachelor’s degree in accounting from 
Quinnipiac University, US.

FINANCIAL
inclusion 
for all
AlRaedah Finance is spurring 
financial development and 
inclusion in the Kingdom by 
focusing all its resources on 
SMEs.

“Significant progress 
has been made in 

regards to financial 
inclusion for many 

different entities in both 
the private and public 

sectors.”
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In the past, we were working with older 
clients, because our product was geared 
toward high-net-worth individuals and 
corporations. Now, we pitch to youth 
and the mass affluent customers and 
cannot use the same distribution chan-
nels. We use social media, such as Ins-
tagram and Facebook. The second piece 
of the puzzle is tailoring the product so 
that it has offerings that suit the youth 
and mass affluent base. The distribution 
and communication is now done digital-
ly. We have revamped our mobile app so 
that it is more interactive and provides 
customers with all the information they 
need or want about their payments and 
account. Young people tend to do more 
of their shopping online. Their first card 
is to support digital payments and daily 
transactions. People spend differently 
now, and so the products that we sell 
need to cater to that. The interaction 
they have with the company is different 
as well, which is why we are working on 
new communication channels. 

What are your strategic priorities for Ameri-
can Express in Saudi Arabia?
We are optimistic for the future, and we 
are following the demographics of Saudi 
Arabia, ready to partner in the Kingdom’s 
Vision 2030. We are looking at growing 
and providing services to entrepreneurs 
as well as companies created in the new 
economy providing solutions that make 
payments transparent. E-commerce 
is seeing unprecedented growth in the 
Kingdom. Customers, in general, are 
more price conscious, and e-commerce 
supports this trend. Another major pick 
up will be contactless payment, especial-
ly for public transport. Tapping a card is-
sued on an open platform, as in London 
and other places, will make the process 
much easier for both locals and visiting 
foreign guests once the metro starts. ✖

How do you position American Express as a 
global payment operator in the financial land-
scape in Saudi Arabia?
Unlike other credit card issuers, Ameri-
can Express only issues credit cards. We 
are the only monoline card company in 
the Kingdom. We do credit cards better 
because our total focus is on the custom-
er and their card. If one wants a credit 
card that suits their needs with extraor-
dinary customer service, then American 
Express is the answer. If a company is 
looking at a co-brand partner for cards, 
American Express with its global experi-
ence is the best company to partner with. 
We are more focused on cards because 
that is our primary business. We partner 
with banks when we see the synergy can 
add value to the customer. In the com-
mercial space, we manage the SAIB and 
SABB corporate card portfolio in addi-
tion to providing our own standalone 
corporate solutions. This enables banks 
to obtain a state-of-the-art turnkey cor-
porate card and payment solution and 
provides American Express with a wider 
distribution channel.

How do you position yourself in the market, 
and how do you envision growing your posi-
tion through partnerships with entities?
We are witnessing a shift away from cash 
payments which, historically, we have 
regarded as a major competitor. There 
are several new actors in the market in 
competition with cash. This is driven 
largely by the growth of fintech payment 
operators. Especially among young peo-
ple, which form the majority of the Saudi 
population, there is a major shift from 
cash to non-cash payments. There are 
many countries where people leave the 
house and have no cash on them, where 
they rely on their card or mobile phone. 
Previously in Saudi Arabia, this prac-
tice was unheard of, though that is now 
changing. More people are open to going 
cashless, creating a great opportunity for 
American Express. There are more cash-
less slices in a larger pie. Many of the new 
payment solutions, including Apple Pay 
and STC Pay, are backed by credit cards. 
That is why we consider them partners 
and not competitors. These partnerships 
expand our reach making the pie bigger.

How do you plan on growing engagement of 
your credit cards with a younger generation?

BIO 

Priyan Attygalle has been the CEO of 
American Express Saudi Arabia since 
2006. He previously worked with HSBC 
across various markets and positions. 
With over 28 years in the banking and 
financial services industry, Attygalle 
holds a business degree and an MBA 
from the University of North Carolina in 
Charlotte, US.

PAYING
it forward
American Express is ready to 
help entrepreneurs in Saudi 
Arabia provide solutions to 
make payments easier and more 
transparent.

“If a company is 
looking at a co-brand 

partner for cards, 
American Express with 

its global experience 
is the best company to 

partner with.”
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namics and consumer behavior are changing. 
This demands a diversity of new services on 
various platforms. We understand that STC 
Pay, Halalah, and other fintechs will help cus-
tomers manage their transactions and foster 
diversification. Initiatives such as the central 
bank’s sandbox initiative and the fintech ini-
tiative are involved in navigating the ecosys-
tem to better create a pipeline in the market. 
Then there is the Capital Market Authority’s 
Fintech Lab initiative, which is geared at reg-
ulating its services into arrangement, custody 
and stocks, bonds, and crowd funding. We are 
considering supportive and responsible fin-
techs and endorsing safe environments with 
a view to better understand what regulators 
need to introduce. The sandbox and Fintech 
Lab are the “test bed” where fintechs can en-
ter for 12 to 18 months before graduating. We 
are also using these testing environments to 
regulate services in the market for new fin-
techs to navigate the market without having 
to go through the full testing cycle for the 
same service. ✖

What is your strategy to create an innovative fintech 
hub and align all the stakeholders?
Technology has disrupted every sector, in-
cluding the financial services industry. The 
Saudi fintech initiative is diversifying the 
sources through which we manage financial 
transactions, and devising a strategy to move 
toward a cashless society. The ecosystem 
in Saudi Arabia is rather unconnected, with 
many players navigating on their own. The 
Fintech Saudi program was launched in April 
2018 to enhance, innovate, and connect the 
system and better understand the market and 
prevailing opportunities. We need to build in-
frastructure and see how to connect the dots 
between start-ups, investors, and traditional 
financial players. This will help diversify the 
economy and develop a better ecosystem for 
entrepreneurs.

What other initiatives are shaping the fintech indus-
try?
When we consider the retail and telecommu-
nication industries, both the fundamental dy-

BIO 

Nejoud Al Mulaik was appointed Director 
of Fintech Saudi in October 2018. 
Previously, she had served as Director for 
International Strategic Partnerships at 
Monshaat, the Saudi SME authority. She 
has a decade of experience in corporate 
and investment banking, most recently 
as corporate associate at JPMorgan 
Chase & Co. She holds a bachelor’s 
degree in business systems from Arab 
Open University.

WE LEND,
YOU GROW
Our financial solutions 
ensure the sustainable 
growth of your SME. 

Learn more on
www.alraedah.finance 
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How was DCI established, and what payment 
solutions have you developed?
DCI started in 2015, when we were work-
ing with the Central Bank of Jordan on 
various payment initiatives. At the time, 
DCI was attending the Digital Transfor-
mation Committee meetings after being 
invited by the Central Bank of Jordan. We 
attended workshops with the WTO, the 
Central Bank of Jordan, representatives 
of the German government, and other 
entities. The main focus was financial in-
clusion for Jordan, including helping the 
refugees in Jordan with a low-cost remit-
tance solution. That is when DCI was es-
tablished. Thereafter we decided to cre-
ate our own platform because financial 
inclusion was not our type of software. 
We did not want to depend on someone 
else for the technology because then we 
lose our agility.

How did DCI enter the Saudi market?
DCI was formed to be the vehicle to sell 
digital solutions in Saudi Arabia. DCI 
started its activities in the Saudi market 
in partnership with the Alsubeaei family, 
the major shareholders of Albilad Bank, 
amongst many other businesses and 
banks outside the Kingdom. As bank-
ers, they knew the challenges facing the 
banking industry and were convinced 
that digital money was the future. Thus, 
the partnership made sense, and we 
transferred our technology to Saudi Ara-
bia and nationalized it. It was truly the 

biggest catalyst of our success. We re-
ceived two licenses from the Saudi Ara-
bian Monetary Authority (SAMA) with 
the cooperation of our partner, the Arab 
National Bank.

What is your experience and perspective on 
SAMA’s more open and evolving approach to 
licensing of financial players here?
SAMA is evolving, though it is strict in 
the anti-money laundering (AML) and 
know your customer (KYC) areas, and we 
understand why. SAMA has a tough mis-
sion because it wants to promote agility 
and digitization, but at the same time 
does not want to compromise on the 
AML and KYC rules. Digital solutions are 
vulnerable to hacking, and SAMA wants 
to make sure those solutions provided to 
the market are low risk to protect con-
sumers and the market. If we look at all 
these elements and considerations, we 
can see SAMA is doing a great job. It is 
truly pushing for a digital market.

How does DCI plan to grow its business in the 
coming years?
DCI is currently introducing a special-
ized marketplace just for e-commerce 
promotions for its regular clients. We are 
signing with major merchants and retail-
ers, who will use our digital promotion 
tools, and will report back to them on 
the demography of their users and where 
they saw their advertising. Ours is a com-
pletely cashless system from end to end. 

BIO 

Bashar Khalil Baidas is CEO & Co-
Founder of DCI and was responsible 
for the partnerships that launched DCI 
in Saudi Arabia. He has well over two 
decades of experience in global IT 
companies, including IBM and Logica, 
and was the founder of other companies 
in the field of financial technology. 
He is the master architect of Shamel 
end-to-end technology for digital cash, 
which was also used in the DCI platform. 
Khalil holds a bachelors in computer 
science. He also completed a mini-MBA 
at Harvard Business School.

Focusing mainly on SMEs and digital wallets, DCI sells digital 
solutions in Saudi Arabia in partnership with banks and businesses 
of the future.

If we had not addressed all the differ-
ent stakeholders in the cash system, we 
would not have succeeded. This is why 
through its platform DCI is addressing 
merchants, retailers, SAMA, banks, and 
consumers. We want to show the mar-
ket that one can build many offerings on 
our platform, for example, a specialized 
marketplace, digital promotions, or con-
nections with Uber or other third parties. 
Retailers have to react to e-commerce, 
as do banks. Banks will not disappear, 
though they must address the fintech 
rush. ✖

winds of CHANGE
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Ali  Alshehri 
C O U N T R Y  M A N A G E R 
S A U D I  A R A B I A ,
PAY TA B S

Esam Alnahdi 
C E O ,
H A L A L A H

Saleh Mosaibah 
C E O ,
S T C  PAY

WE COMMENCED OPERATIONS FIVE YEARS 
AGO with the aim of providing seamless 
payment solutions to the market. Small- 
and medium-scaled e-commerce mer-
chants often found it tedious to procure 
payment gateway services and facilitate 
their clients’ online purchases due to high 
costs and lengthy procedures involved in 
acquiring and operating payment gate-
ways. PayTabs facilitates e-commerce 
transactions with technology developed 
in-house. There were many challenges in 
the beginning, especially as the market was 
unfamiliar with payment gateway services. 
We commenced processing payments in 
Saudi Arabia and expanded into other GCC 
countries within a few years. We now have 
a presence in the MENA region, Southeast 
Asia, and East Asia. While our payment 
processing can facilitate transactions in up 
to 168 currencies, locally we strive to re-
cruit and develop exceptional homegrown 
talent to maintain a personalized and lo-
cal approach in our services. We provide 
start-ups with a seamless onboarding with 
affordable service fees and flexible pricing 
plans. Merchants seeking in-depth analy-
sis of their corporate payments are offered 
business intelligence through smart tools 
found on their PayTabs Business Manag-
er dashboard. We also target large-scale 
merchants by customizing our products 
and pricing plans to suit their needs. It is 
vital for businesses to understand the ad-
vantages of having an online presence in 
expanding their footprint.

HALALAH IS A DIGITAL BANKING PLAT-
FORM that enables individuals and SMEs 
to open accounts in less than 20 seconds 
and use this account to transfer and re-
ceive money within seconds. HalalaH 
was built in-house and our main edge is 
that we serve the needs of the local soci-
ety and work on customizing our offer-
ing to solve our clients’ needs. For exam-
ple, one sector that we serve is grocery 
shops; this sector was never targeted 
by the existing banking system, mainly 
because it had very specific needs and 
issues. HalalaH works on tailor-made 
solutions to make them fit for both busi-
nesses and individuals. We serve those 
who are not served or under-served. We 
are demand-driven, so when it comes to 
corporate, our target is definitely SMEs. 
We do not have any value to offer to 
large companies at the moment. When 
it comes to individuals, we always fo-
cus on segments that need services and 
solutions, such as students or blue-collar 
workers. Overall, the ecosystem is much 
better than it was before. There are no 
issues related to access to funding. How-
ever, there is a lack of talent. There is 
talent in this country, but we still need 
to make things easier to attract interna-
tional talent that will play a great role in 
knowledge transfer.

STC PAY WAS THE FIRST NON-TRADITION-
AL FINANCIAL INSTITUTION to be licensed 
by SAMA to perform payment transac-
tions in the Kingdom. STC Pay’s vision is 
to induce cashless transactions. We are 
an integrated payment service provider, 
and we innovate ourselves according to 
the highest customer-oriented standards. 
STC Pay currently has two main services: 
payments and remittances. Under the 
payment division, we facilitate payments 
for all kinds of merchants and businesses, 
including traditional offline stores, e-com-
merce companies, utilities companies, 
and others. Payments via STC Pay are a 
matter of convenience, and we target POS 
situations where we can provide added 
value. We have already seen an increase in 
the use of STC Pay at gas stations, an area 
where cash dominates. We have shortlist-
ed the most common user cases and are 
building our concept innovations around 
them. While running ongoing experiments 
on these user cases, we are able to learn 
from our failures and optimize our con-
cept. For remittances, the end-user expe-
rience we provide is unique. We provide 
our customers with a solid experience and 
competitive price, which are two essential 
ingredients for remittance. Our partner-
ship with Western Union underlines our 
strength in this area. It is not just about 
the value position today, but rather how 
fast one can move to create new value 
propositions for tomorrow.

FINTECH
Financial institutions focused on innovating new ways to deliver financial services 
are crucial to the government’s efforts to develop an advanced financial market.

F O R U M
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What products do you have in the pipeline, and how 
do they fit into your growth strategy going forward?
We work with nine out of 11 banks engaged in 
acquiring; we will soon sign with the other two 
banks and represent the entire banking net-
work in Saudi Arabia, a feat we have already 
achieved in Jordan. Our next plan is to ex-
pand into Egypt. Moreover, with our network 
of banks, which we call solutions network, we 
will begin to launch new products. While we 
continue to develop APIs to easily connect 
merchants on payment gateways and enhance 
our anti-fraud system, we are developing new 
invoicing system to tap into the large market 
of Instagram shopping in Saudi Arabia. We 
also created a mobile application that helps 
merchants track transactions and sales. In 
terms of clients, we have developed a custom-
ized solution for hotel invoicing in Jordan, 
where we usually test products before launch-
ing them into other markets, which in this case 
would be the UAE and Saudi Arabia. ✖

Can you walk us through HyperPay’s core business 
model and how it facilitates online transactions?
In the beginning, we defined ourselves as a 
payment gateway to process both online pay-
ments through card schemes, such as Visa and 
Mastercard, and local payment systems such 
as Sadad and Mada. At present, our system 
works between banks, the card scheme, the 
merchant, and the end user. When the end 
user reaches the point of payment via credit 
card and submits the payment form, we pro-
cess the information and run a due diligence 
check on the card details, which includes a 
120-point fraud check. We then pass on the in-
formation to the acquiring bank; that response 
is sent to the card scheme to confirm and pro-
cess the purchase. The merchant and the pur-
chaser are also informed of the purchase con-
firmation or rejection. Remarkably, all of this 
is done in two seconds. 

BIO 

Muhannad Ebwini is the co-founder and 
CEO of HyperPay and he has led the 
business to its current position as a one 
of the Middle East’s fastest growing 
and most successful online payment 
businesses. Ebwini has more than 
18 years of experience in the online, 
e-commerce, gaming, and payment 
industries, having successfully grown 
the business of OneCard, a leading 
regional alternative payment mechanism 
between 2004 and 2010. During his 
tenure at OneCard, he spearheaded 
the development of the online payment 
and e-commerce industry in the MENA 
region. Ebwini is a certified e-commerce 
consultant (CEC). He holds an MBA in 
management and international business 
from NYIT and a bachelor’s in computer 
software engineering from Princess 
Sumayya University.

DRIVING CHANGE TOWARDS

A CASH-LESS FUTURE

 HyperPay, a leading payment gateway offering faster payments,

for fast-growing businesses in the MENA region.

J O R D A N  |  U A E  |  S A U D I  A R A B I A

hyperpay.com
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Walid Al  Ballaa 
M A N A G I N G  D I R E C T O R ,
D I R E C T F N and horizontally. If companies like ours slow 

down innovation, we risk losing our standing 
or getting stuck in a stagnant position. Our 
company was based on a game-changing in-
novation. All we do comes from value-based 
innovation. In 2005, we expanded into mar-
ket information. When Tadawul had an eco-
nomic slowdown, investors started inquiring 
about debt analyzing, and we included that. 
Our screens became more mature, incorpo-
rating more analytics. Starting from a purely 
B2C model, we became a B2B platform. All 
banks and brokers started to use our platform, 
which is the case for the majority today. Next, 
we developed our brokerage management 
system for which we are overhauling our com-
plete system, a process we call legacy mod-
ernization. User experience is the most im-
portant for us. Although we had a first-mover 
advantage with our screens, we needed to ad-
just to new realities. Our focus has expanded 
throughout all emerging and frontier markets, 
from Morocco to the Philippines. Our main 
offices are in Riyadh, Dubai, and Cairo, and 
our secondary offices are in Kuwait, Sri Lanka, 
and Pakistan. ✖

Could you tell us more about your primary expertise, 
and how you have advanced in recent years? 
Our expertise focuses on two components; 
financial content, similar to Reuters or 
Bloomberg Terminal, and fintech. We are the 
pioneers in the financial content industry in 
Saudi Arabia, being the first to introduce sub-
scription-based content to retail masses. In 
fintech, we work in a specialized domain, pro-
viding software technology. We provide bro-
kerage management systems, asset manage-
ment systems, custody management systems, 
and client relationship management (CRM) 
tailored to the investment management in-
dustry and anti-money-laundering systems. 
The latest innovation are robo-advisors, which 
help bring investment management into a re-
tail framework.

How important is continuous innovation, and to what 
extent do you develop technologies in-house? 
Continuous innovation is key to maintaining 
market leadership and growth, both vertically 

BIO 

Walid Al Ballaa is a tech entrepreneur. 
He has been serving as the managing 
director of DirectFN—and its predecessor 
Mubasher—since 2001. The company 
is part of the Saudi-based National 
Technology Group, where Al-Ballaa is 
a board member as well. DirectFN has 
advanced as a leading financial content 
platform across emerging and frontier 
markets.
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Fundamental to the KSA’s increasingly open-door policy to foreign investment 
is the accountability of an appealing, diversified, and accountable stable of 
equities and other financial instruments on the global stage.

NOT THE STOCK APPROACH

IN EXAMINING THE LISTING OF SAUDI ARABIA on the EMCI Index, 
it is useful to briefly consider the underlying reasons than led to 
it. In step with the 2016 launch of Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030, the 
Kingdom has taken a market-friendly and diversified economic 
path. Notably, it has been welcoming of foreign investors, among 
others by introducing 100% ownership of foreign-owned compa-
nies within the KSA, easing foreign ownership of listed entities, 
and shifting from T+0 to T+2 trade settlement in its capital mar-
kets. Meanwhile, the introduction of VAT created a further source 
of state revenues, helping to tip the balance toward non-hydrocar-
bons. That said, the likely listing of behemoth Aramco—for which 
Saudi Arabia foresees a USD2-trillion valuation—can only raise 
interest levels. 

SHORING-UP THE PLAYING FIELD
In 2H2018, the Saudi Stock Exchange (Tadawul) launched the Cen-
tral Counterparty Clearing House (CCP), an intermediary entity 
that guarantees the settlement of transactions. This settlement 
guarantor paved the way for more diversified investment options 
with the arrival of such new assets as derivatives, making for a 
more appealing market.

INCLUSION ON MSCI 
The MSCI Emerging Markets Investable Market Index (IMI) is 
home to large, mid, and small-cap companies in 26 EMs. And 
inclusion of stocks from the KSA’s MSCI Saudi Arabia IMI 25/50 
Index to the MSCI Emerging Markets Index is a tangible conse-
quence of financial modernization. As analysts were quick to point 
out, the arrival of the KSA was part of wider moves at diversifying 
the EM index that also saw the door opened to Chinese equities. 
The KSA’s inclusion is a two-step process commencing in June 

2019 with the MSCI Saudi Arabian Index. It accounts for roughly 
2.6% of the MSCI Emerging Markets IMI, having introduced close 
to 70 stocks to the mix. Diversification is again at the heart of the 
endeavor, and the Saudi index is over 75% comprised of financials 
and materials. Note that in 2019, three out of five tranches of Sau-
di stocks also entered the FTSE emerging-market index. As of July 
2019, the Saudi index had risen by around 14% YtD. And not rest-
ing on its laurels, Saudi Arabia has also moved to ensure its real 
estate investment trusts (REITs) are in step with international best 
practices through inclusion in global indices.

THE CONSEQUENCES? 
Upon inclusion the sentiment-driven party was rather short-lived, 
albeit due to geopolitics, rather than fundamentals. The factor 
was bellicose moves from Washington against Iran. And falling off 
a May peak of 9,361.96, the benchmark Tadawul All Share Index 
shed 10%. Yet a rebound spelled a six-month rise of 13.1%. The 
bullish market view is that the August follow-up inclusion could 
mop up USD7.8-7.9 billion.

ARAMCO-A-GO-GO?
If the deal goes to plan it seems that Saudi Arabia would in one fell 
swoop rise to the seventh-biggest constituent of the MSCI Emerg-
ing Markets Index. Bank of America Merrill Lynch calculates that 
Saudi stocks would account for 4.6% of the index. It will be in third 
place following the August phase of MSCI inclusion.

The Tadawul, critics have claimed, has often been buoyed by 
state entities beyond market scrutiny raising question marks over 
valuation. So, perhaps the key takeaway from the inclusion story 
is the KSA’s wish, however likely in reality, to step away from the 
opacity that has hindered investor interest in the past. ✖

F O C U S 
MSCI & FTSE
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Mahmoud Totonji 
G E N E R A L  M A N A G E R ,
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Ahmed S.  Al  Majed 
C E O ,
B AYA N  C R E D I T  B U R E A U

Could you tell us more about Moody’s National 
Scale Ratings (NSR) in Saudi Arabia, and how 
it would complement your offering in the King-
dom?

MAHMOUD TOTONJI One of the strategic 
priorities of the Kingdom is to develop 
the debt capital market. This is a stra-
tegic focus of numerous governmental 
agencies, private institutions, and orga-
nizations that have described creating a 
deep and liquid debt capital market as 
a central component of Vision 2030 and 
is extremely important for the growth of 
the country and numerous local markets. 
Moody’s provides independent credit 
opinions for both cross-border and lo-
cal investors; moreover, it developed the 
Global Scale Ratings (GSR) for all inves-
tors. For local investors, Moody’s has an-
nounced its intention to offer NSR, which 
is typically mapped from the GSR. This 
NSR mapping is designed to enhance 
the credit differentiation among local 
credits. So far, Moody’s has introduced 
NSRs in around 17 countries. NSRs are 
not intended for credit comparisons 
across geographical borders, but rather 
within countries. The NSR scale for Sau-
di Arabia helps local currency investors 
understand and assess credit investment 
opportunities within the Kingdom.

What has been Bayan’s impact in its three 
years of operations?

AHMED S. AL MAJED Bayan has advanced 
rapidly in terms of contracting banks and 
financial institutions (FIs). Currently, all 
local banks and FIs are covered, and we 
expect to integrate with most of them be-
fore 2020. In addition, we cover around 
75% of FIs in the country. We also target 
the mega traders in the market that cover 
more than 40% of the market and regis-
ter the receivables. This is a completely 
new service in the country. Bayan is the 
exclusive provider of Qawaem, an MCI 
program that curates audited financial 
statements. In March 2019, we launched 
a new product called Bayan Indices, add-
ing great value to all financial entities 
by helping them guide their planning 
and budgeting for the coming years. We 
have an opportunity to create a new en-
gine that will collaborate all financials, 
or about 130,000 audited financial state-
ments in the Kingdom. Using this engine, 
one can analyze and divide them accord-
ing to sectors and sub-sectors, and then 
display indicators. Bayan Indices has 
250 financial indicators and ratios for 
each sector and sub-sector. The source 
of this is not only listed companies, but 
non-listed ones as well.

RATINGS
As the government pushes to open up the economy and diversify it 
away from oil, rating agencies are left with no choice but to put their 
weight behind the future of the Saudi economy.

How do you use market parameters to assess 
your credit ratings for Saudi Arabia as a whole?

MT We opened our office in Saudi Arabia 
in 2018, but have had a credit rating pres-
ence in Saudi Arabia for 13 years. Our un-
derstanding of the economy and corpo-
rates and strong relationships with market 
participants are our major strengths. The 
impact of Saudi Arabia is huge on many 
local and regional levels. At present, the 
country is going through extremely excit-
ing times. It announced its Vision 2030 in 
2016, and we have seen how rapidly the 
economy has transformed. Additionally, 
the transformations are comprehensive, 
ranging from education and finance to 
health and industry. Given Moody’s his-
torical presence and deep understanding 
of the Saudi market, we will continue to 
take a significant interest in this trans-
formation. We anticipate that part of this 
economic and social transformation is 
an expanding capital market. For exam-
ple, one thing the government is focused 
on is diversifying its economy away from 
oil. Achieving this objective will require 
a great deal of investments in different 
sectors from both local and international 
investors. Through its independent cred-
it opinions and research, Moody’s helps 
the international investor community 
better understand and assess credit risk 
in the Saudi market. Our credit ratings 
coverage is diverse, though our deepest 
coverage comes in the banking sector, 
where we cover 11 out of 12 banks. We 
cover the large corporations as well as 
infrastructure and insurance, and see a 
great deal of potential and interest in ex-
panding our corporate-sector coverage.

What are your strategic priorities and ambi-
tions for the next two years?

ASAM Having the data of more than 1 
million CRs in the Kingdom and the 
information of more than 200 million 
companies worldwide, our first strategic 
target is to provide the market with this 
data in the form of organized and easy-
to-read reports, and most importantly 
create processes that protect consumer 
data. Being updated on the data provid-
ed in reports is also one of our priorities; 
having members from both financial 
and B2B trade companies is necessary to 
stay as the standard in the market. Ulti-
mately, we should be able to cover each 
and every credit transaction on the mar-
ket. As a future plan, we plan to cover 
every fintech player as well. ✖
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What do the changes to regulations in the Saudi 
insurance industry mean for the overall sector?
The government promotes the insurance 
industry to keep the financial sector in 
general and the insurance sector in partic-
ular healthy and ensure sustainable, prof-
itable conditions. These strategic efforts, 
driven by Vision 2030, aim to increase the 
sector’s overall contribution to GDP. Gov-
ernment regulators are laying down prop-
er operating conditions and infrastructure 
for insurance companies while promoting 
customer-centric principles that bring 
sustainable protection for citizens. As in-
surance companies, we must encourage 
more product diversification and aware-
ness in support of the same purpose. The 
regulator wants to see increased levels of 
customer satisfaction and efficient settle-
ment of claims as these will contribute to 
boosting confidence in the sector.

Is the sector bound to witness more mergers 
and acquisitions or is it a premature trend given 
the low penetration?
"Horizontal mergers" help newly consti-
tuted firms increase their economies of 
scale, thus better positioning the organi-
zation’s ability to cover insurance risks. 
These merged insurance entities will have 
a larger combined portfolio with increased 
capabilities to handle and sustain var-
ied products, and their market share will 
increase as a result. Hence, mergers will 
serve the economic goals that both regula-
tors and the government hope to achieve.

How has UCA’s risk appetite evolved in the last 
few years, and how does this evolution reflect 
the trends in the local insurance market?
Supported by the government’s regula-
tions and the enactment of compulsory 
medical and motor insurance, the market 
has expanded exponentially. According to 
the regulator, the measures implemented 
to date have resulted in excellent growth 
rates. The sector’s volume has increased 
from SAR5 billion to around SAR36 billion, 
and the number of people employed in the 
insurance sector has increased from 5,000 
to 11,000. Moreover, the nation’s prom-
ising macroeconomic environment has 
helped enhance the maturity and tech-
nical capabilities of participating firms. 
UCA’s risk appetite has further evolved 

to better insure risks with higher capacity 
due to its demonstrated lengthy experi-
ence in engineering and motor TPL prod-
ucts, as well as its extensive partnership 
with expert reinsurers in the last 40 years.

To what extent is Saudi Arabia a price-driven 
market, and what is the key to increasing the 
insurance penetration rate?
The Saudi insurance sector is price driv-
en at this stage. Unfortunately, there is a 
knock-on effect in response to insurance 
products being defined as compulsory. 
In such a situation, insurance companies 
tend to pay less attention to awareness 
and marketing as well as diversifying and 
differentiating their products and services 
from those offered by their competitors. 
Consequently, consumers start focusing 
on price as a key differentiator. However, 
clients today now place greater value on 
service delivery as awareness levels in-
crease. Insurance companies have a great 
responsibility to diversify and differentiate 
their products by re-thinking their market-
ing activities.

To what extent can Vision 2030 support the 
growth of relatively subdued insurance lines?
Vision 2030’s ambitious goals are prom-
ising for the insurance industry, as they 
aim to stimulate investment in previously 
nonexistent new sectors, entertainment 
being a prime example. The challenge is 
for insurance companies to embark on 
a transformation program to promote 
agility in innovation. A key focus is digi-
tal transformation, which is no longer an 
option. Insurance companies must be 
able to respond faster and stay ahead of 
the curve by developing and marketing 
products that appeal to consumers in this 
nascent market. ✖

BIO 

An experienced leader in the financial 
sector, Mohammed Basrawi is the 
CEO of UCA, where he is in charge of 
restructuring operations and driving 
innovation. Before joining UCA, he spent 
over 10 years with Allianz Saudi Fransi 
Cooperative Insurance Company, where 
he started his journey as a Corporate 
Sales Manager in March 2008 and 
become Deputy CEO in August 2012. He 
holds a master’s degree in construction 
management and engineering and a 
bachelor’s of science degree in civil 
engineering from the University of Ohio.

LONG 
MARCH
ahead
A public shareholding company 
engaged in the provision of 
insurance and reinsurance 
products, UCA is helping the 
insurance sector overcome the 
ghosts of the past and present.

“The challenge is for 
insurance companies 

to embark on a 
transformation program 

to promote agility in 
innovation.”
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register of contracts, including 

data of leased assets.
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WE ESTABLISHED OUR PHYSICAL PRES-
ENCE in Saudi Arabia in 2010. Prior to 
that, we had been working with Saudi 
clients since the company was founded 
in 1998. Having a presence has great 
advantages for our clients. As a broker, 
we offer reinsurance services to major 
companies around the world, rated by 
creditors with a minimum of BBB. Saudi 
Arabia has already proven to be a key 
market for us and is by far the largest. 
We aim and expect to grow our opera-
tions to become the leading reinsurance 
broker and offer our clients a wide 
range of tailored services addressed to 
their specific needs. Our challenge is to 
continue to enhance our value prop-
osition to insurance companies so we 
can be at the forefront of the industry. 
The Saudi market deserves the best of 
what is available in terms of technical 
expertise, and we believe we have an 
important role to play in assisting a 
professional and profitable insurance 
industry. For Saudi Arabia, we have the 
exclusive rights for Lloyds, one of the 
world’s leading reinsurance firms. In 
terms of growth, technology is playing 
an increasingly important role. We are 
actively developing applications for our 
operations. Together with our partners 
we are developing an interface through 
which we can digitalize and further 
enhance interaction with our clients. 
Technology is the way forward. Since we 
are brokers, this should be a joint effort 
with our clients, but we are glad to take 
a leading role.

THE ALLIANZ GROUP IS IN 70 COUNTRIES 
with around 150,000 employees and 
an annual operating profit of around 
USD10 billion. We are always looking at 
markets with huge potential, and Saudi 
Arabia is one of them. Saudi Arabia has 
about 35 million inhabitants, of which 
20 million are Saudi and the rest are 
expatriates. Moreover, around 70% of 
the population is under 30 years old. 
The Kingdom has good physical and IT 
infrastructure, so for us it is a very good 
market with huge potential for growth 
and profitability. This is somewhere we 
can bring the best-in-class services we 
have developed all over the world, and 
scale it quite fast. AzSF is one of around 
35 companies in the insurance sector 
that has always managed to be profit-
able in recent years in a very stable and 
sustainable way, even when the econ-
omy was declining. For us it is always 
important to have a product portfolio 
view while remaining vigilant about 
our clients’ needs. In terms of portfolio, 
automobile insurance is the second 
biggest category, at about 35. It is also 
about bringing in training and innova-
tion to Saudi Arabia, such as telematics. 
The market penetration of life insurance 
is below 1%, even less than the UAE, 
where it is already above 2%. We see a 
lot of opportunities, especially when you 
think about the young generation’s need 
to save on a sustained, long-term basis. 
Therefore, savings, income protection, 
and retirement insurance are some of 
the customer demands we are watching.

RATHER THAN AN ECONOMIC SLOWDOWN, 
we are seeing a structural change in 
the Saudi economy; we are noticing 
different behavior from our custom-
ers, in a positive way. Despite all these 
changes, 2018 was the most profitable 
year for Chubb Arabia since its inception 
49 years ago. But revenue-wise, we still 
seek to improve. At the core of our new 
strategy lies the desire to expand our 
portfolio and customer base, looking at 
what products and lines of business suit 
the Saudi market and developing new 
innovative solutions rather than relying 
on more traditional lines. For example, 
we signed an agreement with Flynas, 
a major aviation company in Saudi, to 
provide online travel insurance. We also 
have a project under process regarding 
life insurance. We were traditionally a 
B2B company dealing with corporations 
and not individuals, but we are now 
entering a more client-oriented retail 
market. In order to successfully embark 
on this transformation, we are trying 
to build a digital distribution platform 
alongside our products to follow up on 
the way it is delivered. For Saudi Arabia, 
2019 will hopefully be a year of digital 
transformation. We are looking at the 
entire workflow process and aiming 
to digitalize it as much as possible to 
improve the customer journey and pro-
mote as many projects as possible. How-
ever, it will be another tough year for the 
insurance industry, and to remain ahead 
of the game we need to start educating 
ourselves on new lines and new market 
trends in insurtech and fintech.

INSURANCE
The government and insurance companies are working hand in hand to raise public awareness 
regarding the importance of insurance and uplift the entire sector.
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THE INSURANCE INDUSTRY SHOULD WORK 
ON raising public awareness regarding 
the importance of insurance, develop 
new products to cater to future needs of 
customers, and continuously enhance 
both communication and service deliv-
ery channels. Another major challenge 
is a lack of human capital; we need to 
develop and train Saudis to manage 
the industry in the future. The third 
challenge is the financial strength of 
insurance companies. Moving forward, 
IT will have a great positive impact on 
the insurance market. Digitalization is a 
key pillar in the success of any financial 
or services company. The insurance 
sector has made major leaps in digitaliz-
ing sales channels and claims manage-
ment, but there is still a long way to go. 
The regulator plays a major role in the 
success of the industry and I see a strong 
willingness from regulators to support 
the industry to conduct business at a 
high level. The objective is to have large 
and well-capitalized insurance institu-
tions that can absorb the risks associat-
ed with economic cycles, offer outstand-
ing services, continuously develop and 
enhance product offerings, and develop 
local talent. Personally, consolidations 
and mergers are one way to achieve this 
objective.

CONTRIBUTING LESS THAN 2% OF THE 
COUNTRY’S GDP, the Saudi insurance 
sector is a relatively new market, with 
two major companies controlling a major 
share of it. In 2015, the market was worth 
almost USD8 billion, and that growth 
was a result of the change in regulation in 
2013 that made certain lines of insurance 
mandatory, namely medical and auto. 
Over the past two years, there has been 
2-3% growth in the medical segment, and 
we now see companies regaining profit-
ability; however, unless new products are 
announced, there will still be space for 
growth, though not as high as one may 
wish. Elite Insurance seeks to align itself 
with major projects currently being un-
dertaken in the Kingdom and support Vi-
sion 2030 to benefit from it in any possible 
way. The old-fashioned way of working 
in Saudi Arabia needs to change; before, 
returns on investments came mainly from 
the stock market and properties, which is 
no longer the case. Regulations will play 
an important role in determining the 
direction of Saudi Arabia’s reinsurance 
industry, as it currently faces challenges 
with rankings, and some companies have 
exited the market. Germany traditionally 
boasts the most advanced reinsurance 
service providers. The more regulations 
and contributions there are from the gov-
ernment, the higher the premium will be. 
Despite a negative 2018, there was 2.5% 
growth in the sector, and retention rates 
went up as well. We hope 2019 will come 
with new projects as more companies 
invest in the country. In 1Q2019, things 
will truly start to take off.
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What is Audi Capital’s assessment of the re-
cent developments on the Saudi markets?
At a time where we see a flare up in volatility 
in global capital markets, we are optimistic 
about the MENA region in general, expect-
ing it to be more resilient than core emerg-
ing markets. We have an overweight rec-
ommendation on Saudi Arabian equities, 
and believe that the Kingdom will be the 
main regional driver for at least the coming 
five years in the broader financial services 
sector in general. This view is supported 
by the fact that the Saudi financial sector 
has been growing rapidly to adapt to the 
transformation guidelines of the National 
Transformation Plan and Vision 2030, re-
ducing the gap with global markets through 
a wave of regulatory reforms and increased 
focus on corporate governance and inno-
vation. This initiative is spearheaded by 
the Capital Market Authority (CMA), which 
is establishing a framework to allow the fi-
nancial sector to develop even further and 
turn the country from a frontier market to 
a core emerging market in terms of depth, 
investment products, sophistication, in-
vestor practice, and transparency. After the 
establishment of the Independent Custody 
Model for funds in 1H18, and the standard-
ization of government debt issuances, we 
are starting to see a momentum in the de-
velopment of derivatives, special-purpose 
entities, loan funds, and other initiatives 
that could further develop the Kingdom’s 
capital markets in 2019.

How do you expect the MSCI upgrade to im-
pact the overall capital markets?
The inclusion of Saudi Equities in the MSCI 
and FTSE EM indexes is expected to have 
a number of benefits to the Kingdom. Ac-
counting for up to 5% of these indexes in 
the long term, the inclusion is expected to 
trigger up to USD16 billion of passive in-
flows in the short term, and up to USD30 
billion more in potential active capital in-
flows in the medium to long term. The in-
clusion will put Saudi Arabian investments 
on the radar of all emerging markets-fo-
cused asset managers and investors. 

John Gebeily 
H E A D  O F  I N V E S T M E N T  O F F I C E , 
A U D I  C A P I TA L

The Financial Academy was incepted in March 2019, evolving from the Institute of Finance. 
Could you tell us more about the launch of this new entity and its target audience?
It entails a clear focus on developing and growing the capabilities of human capital in the 
entire financial sector. The target audience of our programs are the professionals in the 
financial sector such as banking, capital market, insurance, and financing companies, as 
well as other relevant governmental entities. These programs serve both the public and 
private sectors.

In recent years, SAMA has assumed a leading role regarding the new initiatives, including the 
launch of a sandbox. How do you prepare professionals for the new areas of finance and tech-
nology?
We respond to the changes by developing and delivering specialized programs that raise 
the awareness and develop the capabilities of practitioners in priority areas to address 
knowledge and competency gaps and specialized topics related to technology. We have 
delivered programs and awareness workshops to our target groups, specifically on fintech 
topics such as cryptocurrencies, blockchain, and machine learning. We intend to expand 
in this area, collaborate with Saudi Fintech and focus our training on topics of importance 
and relevance to our main financial sectors.

How do you envision sukuk as a constant factor in your funding?
In 2018, we launched our Series One sukuk program for SAR500 million (USD133 million), 
and in 2019 we launched our Series Two issuance of SAR1 billion. We have another avenue, 
our Residential Mobile Bank Security (RMBS) program, for SAR500 million. We announced 
both of these at the Financial Sector Conference. A third avenue of financing is through as-
set sales to the Saudi Real Estate Refinance Company (SRC), with whom we have signed an 
MoU for SAR500 million. These are the three main funding avenues Bidaya Home Finance 
Company has used or will use.

How have you advanced on your strategic partnership with SRC, and what is the nature of the 
new MoU?
The SAR1-billion partnership we previously signed with SRC is for short-term direct financ-
ing. The latest SAR500-million asset sale financing is a different type of financing. We will 
only be doing asset sales to them so we can service those loans, sort of like what has hap-
pened with the Federal National Mortgage Association (Fannie Mae) and the Federal Home 
Loan Mortgage Corporation (Freddie Mac) in the US.

Mana Alkhamsan 
D I R E C T O R  G E N E R A L ,
F I N A N C I A L  A C A D E M Y

Mazin Al  Ghunaim 
C E O ,
B I D AYA  H O M E  F I N A N C E  C O M PA N Y
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How can we help your business? Talk to us today.

8436

Tailored solutions for every business: Total control of your business expenses,
Full expense transparency, Online employee reporting, Best-in-class management 

information system, Global access to your data, all secured in Saudi Arabia

Terms and Conditions:
• American Express Saudi Arabia Terms and Conditions Apply
• Non-compliance with the T&C of American Express Saudi Arabia’s credit and charge 

Cards may result in cancellation/suspension of your Card/ Additional Cards without 
notice, legal escalation and a negative impact on your credit bureau record.

SDB has been a pioneer in the financial empowerment of citizens and driving entre-
preneurship in the Kingdom. How has this general mandate translated into practice 
at SDB?
When SDB was established 49 years ago, all government bodies were under devel-
opment, so we started to support the community by helping people access a bet-
ter lifestyle and alleviating their financial needs. Then, the bank started launching 
business development products, such as its taxi driving loan. Thus far, SDB has 
financed around 15,000 drivers to buy their taxis and run their businesses. The 
bank then looked at charity and non-profit organizations and how it could help 
this sector operate sustainably. Around 10 years ago, the bank also launched SME 
financing. Since then, SDB has gradually shifted from social funding to helping 
people be productive. Now, we have a suite of productive loans that target our 
customers.

Can you elaborate on how SDB is reaching out to its customers through digital tech-
nologies?
In 2019-2020, we intend to go into end-to-end online financing services without 
any manual intervention. By doing this, we can grow exponentially and expand 
our customer reach. SDB is also starting to explore some fintech ideas. In the case 
of micro, freelancers, and home-based businesses, we offer a payment solution 
with our partners; this helps micro businesses protect their transactions.

Ibrahim Alrashid 
D I R E C T O R  G E N E R A L ,
S O C I A L  D E V E L O P M E N T  B A N K  ( S D B )
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Ayman Sejiny 
C E O ,

I S L A M I C  C O R P O R AT I O N  F O R  T H E 
D E V E L O P M E N T  O F  T H E  P R I VAT E  S E C T O R  ( I C D )

What are the strategic priorities of multilateral 
development banks (MDB) when addressing 
challenges in the private sector of developing 
Islamic countries?
Within the challenging economic envi-
ronment that the private sector of Islamic 
countries operates in, development insti-
tutions like ICD need to maintain a focus 
on three main themes: development of 
SMEs and competitiveness, supporting 
countries affected by conflict, and boost-
ing financial inclusion. It is very important 
to work together with the governments of 
member countries to ensure our actions 
are aligned with national programs and 
priorities. Second, ICD’s responsibility is 
to help mitigate the financial risks asso-
ciated with investments in infrastructure, 
SMEs, agribusiness, and other industries, 
especially in difficult markets and unstable 
geographies. We realize this effort either 
through the support of tailored programs 
such as BRAVE in Yemen, or through a 
range of financial tools such as sukuk issu-
ances, equity capital market transactions, 
or lines of finance through local financial 
partners.

What projects can the combination of technol-
ogy and Islamic finance produce in the long 
term?
Islamic finance can be applied to all sha-
ria-compliant sectors, and since many of 
the markets we cover are underdeveloped, 
it also makes it easier to apply fintech as a 
greenfield project. We are reliant on mo-
bile phones and the internet in these envi-
ronments as a means of reaching out to the 
ultimate beneficiaries. Furthermore, there 
is the possibility of connecting blockchain 
with sukuk and capital markets products. 
Given the high cost of lending, investors 
are increasingly turning to capital mar-
kets to raise capital, with the issuance of 

a bond/sukuk allowing them to raise sig-
nificant sums of money over long tenures. 
These sukuk issuances play a crucial role 
in bridging the gap between available fi-
nancial resources from development in-
stitutions and the required development 
needs, which stand at almost USD4 tril-
lion, according to some estimates. Mem-
ber countries are increasingly demanding 
socially responsible investment oppor-
tunities and have expressed a strong ap-
petite for green sukuk. Moving forward, 
a substantial amount of investment will 
be required to finance renewable energy 
projects, particularly in developing and 
frontier markets. The market is growing, 
and having a structured green sukuk using 
a developed blockchain platform could 
facilitate the processes and streamline the 
negotiation timeframes.

What is the key to balancing the tendency of 
governments in Islamic countries to develop 
megaprojects to attract international investors?
Green projects are growing exponential-
ly and will continue to attract investors 
to finance large-scale projects. As part of 
the broader focus on SMEs, development 
institutions should concentrate their ef-
forts on ensuring smaller players are part 
of these projects as sub-contractors. These 
efforts help grow and stabilize the market 
and ensure there is a reliable and inclu-
sive economy where everyone can play a 
role. At the same time, we need to ensure 
SMEs have strong financial foundations 
to perform those projects, which is why 
institutions like ICD play an equally im-
portant role in providing funds to SMEs. 
This financial support will likely witness a 
major upgrade through our fintech focus, 
as ICD seeks to get crowdfunding into play 
and support the related services with big 
data and AI.

BIO 

Ayman Sejiny is a highly accomplished 
financial industry leader and the current 
CEO of ICD. Previously, he served as 
CEO of Ibdar Bank BSC, Bank Alkhair, 
and Barclays Capital Saudi Arabia and 
Chairman of Open-Silicon and Bahrain 
Financing Company Group. Sejiny has 
more than 24 years’ experience in 
investment and corporate banking in 
the local, regional, and international 
markets. He held a senior role in a 
number of regional and international 
financial institutions, including Citi Bank 
and ABN AMRO affiliate in Saudi Arabia. 
Sejiny holds a BA in finance from Eastern 
Michigan University.

ICD works with its member countries to help mitigate financial risks 
associated with investments in infrastructure, SMEs, and agribusiness.

How does urbanization impact ICD’s programs 
and operations?
Urbanization is a global trend that every 
development institution should adjust 
to. As such, our role should be dual: help 
the integration of new players into urban 
dwellings through our focus on SMEs 
and support financial inclusion through 
fintech tools. This dual effort should be 
inserted in a blended financing program 
through which the government provides 
the initial funding, and we provide both 
financial and training support to young 
businesses. That being said, development 
institutions should have an equal focus on 
urban and rural areas, seeing them as part 
of the same picture. Indeed, investors rate 
fintech and agritech as the hottest sectors. 
Agritech businesses have a fundamental 
role to play in overcoming productivity is-
sues, and fintech businesses offer new and 
innovative ways of accessing finance and 
marketplaces. ✖

bridging
FUNDING GAPS
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GREEN IDEAS
T

round solar project in Al Jouf. The government 
has set the goal of producing 25GW from solar by 
2023. In 2019 alone, there will be a total capacity 
of 2.2GW. Nevertheless, the strategic plans and 
announcements in the last eight years have creat-
ed a vast supply of suppliers of solar power system 
components that compete against each other, 
leaving the industry highly unregulated and im-
mature.

For the solar power industry, there is a need to 
control the value chain, quality, and price through 
full integration of services to become competitive 
on an international scale. On the other hand, fi-
nancial feasibility is still an issue, as solar energy 
is still more expensive than subsidized oil and gas. 
Storage is competing head to head with the ubiq-
uity of diesel generators.

Both the public and private sector have realized 
that storage services play a vital role in stabilizing 
the outages and the grid to supply extra energy 
whenever there is an outage. In addition to stor-
age, concepts such as “smart grids” that better 
manage power are still buzzwords. When asked 
about the delays in the advancement of the solar 
industry, players have often said that the govern-
ment’s priority for technology remains boosting 
cybersecurity. 

Overall, some progress has been made in 
transforming Saudi Arabia’s energy mix, but 
these efforts are still in their initial stages. A 
greener economy in Saudi Arabia will need to fo-
cus more on drawing energy from the sun, while 
water and electricity conservation efforts are just 
as important. ✖

his year’s Green Economy chapter on 
Saudi Arabia looks at two major seg-
ments, water desalination and power 

generation, both from a financial feasibility per-
spective. The potential for alternative sources of 
energy and for increased efficiencies in the cur-
rent system are well known already, yet the mar-
ket has yet to mature enough for these technolo-
gies and systems to take off. 

Industry leaders say the water management 
and desalination industry are back on track, and 
the growing need for desalination pushed the 
Saudi Water Partnership Company, formerly the 
Saudi Water and Electricity Company, in 1Q2019 
to designate more than 10 plants that need to 
come online before 2025, along with seven sew-
age treatment plants and strategic tanks.

The structure of the current water-related 
projects requires financially strong consortium 
leaders, as well as EPC contractors and sub-con-
tractors, which the government wants to focus on 
local efforts. In this sense, the market is bound to 
become more competitive. That increased com-
petition could discourage smaller firms.

Privatization remains a hot topic in the sector, 
and privatization schemes will be based on long-
term supply plans, especially after the council 
of ministers in mid-September 2019 approved 
a blueprint for the privatization of Saline Water 
Conversion Corporation (SWCC), the largest de-
salination firm in the world and second-largest 
electricity producer in the country. 

As for the solar power industry, the government 
has taken serious initiatives, releasing the first-
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Mohammed A.  Al-Mowkley
D E P U T Y  M I N I S T E R  O F  WAT E R  S E R V I C E S , 

M I N I S T R Y  O F  E N V I R O N M E N T,  WAT E R ,  A N D  A G R I C U LT U R E  &
C E O ,  N AT I O N A L  WAT E R  C O M PA N Y  ( N W C )

BIO 

Mohammed A. Al-Mowkley holds 
a bachelor’s degree in chemical 
engineering from King Abdulaziz 
University and an executive certificate 
from MIT. He was appointed deputy 
minister of water services in 2016. In 
this position, he issued a resolution 
to merge water services throughout 
the Kingdom NWC, of which he later 
became CEO. Before his appointment, he 
worked with Obeikan Group for 12 years, 
primarily in the industrial investment 
division. He served in progressive roles 
and was general manager, vice president, 
and CEO of Paper Industries. Before 
Obeikan, he worked as operations 
manager for Kemya, a JV between 
SABIC and ExxonMobil.

NWC leads the Kingdom’s efforts to preserve water as a non-
renewable national resource and drastically reduce the average 
per capita water consumption.

while we expect the private sector to do 
the same work in 10 years. Finally, we 
will pay the private contractor based on 
a unit rate according to each cubic me-
ter of water supplied or the wastewater 
being discharged. The other benefit of 
privatization is that all the CAPEX can be 
deferred. We will not require any fund-
ing from the government. The private 
contractor will fund all the expansions 
and upgrades for brown- and greenfield 
projects. ✖

During the Water Forum in March 2019, NWC 
invited citizens to support the National Pro-
gram for Water Conservation (Qatrah) to 
preserve water as a non-renewable national 
resource. Could you tell us more about this 
initiative?
Qatrah is an initiative by the water dis-
tribution sector to preserve water as a 
non-renewable national resource in line 
with Saudi Vision 2030. Qatrah comes 
at a time when Saudi Arabia is among 
the highest per capita water-consuming 
countries around the world, which is not 
consistent with its water sources. The 
average per capita water consumption 
in the Kingdom is 263 liters per day. Ac-
cording to the national strategy for water 
that we are working on via Qatrah and a 
wide range of other awareness programs 
and conservation solutions in cooper-
ation with providers of conservation 
tools, that average is expected to come 
down to 200 liters per day by 2020 and 
150 liters by 2030. The Saudi Standards, 
Metrology, and Quality Organization 
(SASO) has approved the labeling for 
the efficiency of water rationing tools, 
stating that suppliers should provide the 
local market with approved products 
only and that unapproved tools must be 
removed from the market. The national 
program will boost the optimal use of 
water and raise awareness of the impor-
tance of conservation and the necessity 
to change consumption behaviors. It will 
effectively reduce consumption, assist in 
sustaining water resources, and achieve 
optimal investment of water resourc-
es by conserving and preserving water. 
The collective nature of Qatrah requires 
everyone in the community, including 
individuals, to interact so that we can 
conserve water. NWC has signed agree-
ments with numerous private entities 

to begin implementing the initiative, 
which will reduce domestic water leaks 
and cut consumption in private and 
governmental buildings. Leakage is one 
of the major reasons for high consump-
tion and expensive bills. Notably, several 
leak detection methods are available that 
customers can use by themselves or via 
specialized companies.

What are the current avenues for privatization 
of water and wastewater treatment assets, 
and what synergies do you strive for between 
NWC, SWCC, and the Saudi Water Partnership 
Company?
We intend to do privatization in two 
stages, where stage one entails issuing 
management contracts, followed by a 
concession of 25-30 years. The manage-
ment contract means the contractor will 
take over the region or city for three to 
five years, depending on the complexity 
of the area. The contractor will evaluate 
the asset, manage the whole operation, 
and oversee all the manpower. During 
this period, the contractor will decide 
and vocalize the investment require-
ments so as to ensure the efficiency of 
the operation. We will provide all of the 
CAPEX required during this period of 
time. Once we move from a manage-
ment contract to a concession, the con-
tractor will take over completely. It will 
be responsible for the manpower and in-
vesting in CAPEX to manage the master 
plan. The contractor will, therefore, be-
come the supervisor and operator. The 
benefit of having this model comes from 
the private sector, which has the exper-
tise to run the water sector. It will level 
the efficiency of the sector and do a bet-
ter job than what we are doing today. We 
could do what the private sector is doing, 
but it might take 20 years to get there, 

salt of the EARTH
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development and private sector 

participation.

SWPC is fully owned by the Ministry of Finance. Its Board 

of Directors is chaired by HE the Minister of Environment, 

Water and Agriculture and includes representatives from 

the Ministry of Finance, the National Center for Privatiza-

tion, the Ministry of Environment, Water and Agriculture, 

as well as a representative from the private sector.

18th & 19th Floor, Moon Tower 
PO Box 30091, Riyadh 11372, 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia

+966112808910 | 920002988

www.swpc.sa

I N T E R V I E W

Khalid bin Zwaid Al  Qureshi 
C E O ,

S A U D I  WAT E R  PA R T N E R S H I P  C O M PA N Y

Can you give us a brief overview of 2018’s 
major highlights in the offtake segment of the 
water and electricity sector in Saudi Arabia?
2018 was a great and challenging year. It 
started with four calls for proposals being 
sent to the market with new mandates to 
cap energy usage and the addition of a 
local content requirement, according to 
which 40-50% of one’s spending during 
the construction phase has to be done 
in Saudi Arabia. That bracket jumps 
to 50-70% during the operations and 
maintenance phases. Our first project 
was Rabigh 3 IWP, a 600,000cbm per day 
desalination plant to supply the Mecca 
region. After receiving 55 proposals, five 
consortiums eventually submitted firm 
bids. Big international names, such as 
ACWA Power, Marubeni, and Veolia, 
most of them in partnership with Saudi 
players, submitted strong, competitive 
bids with a winning price of SAR1.99 per 
cbm. At the time, it was the lowest price 
ever recorded worldwide for desalinated 
water. In the broader context of the Sau-
di market, where energy is subsidized, 
this process highlights a breakthrough 
that will change the industry, lowering 
prices by 30%.

What is your strategy for 2019 and beyond?
We are currently giving an opportunity 
to new bidders that want to enter the 
market. By mid-2019, we plan to have 
three more independent water projects 
(IWP). Moreover, we have received sub-
missions in response to our request for 
qualifications with respect to the de-
velopment of a new independent sew-
age treatment plant (ISTP) in Taif. Our 
market analysis of long-term capacity 
planning based on demand and supply 
gaps clearly identifies a growing need for 
desalination plants, and we have listed 
more than 10 plants that need to come 
online before 2025. At the same time, 
we have another 10 sewage treatment 
plants and strategic tanks that need to 
be launched into the market. We will an-
nounce these new projects in 2019 and 
2020. We are also assessing the feasibil-
ity of the PPP model for small STPs and 
water transmission pipelines.

What opportunities does the market offer in 
the water management and power generation 
sectors?
We have a huge pipeline of projects that 
continues to grow, which means the 
market offers many opportunities for 
different types of investors. The market 
is bound to become more competitive, 
given the recent 30-40% price reduction, 
which will also lead to greater efficiency 
in the equity versus debt financing struc-
ture. Moreover, the National Center of 
Privatization has developed manuals 
and guidelines for private-sector par-
ticipation, which will make the process 
faster and attract more foreign players. 
The current focus on transparency gives 
the Saudi environment greater credibil-

BIO 

Khalid bin Zwaid Al Qureshi joined Saudi 
Water Partnership Company as CEO in 
June 2017. He holds degrees in chemical 
engineering and a master’s degree in 
water treatment from universities in 
Saudi Arabia and the UK.

The company’s first priority is to work in tandem with the private 
sector to meet the Kingdom’s demand for water.

ity, and we expect this to attract an even 
higher number of players in the future.

What technological progress has been made 
in the water and energy nexus?
From an energy standpoint, sewage 
plant energy consumption is limited, 
and the impact of energy on the price of 
treated water is less than 10%. For sea-
water, however, the energy needed for 
reverse osmosis makes up more than 
35-40% of the operating costs, which is 
fairly substantial. As a result, people are 
starting to look toward mixing water and 
renewable energy. The competitive na-
ture of the market will force developers 
to consider new ways to reduce the cost 
of energy. What we will be considering 
in future projects is encouraging the 
developer to include renewable energy 
options at the plant; this will have the ef-
fect of reducing overall production costs 
even further.

What are your priorities moving forward?
Our overall priority is to meet the King-
dom’s demand for water while working 
in partnership with the private sector. 
We are now at an implementation phase 
whereby all stakeholders need to be 
aligned. Privatization is crucial to our 
success, and it will be based on our long-
term supply plans that we develop with 
direction from the Ministry of Environ-
ment, Water, and Agriculture. ✖

setting
CLEAR PRIORITIES

“Our market analysis 
of long-term capacity 
planning based on 
demand and supply 
gaps clearly identifies 
a growing need for 
desalination plants.”
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C E O ,
M I A H O N A

What is your approach to technological innovation to 
stay competitive?
It is all about providing the right service and the 
right quality at a competitive price. We particularly 
have to consider the reliability of the technology we 
adopt, so it is not easy to introduce any un-commer-
cialized or unproven technology. One of the main 
drivers of successful project delivery is proper risk 
allocation, which is demonstrated by proven tech-
nology, references, and by convincing the lenders 
that there is a well-structured bid that makes the de-
veloper competitive. We are not an EPC contractor 
or a technology provider that is keen to commercial-
ize a specific technology. We combine technology 
innovation with high-quality service delivery and 
adherence to the client’s requirements and the con-
tractual obligations, thus adding value to our stake-
holders. 

What are your expectations of the announced megaproj-
ects in the water treatment sector?
We have a strong focus on the announced giga proj-
ects within our group. In the municipal water sphere, 
we have operated the city of Jeddah for nearly 10 
years as a management contractor in a JV with an 
international partner, managing complete distribu-
tion system and wastewater treatment serving more 
than 5 million inhabitants. Our subsidiary compa-
ny, Jazzirah Environmental Company (JECO), is the 
biggest private-sector operator for the standalone 
sewage treatment plants with a combined capacity 
of more than 500,000cbm per day. The management 
contracts and distribution initiatives today are not 
new activities for Miahona, as it has been engaged 
in this segment for the last 10 years. Looking at the 
giga projects, these are similar in structure to the 
industrial city projects we have done. It is all about 
who the regulator is for a particular project. We are 
already delivering at a higher quality with more con-
straints under our existing contracts. We are also 
treating more complex industrial waste compared 
to municipal waste. With a proven track record and 
years of experience, Miahona is well positioned to 
deliver the water and wastewater infrastructure in 
these projects. ✖

Would you tell us about Miahona’s positioning in the mar-
ket and its primary expertise?
Miahona is the water and wastewater vertical of Vision 
Invest focused on developing and operating in munic-
ipal, commercial, and industrial segments. We cover 
the entire water value chain, from water extraction 
to production and distribution, including metering, 
billing, customer sales, collection and treatment of 
wastewater, selling recycled water for non-potable 
uses, and sludge disposal. Miahona’s focus business 
model is PPP structured projects that bring value to 
the client and shareholders. As a developer, we seek 
bankable, guaranteed off-take structure as our main 
driver, though we do have ongoing businesses where 
we take a market risk, especially when a project is 
driven by a strategic partnership or long-term objec-
tives. Presently, Miahona’s key targets are municipal 
wastewater BOTs, municipal and industrial distribu-
tion concessions, and strategic giga projects. We have 
ongoing water and wastewater concessions in Jeddah, 
Dammam, and Al Ahsa industrial cities through our 
subsidiary, Industrial Cities Development and Oper-
ating Company (ICDOC). This is a real success story 
for Miahona because we have been serving the indus-
trial cities for close to 20 years and have proven our 
reliability and strong commitment to our customers.

How are you expanding your operations into the munici-
pal and commercial sectors?
We currently target the recently announced waste-
water independent sewage treatment plant projects 
being tendered by Saudi Water Partnership Company 
(SWPC). It is a core business focus, and we are here 
to support the government’s vision and privatization 
program. In the water distribution business, Miahona 
is keen to participate in NWC’s distribution privatiza-
tion program that will commence with the upcoming 
management, operation, and maintenance contracts 
for the six regional clusters of the Kingdom. We have 
formalized our partnership with strong interna-
tional players, namely Saur and Manila Water. Our 
three-party consortium brings extensive and varied 
experience in water management in developed coun-
tries as well as emerging countries in addition to Mia-
hona’s know-how of the water sector in the Kingdom.

BIO 

Awaadh A. Al Otaibi was 
appointed CEO in 2018, 
following almost 20 years 
of executive experience 
in the government and 
private sectors. He was 
VP for Commercial Affairs 
and Privatization at the 
National Water Company 
for Commercial Affairs 
and Privatization and acted 
as Director General for 
Commercial Affairs in the 
Ministry of Environment, 
Water, and Agriculture. Al 
Otaibi participated in the 
development of the National 
Water Strategy for 2030 
and previously led business 
development at several utilities 
and water companies. Prior to 
that, he served as Technical 
Consultant at Saudi Industrial 
Development Fund for several 
years, while holding several 
board positions. Al Otaibi 
holds a master’s degree in 
engineering and projects 
management from Cranfield 
University in the UK and a 
bachelor’s degree in chemical 
engineering from KFUPM.

MATTER of expertise

A major player 
in the water 
and wastewater 
segment in 
the Kingdom, 
Miahona targets 
upcoming PPP 
megaprojects.

“We combine technology 
innovation with high-
quality service delivery 
and adherence to the 
client’s requirements 
and the contractual 
obligations, thus adding 
value to our stakeholders.”
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What are some of your major ongoing projects 
in the Kingdom?

TURKI AL SHEHRI ENGIE is globally re-
nowned. It is the number-one private 
power and water producer in the GCC. It 
executed its first projects in the Kingdom 
in 2012 with a focus on power and wa-
ter generation. Moving forward, ENGIE 
reinforced its presence in the Kingdom 
with four large power and water plants, 
which represented roughly 10% of KSA’s 
capacity. As a result of this, it is also on 
the verge of opening a permanent office 
in Riyadh. ENGIE is globally shifting its 
focus to renewable energy, cogenera-
tion, and green hydrogen, for which we 
are in talks with the ministries of energy, 
industry, and mineral resources. Green 
hydrogen is the future and is already the 
fuel being used by space shuttles. Saudi’s 
strength is that it has extremely cheap 
renewables; the country has great solar 
radiation and a great wind profile. In 
terms of green hydrogen, the electrolysis 
system will come through renewables. 
Even though it is extremely difficult to 
compete with gas-based hydrogen or 
gray hydrogen, the idea is to create a 

new energy using ENGIE’s technologies. 
We want to ensure Saudi leads the green 
hydrogen era on a global scale. Even 
though Saudi has oil and gas, which will 
remain its strength for decades to come, 
this is another opportunity to create a 
new energy that does not currently exist 
anywhere else in the world. 

JESÚS SANCHO ACCIONA Agua was de-
lighted to be awarded with this relevant 
desalination plant by the Saudi Water 
Partnership Company (SWPC), along 
with our top-tier co-developers. This is a 
key project for Saudi Arabia as part of its 
Vision 2030. It is also a large project and 
will entail a 450MLD or 100MIGD seawa-
ter reverse osmosis desalination facility. 
To be launched by as an independent 
water project (IWP), the SWPC will devel-
op, design, build, operate, and maintain 
the plant for a period of 25 years. It will 
consist of a marine works, SWRO plant, 
380Kv electrical substation, high-volt-
age overhead transmission line, prod-
uct water tanks, and a connection with 
a nearby pumping station. The goal is to 
provide potable water to the city of Abha. 
ACCIONA Agua is committed to serving 

POWER & WATER 
The most innovative companies in the Kingdom are working to 
ensure Saudi has clean water and leads the green hydrogen era 
on a global scale.

the country to the best of its ability in its 
quest for the National Transformation 
Program, and we are proud to be part of 
the second-largest SWRO plant under a 
PPP scheme and the third-largest single 
facility of its kind in Saudi Arabia. 

How do you help invest in local infrastructure, 
whether human or physical? 

TAS ENGIE took a huge leap in leading 
the private sector to operate differently 
in Saudi. To date, foreign company exec-
utives always came from the company’s 
home country. By hiring a Saudi as its 
CEO to represent Saudi Arabia, ENGIE 
took a significant step forward. This will 
guide us on how to better use our exper-
tise because a local understands exactly 
what the country needs and where the 
focus should be. ENGIE has a global 
impact—we currently have operations 
in 70 countries—and at the same time 
a local presence in every country it op-
erates. In our communications with the 
government, rather than trying to sell, 
we look at providing actual value. For 
example, jobs are the number-one ob-
jective of everything we do here. We will 
not simply continue to hire a greater per-
centage of local staff each year but also 
want to provide training to young Saudis 
and kick start their careers by providing 
them with training programs. This can 
be a continuous pipeline insofar as we 
are constantly contributing to the coun-
try. This is where having a local actually 
leading the strategy for a foreign compa-
ny makes a huge difference in terms of 
adding wider value.

JS ACCIONA has set up several perma-
nent establishments here in the last five 
years. We have offices in Riyadh and Jed-
dah from where we attend to the Saudi 
market. ACCIONA is a worldwide devel-
oper of infrastructure, be it transporta-
tion, water treatment, renewable and 
conventional power, or hydraulic ener-
gy. We are also experts in those public 
services that can improve the quality of 
life in the countries and cities where we 
operate. We aim to replicate the success 
achieved in more than 30 countries in 
the KSA and in as many verticals as pos-
sible. This is the reason why we have de-
cided to have a permanent a long-lasting 
presence in the Kingdom. ✖
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With few fresh water resources, Saudi Arabia is developing desalination plants 
powered by renewable energy to sustainably serve its growing urban population.

CRYSTAL CLEAR

AROUND THE WORLD, urban populations are growing rapidly with 
66% of people expected to live in city areas by 2050, according to the 
UN. Yet in Saudi Arabia, this figure will be dramatically higher, with 
projections indicating 90% of the nation’s population will be based in 
urban centers within 30 years.

The concentration of urban populations requires an equal con-
centration of resources to enable daily life and business operations, 
including water and energy, and the infrastructure to deliver both 
reliably. While Saudi Arabia is home to one-fifth of the world’s oil re-
serves, the nation has severely limited water resources and has been 
dependent on costly, energy-intensive desalination plants, which 
convert salt water to fresh water.

In GCC countries, about 50% of primary energy is currently con-
sumed by desalination plants. As urban populations grow, future 
projections estimate desalination capacities will increase fivefold, 
prompting governments in the region to find sustainable solutions 
to keep up with rising demand for fresh water that keeps their 
economies churning.

In this context, Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030 has prioritized the pro-
duction of fresh water through renewable energy sources to create 
a more environmentally friendly system and reduce fossil fuel de-
pendency on meeting daily fresh water needs. State officials in the 
Kingdom are now working with local and international engineers to 
develop water management and treatment facilities that will reduce 
energy waste and utilize closed loop systems to recycle scarce water 
resources.

Renewable energy sources such as photovoltaic solar panels, solar 
thermal technology, wind turbines, and geothermal energy collected 
from the Earth’s heat are now being explored to power water systems 
that not only produce clean drinking water, but also power munici-
pal sewage treatment facilities.

“We expect USD1.7 million to be saved per year with renewables 

in sewage treatment plants,” said Khaled bin Zwaid Al-Quershi, CEO 
of the Saudi Water and Electricity Co. “Renewables offer attractive 
features because you avoid volatile fuel prices, and it is more stable 
compared to different energy supplies. These are areas we need to 
focus on.”

The plan not only reduces the nation’s dependency on fossil fuels, 
but also addresses critical water scarcity issues in the MENA region, 
where nearly half the population lives under conditions of “water 
stress,” consuming more water than local sources can supply. Basing 
critical infrastructure on renewable energy would also advance the 
government’s plan to upgrade the role of green technology in its new 
and existing urban areas. Desalination plants worldwide emit an es-
timated 76 million tons of CO2 per year, and the figure will only rise if 
current systems are not upgraded. 

Although such technologies are still in the early stages of devel-
opment, the co-location of desalination plants and renewable ener-
gy plants is being proposed in the nation’s largest urban centers. It 
could play a key role in the proposed city of NEOM, a state-of-the-art 
tourism and financial center set to be built from scratch on the Red 
Sea coast. 

In addition, state officials are working with the private sector to 
build sewage treatment plants powered by renewable energy in the 
cities of Taif, Jubail, and Yanbu. Current plans aim to generate 1.45 
million cbm of water through zero-emission systems that also em-
ploy closed cycle technology to reduce the evaporation and loss of 
fresh water supplies. 

“We’re helping to create a low-carbon future in clean water pro-
duction,” said Leon Awerbuch, president of US-based Leading Edge 
Technologies, which is working with Saudi officials to integrate re-
newable energy and desalination plants in the country. “A transfor-
mation in the energy and water sectors has begun, and fossil fuel 
domination will fade for desalination.” ✖

F O C U S 
Renewable water  treatment
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What is your primary research mandate? 

MANSOUR A. AL-GARNI NCWRS was es-
tablished by a ministerial decree in 2017 
to take care of the Kingdom's water sec-
tor and become a globally recognized 
and well-respected research institute. 
The center takes care of all aspects re-
lating to water and has three import-
ant initiatives within the 2030 National 
Strategy: research, building a database, 
and localizing technology through inter-
nal capacity building. Internal capacity 
building includes designing workshops, 
holding lectures, field training, and re-
cruiting different experts nationally and 
internationally from various universities 
and other entities that can help execute 
our program. We have already designed 
various workshops in different disci-
plines for the Ministry of Environment, 
Water, and Agriculture employees. We 
also offer scholarships for MEWA em-
ployees to get their master's degrees or 
even PhDs. We want to enhance MEWA's 
internal capacity over the next four years. 
Currently, NCWRS' structure comes un-
der the Deputy Minister of Water; how-
ever, in the future, it might be linked 
directly to the minister. The center has 
cooperated with the World Bank to bring 
international best practices in water sec-

tor research to the center. Recently, we 
established the center’s by-law, aligned 
priority research topics with the national 
transformation program and 2030 na-
tional water strategy, and made our busi-
ness plan for the short and long terms. 
Basically, we are building a database to 
store and retrieve information in a way 
that is accurate and effective to help per-
fect our water management planning 
and practices. 

ADAM SIEMINSKI KAPSARC was founded 
as a non-profit institution for indepen-
dent research into global energy eco-
nomics, bringing together international 
researchers and working on alignment 
between energy policy objectives and 
outcomes. When KAPSARC was found-
ed, there was a desire to have research 
in petroleum and other forms of en-
ergy because it is such a large part of 
the economy in Saudi Arabia. Its study 
required a group that is independent. 
Clearly, there is great work done at Ar-
amco and the ministries of energy, econ-
omy and planning, and finance, but, in 
many countries, there is a desire to have 
non-governmental organizations pro-
vide additional input. That is the pur-
pose of KAPSARC. While KAPSARC start-
ed as a petroleum research house, we 

RESEARCH CENTERS
A string of exciting new research centers have sprung up in the 
Kingdom to support the government’s efforts to help generate and 
implement the world’s best public policy solutions. 

are now much broader, covering energy 
and economics in general. Currently, we 
are ranked 17 out of more than 60 glob-
al think tanks for energy and resources. 
Although we are relatively new and rank-
ings are subjective, it is indicative that 
our peers perceive KAPSARC positively. 

Who will benefit from your research? 

MAAG Our database will be an open 
source for researchers. At present, we are 
trying to establish what data we and our 
stakeholders have and in what format it 
is in. We want to gather this all together 
and ask them what they need. After that, 
we will tender an expert to design our 
database and suggest new components 
that will be important in the future. It is 
important that everything is compatible. 
The database will feed everyone with in-
formation, but you will need authoriza-
tion to add data.

AS Our research is intended to deter-
mine how to have a thriving economy, 
which is a main goal of Vision 2030. We 
are working to understanding how to 
achieve, measure, and evaluate the eco-
nomic diversification agenda. Our main 
research focuses are oil and gas and 
power, but we look into related areas 
as well, such as urbanization and trans-
portation, as well as climate and envi-
ronmental policies. We have multidis-
ciplinary working groups on electricity 
transition, with experts from electricity, 
logistics, and climate coming togeth-
er with renewable energy specialists. A 
major area of research globally is in sus-
tainable mobility, such as electric vehi-
cles. Saudi Aramco has a major program 
looking at improving the efficiency of the 
internal combustion engine, with a high 
compression gasoline engine that is effi-
cient and uses less fuel to get the same 
amount of power. Another option is us-
ing solar photovoltaic (PV) production in 
combination with electric vehicles. The 
interplay between the availability of bat-
tery storage in vehicles and generation of 
power may not be true of solar, but could 
be true of natural-gas-fired electricity 
production that uses the most efficient 
equipment at night to charge car batter-
ies during the day, when air conditioning 
is being used at the highest rate through 
the 24-hour cycle. Parking lots could also 
have grid connections, with power being 
sent back and forth between the cars. We 
also have a group working with the Na-
tional Risk Unit to examine the impact of 
natural phenomena such as flooding on 
energy delivery. ✖
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THROUGH ITS MANUFACTURING DEPART-
MENT, EPC contracting arm, and power 
plant development unit, Desert Tech-
nologies Holdings is focused on R&D 
that improves existing technologies in 
solar energy to fit the conditions of dry, 
humid, and hot climates. The market is 
currently witnessing the proliferation 
of Chinese panels that adapt to all situ-
ations, but through our three business 
units we are focusing on sand storms, 
humidity, extreme heat, and extreme 
cold. The MENA region holds huge solar 
potential, but we really need to con-
trol the value chain, quality, and price 
through the full integration of services 
to become competitive on an interna-
tional scale. In 2014, Desert Technolo-
gies became the first Saudi company to 
carry out projects worldwide, including 
those in Jordan and Egypt, and in the 
future we seek to grow in Southeast 
Asia, Africa, and Latin America to build 
our track record gradually. Aside from 
environmental reasons, from a finan-
cial perspective, sustainability allows 
you to start predicting the future to 
make better assessments. If you have a 
sustainable business model with regard 
to energy, you can predict your ener-
gy bills. The current unpredictability, 
increased by the consumer choices of 
millennials, makes it difficult for us 
to make decisions on a government, 
corporate, or individual level, so placing 
sustainability at the center of one’s busi-
ness model is a must.

FOR A SOLAR CONSTRUCTION COMPANY, 
Saudi Arabia is the most lucrative mar-
ket for three reasons. First, its current 
power generation and consumption 
system is not sustainable in the long 
term. The Kingdom has a population 
of 33 million consuming around 60GW 
of energy from conventional sources. 
This is a heavy burden on the gov-
ernment, resulting in an opportunity 
cost of about USD50 million per day, 
where you can sell the same quantity 
to the market. Part of the new vision of 
the leadership aims to restructure our 
economy, lifting the burden of Aramco’s 
subsidization. As such, Saudi Arabia in 
20 years will have to stop subsidizing 
its energy requirements by generating 
about 200GW of renewable energy. 
Second, the government has established 
a clear roadmap for the country’s energy 
mix. Solar will represent about 66% of 
total energy and wind 26%, while other 
alternatives could represent about 
8%. In this sense, the government has 
taken serious initiatives, releasing the 
first-round solar project in Sakaka and 
making public its goal of attaining 25GW 
by 2023. In 2019 alone, there will be a 
total capacity of 2.2GW, and the second 
round further illustrates the commit-
ment of the government, with a total of 
eight sites that represent 1.8GW. Third, 
from a geographical point of view, Saudi 
Arabia is a big country with plenty of 
room, unlike the US or Europe, where 
space is limited and constrained due to 
culture and the environment. 

MIMARISOL IS A START-UP in the new and 
promising renewable energy industry in 
Saudi Arabia. Being a young company, 
almost two years of age, we have yet to 
play our optimum role in this segment 
as we intend on being a catalyst for clean 
energy and energy efficiency awareness 
and innovation in Saudi Arabia. In the 
next three years, MimariSol plans on 
becoming the clean-energy-solutions 
provider of choice in the Kingdom. 
Primarily, our company targets a difficult 
but essential market segment, resi-
dential. We focus the development of 
our solutions on homeowners’ needs 
for energy cost reduction. We try and 
provide them with price certainty using 
renewable sources and clean technolo-
gies. Through our modular engineering 
approach, we try to simplify the technol-
ogy and optimize our offerings to clients, 
while raising their awareness about the 
way they consume electricity and the po-
tential of sustainable savings when using 
renewable energy solutions. We design 
and install solar energy systems on res-
idential rooftops and are continuously 
diversifying our offerings to homeown-
ers so they can save more. In addition 
to solar rooftops, we source and install 
solar water heaters and are expanding 
into the realm of smart technologies and 
IoT systems for homes. We believe in 
establishing a culture of “prosumers,” or 
consumers that have the awareness and 
technology needed to produce as much 
electricity as they consume, whether 
they are in their cars, offices, or homes.

SOLAR SOLUTIONS 
Creating a culture of "prosumption" will be critical to ensuring the Saudi economy has the  
internal social combustion to evolve quickly enough to adopt the right sustainable practices. 
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GREEN SOLUTIONS
Developing first-class recycling facilities and a mentality of 
conservation are two of the biggest challenges—and opportunities—
facing the Kingdom. 

What does the sector’s future look like? 

BAT Saudi Arabia is the largest plas-
tic-producing country in the world, as 
plastic is a byproduct of crude. Now with 
technological upgrades and stronger fo-
cus from the government, a clear direc-
tion is being followed to implement the 
best recycling methods in the country. 
The first step is standardization, which 
is why Saudi Arabia’s public and private 
sectors seek to establish partnerships 
with the Bureau of International Recy-
cling, the Bureau of Middle East Recy-
cling, the Metal Recycling Association 
of India, and China’s recycling associ-
ation. These exchanges of best practic-
es and methodologies clearly indicate 
that in developed countries, waste and 
recycling are priorities, and developing 
countries have a long way to go. The 
best way to fill the gap should be a mix 
of incentives, like subsidies and accred-
itation points, and taxes for non-com-
pliance. This way, all players in the 
spectrum will see the value of adopting 
sustainable practices.

JV Saudi Arabia has been witnessing 
rapid industrialization, high popula-
tion growth rate, and fast urbanization 
that have resulted in increased levels 
of pollution and waste. Waste manage-
ment is becoming a bigger challenge for 
the government and local bodies with 
each passing day. A sustainable econo-
my can’t live without an efficient ecol-
ogy system. Responding to this growing 
issue, the PIF established the SIRC in 
2017 as part of its sector development 
strategy next to the sector initiatives of 
developing the local defense (SAMI) 
and entertainment industry (Seven). As 
a sector development initiative, SIRC 
will invest, develop, own, and operate 
in various activities across the Kingdom, 
including cutting-edge treatment and 
recycling facilities and waste-to-energy 
solutions that will support the Nation-
al Renewable Energy Program. As part 
of our business strategy, we signed an 
MoU with Riyadh to start executing our 
municipal waste strategy. With our first 
major investment in GEMS, we already 
have an excellent platform to serve the 
industry by recycling complex waste 
streams from oil, petrochemical, and 
mining industries. ✖

What role do you play in the Saudi ecosystem? 

BASHARAT ALI TANWAR By looking at 
the Saudi market, government reforms, 
and Vision 2030 offer a clear indication 
that recycling and environmental sus-
tainability are two of the core areas of 
focus. In the future, we expect to see 
further regularization, which will pose 
a question on the role that companies 
like Nesma Recycling will play, as more 
companies adopt individual sustain-
able practices to comply with the law. 
Nonetheless, established companies 
that have aligned themselves with the 
government will have an opportunity 
to work more and tap into a wide array 
of opportunities and market potential. 
Thus far, we have maintained a focus 
on industrial waste, where paper makes 
around 25% of revenues, plastic around 
30%, and scrap metals around 45%. Mu-
nicipal waste and infrastructure devel-
opment are a relatively untouched area 
the government might get involved with 
through the establishment of the Pub-
lic Investment Fund (PIF)-owned SIRC. 
It is early to say whether new contracts 

will open for bidding or not; however, 
this is definitely an industry with a clear 
growth track.

JEROEN VINCENT A prime example of 
this is the MoU we recently signed with 
the National Waste Management Cen-
ter and the Riyadh Municipality, which 
aims to start recycling activities as part 
of the city’s overall waste management 
strategy to achieve the government’s 
national recycling targets. Within this, 
SIRC’s role is to develop the waste 
management sector and in particular 
Riyadh’s recycling capacity. The pre-
requisite for an efficient recycling in-
frastructure is the existence of source 
segregation. Since Riyadh was the first 
Amanah to start the roll out of source 
segregation with a 2-bin door-to-door 
system, SIRC preferred to start building 
its recycling facilities. As part of an inte-
grated waste management system, SIRC 
will build Riyadh’s state-of-the-art recy-
cling facilities for all types of waste. This 
will include recycling of municipal waste 
into recyclables such as fertilizer, paper, 
plastics, and metals.
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How have operations evolved in the last year, 
and how does that reflect the current position 
of the Saudi market toward green practices?
With the support of the financial and 
banking sector, the new giga-projects are 
taking environmental sustainability seri-
ously. At ENTEC, we assist project owners 
in preparing their RFPs in line with many 
of the KPIs set out by the NTP. These ef-
forts are supported by the nation-wide re-
alization that the total annual cost of envi-
ronmental degradation in the Kingdom is 
estimated at SAR86 billion. Although they 
do not necessarily use the exact terms 
“energy,” “water,” or “sustainability,” 
these projects open up opportunities for 
ENTEC to be involved in multiple ways, 
targeting a wide array of government and 
private players. Environmental practic-
es represent an inter-sectorial domain; 
every sector of the economy is related to 
sustainability and the environment. Nat-
urally, public entities will lead the way in 
this process, with the private sector taking 
inspiration and following suit. As such, 
we are helping Saudi cities make the top 
of the sustainable and resilient cities list. 
This not only means a wide array of con-
sulting projects, but also the implementa-
tion of various infrastructure and sustain-
able solutions. 

What major challenges does the private sector 
face in adopting best environmental practices?
Although Saudi Arabia has great potential 
due to its national programs and regula-
tions, one of the major challenges is the 
lack of environmental training in most 
enterprises and industries. This is why 
we became certified by IEMA, an interna-
tional accreditation body for specialized 
environmental courses, in order to sup-
port the upgrading of our clients. Another 
challenge is the resistance shown by the 
industrial sector in implementing sus-
tainable practices. The implementation 
of a circular economy is a crucial step to 
develop a sustainable industrial sector, 
and the different authorities are slowly 
moving toward this goal. In order to do so, 
Saudi Arabia needs to start centralizing 
all its ministries in terms of sustainable 
practices and standards. Only by doing so 
will the industrial, medical, aviation, oil 

and gas, construction, tourism, and other 
sectors, whether local or international, be 
able to reap quantifiable benefits in Saudi 
Arabia.

Where do you expect technological upgrades to 
have the greatest impact on the environmental 
sector? 
A number of new initiatives and projects 
highlight the link between Vision 2030 
and NTP 2020, which offers a perspective 
on which technology is bound to have 
the greatest impact on the environmental 
sector. In the water sector, there are proj-
ects worth SAR10.344 billion and upcom-
ing ones worth SAR24.706 billion. In the 
renewable energy sector, there are proj-
ects in the second phase worth SAR5.2 
billion. These numbers clearly show that 
both renewable energy and water man-
agement will probably witness the latest 
upgrades from a technological point of 
view. For this technological innovation 
to happen smoothly, the Saudi market 
needs to rely on strategic and dynamic 
partnerships that allow it to bring the lat-
est technologies into the country, which is 
what ENTEC does. The key will be looking 
outside the country, predicting what the 
future holds, and convincing companies 
to adopt certain technologies or changes 
in their business model to stay ahead of 
the curve. 

How do you balance economic demand with en-
vironmental sustainability?
As the Saudi market is slowly progress-
ing into green practices, most investors 
have become aware of the importance of 
this transformation. Building codes, tar-
iffs, and taxes have had a big impact on 
the community, and this realization has 
opened up opportunities to engage with 
both end-users and businesses and con-
vince them of the financial feasibility of 
green practices. ✖

BIO 

Dina Hasan Al-Nahdy co-founded 
ENTEC in 1995. With a bachelor’s in 
accounting, a master’s in environmental 
management, and an honorary doctorate 
in environmental affairs and sustainable 
development from the UNF, she is a 
certified LEED consultant and OSHA-
certified. She oversees the strategic 
direction of ENTEC.

RAISING standards

With the total annual cost of 
environmental degradation 
in the Kingdom estimated at 
SAR86 billion, the time for 
sustainable action is now.

“We are helping Saudi 
cities make the top of 

the sustainable and 
resilient cities list.”
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Could you tell us more about the project for 
which you are currently attracting invest-
ment?
The world will run out of potable water 
soon. Some areas of the world, such as Chi-
na, the US, the Middle East, South Africa, 
and Australia are now facing serious prob-
lems with water. Upon this, we decided to 
invest in mineral water and buy some avail-
able wells in the market, but none of them 
was 100% convenient, the drilling tech-
nology was old, the well construction was 
damaged, or the water quality and quantity 
was not satisfying. So, we drilled our own 
wells at studied and carefully chosen loca-
tions, to be in the most feasible logistically, 
being close to highways, railway stations 
and river ports. 

What is the preferred financing model?
Currently, the projects are self-financed, 
but we are looking for co-investors eventu-
ally. Our aim is to sell the wells partly and 
develop them together. Investors are more 
comfortable when more equity comes in 
as it creates stability. Projects in Europe 
are mainly financed by banks, so you have 
to fight for European Union support and 
strict investment regulations. We are about 
to find shareholders who will take some 
shares in the market here. 

Béla Velez 
B O A R D  M E M B E R  &  
D I R E C T O R  O F  M E N A ,
B L U E G O L D

How has your service portfolio for Saudi Arabia advanced in recent years?
Our aim is to help our customers reduce costs, meet their sustainability goals, optimize their 
energy consumption, maintain a healthy and productive environment, and connect to their 
integrated solutions anytime and anywhere. With our comprehensive portfolio of integrated 
solutions, this is possible. Hence, we are proud to have EcoStruxure, which is our open, in-
teroperable, IoT-enabled system architecture and platform. EcoStruxure delivers enhanced 
value around safety, reliability, efficiency, sustainability, and connectivity. This system 
leverages advancements in IoT, mobility, sensing, cloud, analytics and cybersecurity to de-
liver innovation at every level. This includes connected products, edge control, and apps, 
analytics, and services. We accommodate our business model to be aligned with the new 
trends that the country is heading toward. Hence, we are now more active in segments that 
cover healthcare, transportation, oil and gas, water and wastewater, data centers, and con-
sumers. For example, in the healthcare sector we help hospitals thrive at every level, from 
the emergency room to the executive suite, with our IoT-enabled EcoStruxure for healthcare 
architecture, which is designed to deliver improved safety, patients’ satisfaction and opera-
tional efficiency. In short, EcoStruxure is the IoT solution architecture for digital hospitals. 

Could you tell us more about the water-filtering concept that you have developed, and how it is 
applied in Saudi Arabia? 
CERAFILTEC is essentially the most advanced filtration solution as a pre-treatment to re-
verse osmosis (RO). This is particularly important in the Kingdom, where seawater and 
groundwater sources have to be treated by RO. The other impurities that must be removed 
are iron and manganese. Those must be removed before the water enters the desalination 
process. Because unpurified water with particles destroys RO membranes, it is imperative 
that the feed water for the RO is of a high quality. In the past, sand filters were used as a 
pre-treatment solution, but those do not reach the acceptable results. If you want to solve 
this problem for RO, you must have an ultra-filtration that withstands these high tempera-
tures and produces high-quality water, which is exactly what the CERAFILTEC solution 
does. 

What are the other applications of this ceramic membrane solution, and can it be used for sea-
water desalination?
Yes, and successfully. While the ceramic flat sheet membrane has been commonly used 
in Saudi Arabia for almost 10 years, it is mainly known for its use in groundwater projects. 
However, CERAFILTEC has just as many advantages in seawater applications. 

Najib AlNaim 
C O U N T R Y  P R E S I D E N T  S A U D I  A R A B I A  A N D  Y E M E N , 
S C H N E I D E R  E L E C T R I C

Martin Kaschek 
C E O ,
C E R A F I LT E C  G m b H 
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How have you advanced in achieving your 
company’s recent targets? 
In the past two years, we have focused ex-
tensively on our strategic foundations and 
resources. A serious achievement has been 
to upgrade our classification in the govern-
ment, jumping from grade two to one for 
mechanical projects and from grade four to 
two on water and wastewater projects, with 
only one grade left to go. It means that we 
now have the qualification to participate 
in projects above USD500 million. We also 
signed four important partnerships. One 
was with a leading stormwater firm in the 
UK. Stormwater is a serious issue in Saudi 
Arabia now and will continue to be in com-
ing years, but under our new agreement we 
can provide huge pumps that drain flood-
ing in 20 minutes. We also signed an agree-
ment with Ross Valve, an American com-
pany specializing in special API valves, and 
with Zenit, an Italian company, for sewage 
treatment applications. 

Could you tell us more about your collabora-
tion with the National Water Company (NWC)?
NWC is targeting having a partnership with 
the private sector to enhance all 130 sewage 
projects in the country. It needs to choose 
the best kind of module for this partner-
ship, be it BOT, BOO, BFT, or EBC. 

Essam M. Zahra 
C E O ,
N AT I O N A L  WAT E R  W O R K S 
C O M PA N Y  ( N W W C )

Can you give us an introduction to the specific field in which you are working?
In 2017, we started with the idea of establishing a company in Riyadh focusing on renew-
able energy. It was clear that Vision 2030 was going in this direction, with the announce-
ment of many big potential projects. We have now seen some opened up to bidding and 
worked on that mainly in 2018. However, in 2019, we understood that Vision 2030 require-
ments did not include only solar. Rather, the plan is correlated between energy manage-
ment, solar energy, and water treatment. We thought we would expand our services to all 
these renewable and energy-related sectors. We are focusing more on providing solutions, 
consultation, and engineering work in these sectors, while at the same time using our ex-
pertise in project management and feasibility studies for energy projects all the way up to 
their construction phase. 

What have been some practical projects in the Kingdom?
Over the last year, we found that these projects are still a niche market. It is difficult to 
convince the private sector of the value of renewable energy, since it is something new in 
Saudi Arabia.

What was the driver behind the acquisition of Enerizons by Al-Nasser Group, and what role does 
it play in the group’s strategic goals?
The acquisition allows it to combine its technical background with the experience and 
guidance of an established business group with strong connections in the market. There 
was a need to collaborate, integrate, and form a better representation of the company to 
offer potential clients a wider array of solutions. Regardless of its technical soundness, a 
business or solution will not be successful unless it can be economically feasible and widely 
accepted by clients. It was a win-win situation that will also benefit the country and neigh-
boring markets. Indeed, we are ready to expand our business in the region and cooperate 
with international firms and companies interested in working together for strategic proj-
ects, be they technical and financial.

What is happening in terms of power systems and the transition to a smart grid?
We currently have a conventional system from the 19th century that combines generation, 
transmission, and distribution through infrastructure lines built around the country. How-
ever, in the smart grid power system 2.0, distributed generation is spread all over a target 
area, with connectivity between power assets and infrastructure optimized through con-
stant communication and interaction. 

Hamzeh Buqaei 
C O O ,
R I YA D H  R E N E WA B L E  E N E R G Y

Thamer AlQuthami 
C E O ,
E N E R I Z O N S
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How have the operations of KBR-AMCDE in Saudi Arabia advanced in recent years?
KBR has been in Saudi Arabia for almost 40 years. We have a rich history in the market here 
executing engineering, procurement, construction projects, pre-feed and feed projects, project 
management consulting, and industrial services. We have successfully delivered many projects 
of increasing size and complexity in the Kingdom and more specialist work from KBR’s global 
centers of excellence in Leatherhead, UK and Houston, US. KBR-AMCDE has been operational 
in Saudi Arabia for eight years. A major portion of the onshore pre-feed and feed work is done 
under general engineering services plus contracts. Our offshore pre-feed and feed work is ex-
ecuted under the offshore maintain potential projects contract with Saudi Aramco. Thereafter 
we work on the detailed engineering phases of the offshore projects with Saudi Aramco’s lump-
sum turnkey contractors (onshore) and long-term agreement contractors (offshore).

Saudi Arabia aims for an economic diversification agenda that includes moving the petroleum 
sector up the value chain. What is your perspective here?
The Saudi investment profile has been strong in recent years despite the challenges in the 
oil and gas sector. This has been strategic, deliberate, and aligned to the nations’ ambitious 
Vision 2030. By maintaining a strong and consistent investment profile, Saudi Arabia is a 
great market for the private sector to invest long term. There is a drive to expand the hydro-
carbon processing industry in Saudi Arabia, to get more value per barrel of crude oil before 
export. We are seeing a lot of focus on petrochemicals projects and gas developments. This 
will really drive innovation and, more importantly, job creation for Saudi nationals provid-
ing exciting careers for life in the Kingdom.

How did SAUR’s operations start, and how have they advanced to their current stage?
SAUR has been active in the country for more than 10 years. We began here by getting 
different requests from municipalities, mostly in Jeddah and Mecca, for support in opti-
mization of ongoing operations and maintenance works. From these deals and support 
missions, we developed two major contracts. One was a contract for the National Water 
Company to manage the operation of the entire water infrastructure in Mecca and Taif, 
which lasted for about six and a half years and ended in 2017. That was about the same time 
as our contract with Marafiq to run the power and water infrastructure inside the industrial 
areas of the Royal Commission in Jubail and Yanbu. Since 2011, we have been cooperating 
with Marafiq for this project under a dedicated joint venture called MaSa. 

What expertise does the company bring?
SAUR has been active in the French water business since 1933. It is a company of medium 
size by European standards, employing around 9,000 people around the world and a gener-
ating a turnover of around EUR1.3 billion. About 80% of our activities are in France, but we 
also have activities in Spain, the UK, and Poland. 

Ahmed Al-Dadah 
V I C E  P R E S I D E N T,  K B R
E N E R G Y  S O L U T I O N S  –  M I D D L E  E A S T

Stefan Kipp 
C O U N T R Y  D I R E C T O R  K S A  &  G C C ,
S A U R
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SUCCESS STORIES
T

capacities.
Following an increase in public construction 

projects, including the Ministry of Housing’s res-
idential complexes and PIF’s megaproject on the 
Red Sea and Qiddiya near Riyadh, an increase in 
demand is expected for the construction supply 
industries, including cement and steel.

RPDC, powered by innovation giants KACST, 
TAQNIA, KAUST, and KFUPM work on imple-
menting actual innovation at the large corporates 
like Aramco, aiming to commercialize their pat-
ents, a new avenue for industrial innovation.

DEFENSE
The Kingdom continues to work on its localization 
objectives to achieve 50% domestic production by 
2030, requiring significant investments while en-
couraging international firms to localize their op-
erations and prepare a knowledge transfer.

Saudi Arabian Military Industries (SAMI) 
has made some critical acquisitions, aiming to 
become the central point for all military pro-
curement, most notably Advanced Electronics 
Company (AEC) and Aircraft Accessories and 
Components Company (AACC).

In total, SAMI aims to have a direct contribu-
tion of all defense and aviation-related industries 
of around USD3.7 billion to the Kingdom’s GDP, 
with an investment in R&D of USD1.6 billion—in 
turn creating 40,000 direct jobs for Saudis. ✖

ransforming Saudi Arabia into an indus-
trial powerhouse is one the country’s 
core objectives of the economic transfor-

mation. As one of the key programs, NIDLP was 
established to better present the investment op-
portunities in four linked sectors—industry, en-
ergy, mining, and logistics—and to attract foreign 
capital and expertise to build a more diversified 
and resilient economy. The Saudi Industrial De-
velopment Fund (SIDF) serves as key financial 
enabler for the program, while additional invest-
ments are set to come from the private sector.

One of the main success stories in industrial-
ization has been the network of industrial cities, 
which is now also adapting to Industry 4.0 tech-
nologies in an effort led by MODON, benefiting 
from improved infrastructural developments. 

Among the pull factors for industrial manu-
facturing in Saudi Arabia, interviewees mention 
relatively low production costs, including for la-
bor, land and energy needs, while taxes remain 
low along with a range of supportive government 
incentive packages. The heavy emphasis on in-
dustrial development in recent years comes as a 
strong boost for the sector by both local and in-
ternational firms. The country’s geographical lo-
cation on the axes of three continents also serves 
the industry well, and, with support of the Trans-
port General Authority, addition infrastructural 
investment are set to boost the Kingdom’s export 
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How does Dow Saudi position itself as an in-
novator in the material science sector, and 
what role does Saudi Arabia play in its port-
folio?
In April 2019, Dow completed the spin 
off from Dow-DuPont, positioning itself 
as a leading materials science company 
with the ambition of becoming the most 
innovative, customer-centric, inclu-
sive, and sustainable materials science 
company in the world. That being said, 
our focus on continued and sustained 
growth at a global level also applies to 
the regional and local level. In Saudi 
Arabia, through Sadara Chemical Com-
pany, a USD-20 billion JV with Saudi Ar-
amco, we have introduced products be-
ing launched in the Kingdom for the first 
time. Moreover, we have Dow Middle 
East Innovation Center (MEIC), which 
has Dow’s R&D facilities and the Digi-
tal Marketplace Center capabilities for 
the region. Through MEIC, we provide 
application development and technical 
services focused on oil and gas technol-
ogy solutions, sustainable coating and 
construction solutions, and industrial 
chemicals for a variety of applications 
relevant to Saudi Arabia and the broad-
er region. However, the most invaluable 
investment in any country is human 
capital, and Dow has successfully done 
that by giving many young Saudis the 
opportunity to develop their skillset 
and careers, having trained them so that 
they can come back and contribute to 
Saudi Arabia’s economy. 

What was the driver behind choosing Saudi 
Arabia as the location for the second digital 
center within Dow’s portfolio? What are the 
center’s main goals?
Saudi Arabia has been at the forefront of 
investing in its youth. Its population not 
only provides a huge pipeline, but also 
offers talented students. As such, we 
continue to recruit young Saudis who 
work in MEIC at Thuwal, on digital mar-
ket solutions such as data visualization, 
social listening, finding solutions for 
customers, and addressing today’s chal-
lenges. Indeed, today, the digitalization 
of the entire commercial process has 
become particularly relevant. Business 
is not just defined by a buyer-seller rela-
tionship, but through close partnership 

and collaboration. Chemical companies 
realize the need to facilitate business 
for their customers and stakeholders in 
Saudi Arabia. This can happen through 
tracking developments, providing inno-
vative solutions, reducing overall costs, 
and engaging closely with customers.

How do Dow Saudi Arabia’s plans to invest 
in coatings reflect opportunities in the local 
petrochemical sector, and what are other at-
tractive areas for international investors to 
engage in?
The downstream industry, especially 
through value parks, achieves many of 
the goals set by Vision 2030. First, there 
is a multiplier effect in terms of job cre-
ation; second, the farther downstream 
we go, the more we can substitute im-
ports for local manufacturing; third, it 
serves as a diversification of the econo-
my, and it should only really happen to 
serve a local market. The Saudi market is 
the largest in the GCC. It has the largest 
number of consumers, most infrastruc-
ture, and the biggest construction base 
in the region. The coatings plant we 
are building serves the construction in-
dustry with many government projects 
coming up, and the construction sector 
will pick up and require more solutions, 
which represents an opportunity for 
players seeking to do business in Saudi 
Arabia. Construction chemicals is an-
other area where we expect to see more 
demand, as well as oil fields to meet Ar-
amco’s significant infrastructure invest-
ment in gas and its goal to increase gas 
capacity. Finally, insulation materials 
will be in high demand, since the pick-
up of the construction industry will re-
quire well-built insulation. ✖

BIO 

Moosa Al-Moosa is the country president 
of Dow in Saudi Arabia and shareholder 
representative for the Sadara Joint 
Venture. He leads the organization in 
enhancing its presence and partnerships, 
and executing its growth strategy. He 
is also responsible for managing all 
shareholder matters related to Sadara 
and strengthening Dow’s relationship 
with its partner Saudi Aramco. Prior 
to his current position, he was Dow’s 
President for the UAE and finance 
director for Dow India, Middle East, 
Africa, and Turkey. Al-Moosa has had an 
extensive career with global financial 
institutions, including Deutsche Bank’s 
New York office, JP Morgan Chase, 
and Citigroup Asset Management in 
their London and New York offices. He 
has an MBA from Wharton and a BA in 
economics from Georgetown. 

STRATEGIC
partners
High-quality insulation presents 
one of the leading opportunities 
for the sector in the short and 
medium term. 

“Saudi Arabia has been at 
the forefront of investing 

in its young human 
resources. Its population 
not only provides a huge 
pipeline, but also offers 

talented students.”
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What role is the Industrial Valley of King Ab-
dullah Economic City (KAEC) playing in the 
industrial revolution of Saudi Arabia?
The first and most important initiative 
to achieve KAEC’s vision of becoming 
a regional industrial and logistics hub 
is King Abdullah Port, which seeks to 
capitalize on 13% of world trade passing 
through the Red Sea. Having one of the 
deepest ports creates new opportuni-
ties, either through industries or a logis-
tics hub. This provides global conglom-
erates the opportunity to do things more 
efficiently by saving time and gaining 
accessibility. Naturally, specialization is 
key to providing the maximum benefit 
to current and potential clients, which 
is why we decided to focus on light in-
dustries such as pharmaceuticals, which 
recorded 18% growth last year, and 
FMCGs. Our strategy is to attract players 
across the whole value chain, not only 
manufacturers, a goal in which we are 
supported by the single window regu-
lator of the Economic Cities Authority. 
When international companies come, 
they want to deal with one government 
agency, not several. Moreover, we built 
the ecosystem to work on financing by 
launching the Industrial Export Incen-
tive Initiative. We also brought together 
three government agencies that sup-
port industry acceleration and signed 
an MoU for land and loans in which the 
Industrial Valley offers the land, the Eco-
nomic Cities Authority provides the li-
cense, and the Saudi Industrial Develop-
ment Fund (SIDF) provides the investor 
financing facility to start development.

What operational measures must be taken to 
attract international investors to Saudi Ara-
bia?
There must be a comprehensive, fo-
cused approach to attract players across 
the whole value chain from certain in-
dustries. For example, we do not focus 
only on pharma manufacturing com-
panies, but we also have packaging 
companies that can serve other indus-
tries too. As such, the next step will be 
building three specialized zones: a gas 
zone; a technology park to attract top 
data center providers; and a bonded and 
re-export zone valley to make high-end 
plastics used in automotive, biomedi-
cal, construction, and food-packaging 
industries. The idea is to be proactive 
in implementing energy services with-
in the industrial zone, since companies 
usually come with specific requirements 
in terms of power, storm drainage, and 
access to logistics services, for example. 

What is your assessment of the National In-
dustrial and Logistics Development Plan, and 
what is the key to ensuring Saudi Arabia re-
mains an attractive investment location?
It re-emphasizes the need for the coun-
try to leverage its location. Indeed, inte-
gration between industry and logistics 
is always necessary to then focus on the 
sectors that the country really needs and 
has a competitive advantage in. This ap-
proach helps investors know where to 
invest and comforts the players on the 
supply side. Technology will continue 
to have a crucial role in keeping these 
facilities up to date with international 

BIO 

Ayman Mansi serves as CEO of 
Industrial Valley and head of new 
business ventures at Emaar, The 
Economic City (EEC), and King Abdullah 
Economic City (KAEC). He also oversees 
the establishment of new ventures and 
services in KAEC with a focus on real 
estate services, facility management, 
home building, mortgage, and logistics. 
Prior to KAEC, he worked in NCB as 
business planning officer and engaged in 
a strategic project in collaboration with 
McKinsey & Co. Mansi holds an MBA 
from Columbia Business School and a 
BS in systems and industrial engineering 
from King Fahd University of Petroleum 
and Minerals. He is a graduate of Harvard 
University’s Real Estate Advanced 
Management Development Program 
(AMDP).

With 13% of the planet’s trade passing through the 
Red Sea, King Abdullah Port has enormous potential 
to reshape the fate of the country and region. 

standards through the use of robotics 
and advanced, technology-driven logis-
tics practices in warehouses. Naturally, 
growing a city of this size and ambition 
implies challenges, but if we attract the 
right business and the right talent, we 
will keep moving forward and start tack-
ling other areas. ✖

engines OF GROWTH
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INDUSTRIAL
INNOVATION
Developing the best financial mechanisms for growth is just as 
important to building out the country’s biggest industrial players 
as adopting the latest technological innovations. 

and petrochemical sectors. Our projects 
are all over the Kingdom, from the north 
to the east. 

What about your source facilities? 

MHAM Local sourcing is done only in the 
petrochemical sector. Typically, the pet-
rochemical industry does not mix with 
petroleum companies, with the recent 
takeover of SABIC by Saudi Aramco the 
notable exception. The global oil com-
panies are diversifying their chemical 
assets. Some try to return with shale 
gas, but that is opportunistic and not 
necessarily strategic. Chevron, Texa-
co, BP, and other big players were into 
chemical products 15 to 20 years ago, 
but today they have left behind a lot of 
their chemical operations. In refiner-
ies, they have selectively maintained 
chemicals at a minimum level, and only 
for specific purposes. Our push for Tas-
nee is not to diversify or maximize, but 
rather to increase shareholder value by 
either growing the company to reflect a 
higher share price or by giving more div-
idends. Being the biggest is not what is 
important; being the most profitable is 
the name of the game. If you look at the 
creative structure of Tronox, it is one of 
the first from this part of the world. We 
merged part of a Saudi company with 
a New York-based company for equity 
and cash, all of which took great finan-
cial engineering ingenuity. 

VH We recently signed a partnership 
with Ma’aden for fertilizer production 
technology at a new plant. As part of 
this, Ma’aden will use the dual-pressure 
ammonia process developed by thys-
senkrupp Industrial Solutions in a new 
ammonia plant at its existing fertilizer 
complex. The process is already being 
used with great success in the first two 
ammonia plants, which are highly reli-
able and eco-friendly. This dual-pres-
sure ammonia process reduces energy 
consumption by up to 4%. Since 1994 
alone, thyssenkrupp Industrial Solu-
tions has developed and built new am-
monia plants with a total production 
capacity of more than 14 million tons. 
This new plant in Saudi Arabia will have 
a capacity of 3,300 tons of ammonia per 
day and is scheduled to be completed in 
early 2022. We also have strong relation-
ships with other partners in the fertilizer 
sector, such as SABIC. Our technology 
was able to increase the capacity of their 
plant from 3,300 to 3,600 tons, making it 
one of the largest operating plants in the 
world. ✖

What have been some of your major develop-
ments? 

MUTLAQ H. AL-MORISHED We shifted our 
ownership of Cristal to Tronox and now 
own 25.4% of the combined entity. Our 
future return from this will be better than 
what we got from Cristal for a simple 
reason, which is money is always made 
upstream. Tronox is big in the mining of 
ilmenite, rutile, and zircon. By merging 
we achieved synergy with the full down-
stream and upstream, a merger that 
works financially in our favor, as the price 
is decided by the market. We move into 
the upstream through cash and shares. 
Tronox also benefited because they have 
a feedstock surplus and a product short-
age. We were the opposite. By combining 
the two, we are both now balanced. An-
other benefit for both companies is that 
we use some of the best chloride-based 
technology in the world. Normally, com-
bining technologies of two large compa-
nies can be complicated; however, as we 
are both chloride-based, we have a great 
synergy. Our international presences 

also complement each other. We are in 
China, the UK, France, and Brazil, and 
they are in Holland. 

VOLKER HELLBERG We are organized in 
four business units to have the best al-
location of our specialists: cement tech-
nologies, chemical and process technol-
ogies, mining technologies, and services. 
As a complete supplier for engineering, 
procurement, construction, and service 
of industrial plants and systems, we offer 
the Kingdom a wide range of advanced 
and proven solutions. We currently 
manage some of the largest projects in 
the cement market, including the plant 
construction for Yamama Cement, one 
of the largest manufacturers in the Mid-
dle East. With our strong presence in 
the country, we are well positioned to 
execute projects of such magnitude. We 
have provided crushers to pretty much 
every cement plant in the Kingdom. Our 
portfolio includes cost-efficient and sus-
tainable solutions for mining, process-
ing, and handling raw materials. We are 
also pursuing projects in the fertilizer 
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CONSTRUCTION
SUPPLIERS
Foreseeing local demand is critical to working in a sector 
whose trends are critically tied to local and international 
political developments. 

equipped manufacturing powerhouse, we 
also invested in building a team of highly 
trained engineers and cutting-edge de-
sign and product development services, 
including 3D-laser scanning, casting, and 
machining simulation. The increasing lev-
el of in-house manufacturing also meant 
we invested in building a quality control 
system capable of providing our custom-
ers around the world with a high level of 
consistency and reliability. The increasing 
scope of our operations meant we have 
always paid attention to doing things right 
the first time. Growing and surviving in 
global and competitive markets requires 
a laser-like focus on providing products 
and services with consistent and improved 
quality and reliability.

What does local demand currently look like? 

AAM Prior to 2016, local demand for steel 
was high for government projects. Since 
2016, all the important infrastructure 
projects have been completed, and steel 
is generally used at the beginning of con-
struction projects. In the two years follow-
ing 2016, it was a case of finishing up exist-
ing infrastructure projects and preparing 
for new ones under Vision 2030. The first 
job under Vision 2030 was the huge task of 
designing the master plan. This prepara-
tion work took time, but new projects have 
now started in 2019, especially housing 
projects. Today, you will find housing proj-
ects all over the Kingdom. There is a huge 
boom in housing construction. Megaproj-
ects require more time in the planning 
stage, and we expect to see these big proj-
ects start at the end of 2019.

AAZ Given the diverse set of products and 
services we provide and the different mar-
kets we operate in, we design our entry 
points and distribution networks to suit 
our customers’ requirements in each mar-
ket and in different industries. Generally, 
we are a B2B business, working directly 
with OEMs such as Saudi Aramco, Saudi 
Electrical Co., SABIC, Saudi Arabian Rail-
ways, and the Military Industries Corpo-
ration (MIC) in the local market; however, 
we also work with EPC contractors and 
distributors in Saudi, MENA, the US, and 
European markets. ✖

Can you tell us about recent developments and 
your company's position in the market?

ABDULQADER AL MUBARAK Between 2008 
and 2017, steel exports were banned in 
Saudi Arabia, and when it was lifted after 
nearly 10 years as part of Vision 2030, it 
had a major impact on the sector. Initial-
ly, the industry had to pay a value-added 
tax on steel exports, but we discussed this 
with the government and after a couple of 
months they removed this requirement. 
The steel industry was pleased with the 
government’s collaborative role and the 
fact that it has been supportive to produc-
ers, exporters, and ultimately to growth of 
the economy. Rajhi Steel Industries was 
one of the first exporters of steel both to 
Arab countries and beyond. Over the last 
two years, Rajhi Steel Industries has seen 
a change in the market and demand. We 
have had to react to the new market size 
and have restructured and resized the 
company based on this. It is important to 
be flexible in our operations, follow mar-
ket trends, and not produce more than it 
requires. We have flexible systems in place 
that we have designed so that we are ready 
to increase or decrease production as de-
mand shifts. When we were out of the 
global steel market for nearly a decade, the 
market was fulfilled by existing production 
and over-capacity elsewhere. Therefore, it 
was not an easy job for us to re-enter the 
international market. We succeeded in ex-
porting more than 500 million tons of steel 
in 2018, which is around 15% of our annu-
al production. The main target markets are 
Lebanon and GCC countries.

ABDULLAH AL-ZAHRANI Since its ear-
ly days, SMI’s focus was to increase the 
added value of its products. Since the late 
1980s, the company has adopted a series 
of back integration projects, starting from 
metal cutting and machining of all raw 
castings in the early 1990s to ferrous and 
non-ferrous castings through building 
our sand casting and continuous casting 
foundries in the 2000s. We have continu-
ously invested in the best available tech-
nology for our manufacturing industries, 
including multi-axe computer numerical 
control machines and fully-automated 
foundries. In addition to being a well-



95Industry & Defense

B 2 B

Abdulmohsen Almajnouni 
C E O ,
R E S E A R C H  P R O D U C T 
D E V E L O P M E N T  C O M PA N Y  ( R P D C )

Abdulaziz  Barakat  Al  Hamwah 
V I C E - C H A I R M A N  &  C E O ,
M O D E R N  I N D U S T R I A L 
I N V E S T M E N T  H O L D I N G  G R O U P 
( M I G )

INDUSTRY 4.0
With support from both the government and investment community, 
defense, mining, and manufacturing are the industries of the future 
in Saudi Arabia. 

expected to generate over 90,000 addi-
tional jobs and contribute over USD26 
billion in annual GDP. The smelter proj-
ect enhances key mining sector strat-
egies under Vision 2030 by linking the 
midstream mining value chain with up-
stream base metals development and 
downstream end-users like cable manu-
facturers and steel producers.

What are the industries of the future in Saudi 
Arabia?

AA I see two potential sectors: defense 
and general manufacturing. With re-
gard to defense, Saudi Arabian Military 
Industries (SAMI) seeks to achieve 50% 
localization by 2030, which represents 
a great opportunity for RPDC to help 
players migrating from more traditional 
operations to advanced manufacturing. 
Secondly, Saudi Arabia will witness many 
new manufacturing companies being set 
up. No capital expenditure is required, 
since no older technology and operation-
al structures will be replaced: it is a natu-
ral step to take advantage and implement 
the latest capabilities in advanced man-
ufacturing.

ABAH Saudi Arabia has considerable 
competitive advantages for industrial 
investors. The Kingdom already main-
tained considerable enablers for strate-
gic investors, which have been expanded 
under Vision 2030. It also enjoys a stra-
tegic location, a relatively large market, 
considerable natural resources in the 
form of minerals, metals, and petro-
leum, and significant industrial support 
policies like dedicated industrial cities 
with first-class infrastructure, competi-
tive utility rates (natural gas, power, and 
water), and land, as well as other assis-
tance measures like inexpensive financ-
ing, which enables low-cost production 
base. Saudi Arabia accordingly has dis-
tinct and growing competitive advantag-
es and without doubt would remain the 
number one choice for inbound FDI in 
the Middle East. In addition, in the past 
few years there has been a more proac-
tive approach by the regulatory bodies, 
which are now eager to cooperate and 
work hand in hand with both interna-
tional and local investors. Investors can 
directly engage with key institutions like 
the Ministry of Energy, Industry, and 
Mineral Resources, the Saudi Arabian 
General Investment Authority, the Roy-
al Commission for Jubail & Yanbu, the 
Saudi Industrial Development Fund, and 
various other governmental organiza-
tions and ministries. ✖

What have been some important recent devel-
opments at your firm? 

ABDULMOHSEN ALMAJNOUNI As a small 
organization, we are eager to let the in-
dustry know we are serious about the 
projects we are taking through the cy-
cle of commercialization. Our shallow 
water inspection and monitoring robot 
(SWIM-R), commercialized in partner-
ship with Teledyne Marine, is the first 
project RPDC has taken from its incep-
tion as an idea to a completely commer-
cialized ready-to-use product. Delivering 
the SWIM-R to Saudi Aramco will thus 
open doors to offer solutions to other 
major oil and gas companies in the re-
gion. At the same time, in March 2018 we 
signed an agreement to start working on 
the Saudi Vaccine and Biomanufacturing 
Center, a groundbreaking Saudi vaccine 
facility owned by the King Abdulaziz 
City of Science and Technology. For the 
project, we will partner with SaudiVax, 
working with Samsung for construction 
and engineering, and GE for the equip-
ment. These agreements showcase the 
role partnerships play in our business 
growth and are a testimony of our com-
mitment to creating the building blocks 
and capabilities that will take Saudi Ara-
bia into industries of the future, includ-

ing advanced and new manufacturing, 
robotics, AI, and more. 

ABDULAZIZ BARAKAT AL HAMWAH Mod-
ern Mining Holding Company formed a 
joint venture with Trafigura to develop an 
integrated multi-metal smelter project 
that will primarily recover copper, zinc, 
lead, and other precious/minor metals. 
The complex will be established at Ras 
Al-Khair Mineral City. Trafigura already 
maintains strategic relationships with all 
of the leading global miners and smelters 
as an off-taker/supplier of metal concen-
trates and marketer of refined end prod-
ucts. Furthermore, Trafigura owns signif-
icant interests in copper, zinc, and lead 
smelters, including a controlling stake 
in Nyrstar, the largest zinc smelter in the 
world. This multi-billion-dollar complex 
will create significant value-added prod-
ucts and is aligned with the Kingdom’s 
industrialization drive under Vision 2030. 
Saudi is already a major user of copper, 
zinc, and lead, and the project’s output 
will mainly satisfy local and regional de-
mand. There is also considerable empha-
sis upon unlocking the Kingdom’s min-
ing resources, which has huge potential. 
The mining sector currently contributes 
about USD17 billion to national GDP. 
Under Vision 2030, the mining sector is 
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CABLES & WIRES
Taking a business global is as much about embracing uncomfortable 
paradigms as it is about competing with global giants. 

opportunities that are becoming afford-
able in various business sectors. It also 
requires businesses to explore areas they 
might not have considered before: new 
business lines, horizontal or vertical inte-
gration, acquisitions, or international al-
liances, among others. In addition, there 
should be lots of opportunities to reinvest 
in automation that will make operations 
more efficient and provide a competitive 
edge. In 2018, we had a serious situation 
where the local supply capacity was esti-
mated at 12 million tons, while demand 
was only around 5.5 million. This sizable 
gap is expected to remain at this level or 
slightly increase in 2019. However, with 
the new budget announcement of 2019, it 
will shrink once projects start to be visi-
ble in the latter half of the year. Another 
major factor to consider are the imports 
from neighboring countries like the UAE 
or Egypt, who are traditionally a potential 
threat to local suppliers. China is a major 
supplier to the region and might be an-
other cause of competition if their market 
conditions force them to seek opportu-
nities in the region. The China-US tariff 
situation and the slowing construction 
industry in China has indeed put pressure 
on supply levels. 

MR Most manufacturers in Saudi Ara-
bia rarely try to expand globally because 
they prefer operating chiefly in their local 
market. Traditionally, expansion hap-
pens just within the GCC, which gives the 
company a regional profile. Following 
the drop in oil prices and consequently 
reduced government spending, most of 
the companies are trying to get outside 
of the circle and are trying to export, both 
to neighboring countries and on a global 
scale. Thus, as part of our new strategy, 
we will consider the whole world as our 
market unless there is a barrier of trans-
portation or duties. The only problem we 
have in Saudi Arabia is that most of the 
major industries are located in Riyadh, 
which is a landlocked area; it is better to 
invest in Jeddah or Dammam because the 
availability of a seaport facilitates exports. 
Both cities have a great deal of potential: 
most of the investment done in Dam-
mam, for example, serves the oil and gas 
sector, with services for Saudi Aramco or 
SABIC, while Jeddah is still highly depen-
dent on people who come for Hajj and 
Umrah. ✖

What is your company’s strategy going forward 
in light of recent economic reforms?

NABIL H. AL-AMIR The company has a 
well-established market presence in its 
business fields and an outstanding rep-
utation. Our main effort has been main-
taining a competitive edge in the steel 
market and adding value to our oper-
ations through optimization and con-
solidation. Moreover, the company will 
explore new business opportunities that 
are in line with Vision 2030 in order to 
grow its operation in related activities and 
green field projects. That includes invest-
ing in different segments that encourage 
local content, boosting export activity to 
neighboring countries within the GCC 
such as Oman and Kuwait, and looking 
for opportunities in other markets in Afri-
ca and Europe. The company will also fo-
cus on increasing its Saudization, boost-
ing its efficiency and optimization, and 
improving the overall work environment 
and compliance record. 

MOHAMMED RAFEA We have expanded our 
operations in Sharjah and will use that as 
a base to become the first cable company 
to penetrate the African market, as well as 
South and Central America, the Far East, 
Australia, and New Zealand. With regard 
to the type of investments, we are keen on 
opening new factories with smaller oper-
ations in various parts of Africa, including 
South Africa, Botswana, Mozambique, 
and Egypt. If you have a factory in Egypt, 
for example, you can export anywhere in 
the world, even Europe, with zero duties. 
These are all the factors we are keeping 
in mind before entering a market, just as 
we are looking into the existing demand 
for our higher quality products to ensure 
they attain market share, despite higher 
costs. Around 20-30% of the companies 
in Saudi Arabia have the right price and 
quality and are well equipped to compete 
internationally, but the rest are sadly not. 

How is the current economic environment im-
pacting the country’s manufacturing sector?

NHAA There is no doubt that the current 
situation is quite exceptional given the 
multi-dimensional factors that include 
geopolitical, economical, and internal 
reforms and new regulations. However, 
this is a good time to make use of good 
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What major challenges is the manufacturing sector currently facing?
The main issue we face concerns supply chains, including the 
ports, railways, land and water transportation, and exports hubs. 
In 2015, we were talking about promoting local industry, content, 
standards, and products, before it dawned on us that we did not 
have a good supply chain. King Abdullah Port and Jeddah Islamic 
Port are active, and Jubail Port is showing some activity, but Yanbu 
is still not operational. There will be a new wave of supply chain 
investments to make it bigger and create the necessary infrastruc-
ture to move the products. I am in the glass business, so I will not 
do the logistics myself as it increases my costs; therefore, I need a 
professional partner who can work at a high level in every aspect of 
the supply chain. 

What role can the private sector play in improving the supply-chain in-
frastructure?
We need funding from the government to release the operations 
from the port and give it to the private sector. King Abdullah Port is 
successfully run by a private company, so we should expand on this 
success and help other ports and infrastructure across the Kingdom 
adopt a similar model. Maersk, for the first time, is signing contracts 
and service agreements for land transport, so JVs are required with 
the major international names that can make investments. On our 
side, we can support them, which will enable us to build a profes-
sional-quality supply chain network across the country. 

What is the paper manufacturing market situation in Saudi Arabia?
The past few years have seen a transformation in terms of regulato-
ry measures, challenges, economic shifts, and government spend-
ing. A lot of things were taken for granted, and people now find 
themselves struggling to do the same things they used to, but at a 
greater cost. Margins have been squeezed to the lowest this country 
has seen in a long time, which triggered an appetite for people to 
change more quickly. The cycle we are going through now is more 
aggressive than in 2008-09 because it also came with a shift in gov-
ernment strategy from the way it does business to the way it hands 
out projects; however, every cycle of economic contraction also has 
longer-term benefits. Decreased government spending also means 
the banks are being critical of balance sheets and more conscious 
of potential defaults. Only companies willing to change and be effi-
cient will survive this cycle. 

What will boost the industry?
Our sector is strongly linked to consumers and their purchasing 
power, so it will take a little longer and not show until after summer. 
Consumer confidence will start getting a boost toward the middle 
of the year, after which purchasing power will improve.

What are the major opportunities for private-sector engagement in en-
ergy?
Energy has always been seen as a commodity that Saudis took for 
granted, which means there is a significant opportunity for inte-
grating energy resources and utilization. At Saudi Paper Group, we 
burn gas and make our own electricity, and the company next door 
does the same with a generation unit. It is time for us to consoli-
date our energy generation among the companies within the same 
industry area. This will improve power production efficiency and 
probably allow the private sector to share the burden of adding 
more power to the grid.

Mohammad Khalid Al-Ali 
C E O ,
A R A B I A N  U N I T E D  F L O AT  G L A S S

Hassan M. Asiree 
C E O  &  M A N A G I N G  D I R E C T O R ,
S A U D I  PA P E R  G R O U P
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How does your recent MoA with Hanwha and the acqui-
sition of AACC embody your strategy, and what do they 
mean for your future plans?
At SAMI, we are pursuing ambitious business 
strategies in line with our objective to build a sus-
tainable and self-sufficient military sector that 
would significantly contribute to Saudi Arabia’s 
economy and provide job opportunities to its cit-
izens. Accordingly, our business is being built on 
two pillars: the consolidation of national indus-
try and finding companies that we would like to 
take under the SAMI umbrella. We have already 
acquired two companies; Advanced Electron-
ics Company (AEC) and Aircraft Accessories and 
Components Company (AACC) and are in the 
final stages of acquiring two others before the 
end of 2019. This will be complemented by a set 
of greenfield company joint ventures that will we 
enter into with foreign partners to bring new tech-
nologies into the Kingdom. What is more, we have 
already signed agreements with 28 companies. 
Over the next 12 months, we will announce more 
of them, and by the end of this year, we will have 
completed all of our collaborations. We will then 
cover all the product domains from aviation to 
naval activities so that SAMI will be engaged not 
only in aircraft building but also the entire range 
of defense activities. Hanwha will continue to be 
one of our key partners in several domains. 

BIO 

Andreas Schwer is an 
internationally acclaimed 
military industries expert who 
was appointed CEO of SAMI 
in 2018. He was previously 
CEO of the Combat Systems 
Division and Chairman of 
the Board and President of 
Rheinmetall International AG. 
He also served as EVP for the 
Manitowoc Company in the US, 
and VP for Airbus Defence & 
Space and Airbus Helicopters. 
He holds a master’s in 
aerospace technology from 
the University of Stuttgart, 
a master’s in systems 
engineering from the Technical 
University of Delft, and a PhD 
in aerospace technology, during 
which time he worked at the 
European Space Agency.

From ships to aircraft, SAMI provides  
a range of weaponry for the Kingdom.

What is your preferred format for JVs?
Our joint ventures are built on the 51:49 equity 
structure, where SAMI owns the majority owner-
ship interest and the remaining 49% is owned by 
its foreign partners. We have an understanding 
with all our partners that every major decision be 
consensus-based. We guarantee to protect the 
business interest of our foreign partners and in re-
turn require them to bring their technology, skill 
set, and know-how to the Kingdom. They will not 
only gain access to the local market, but also to 
several export markets. Given the complexity of the 
products and the broad spectrum of activities, we 
are modest enough to say we cannot do it on our 
own and want our foreign partners to stay here to 
ensure the company is sustainable and successful 
many years from now. 

What is unique about this market and the current ap-
proach that allows you to attract so many partners?
Saudi Arabia presents enormous opportunities for 
military-industrial companies. The Kingdom has 
the fourth-largest defense budget in the world, and 
the budgets of the Ministry of Interior, the Presi-
dency of State Security, and the Saudi Arabian Na-
tional Guard add up to more than USD100 billion.

Will you make any changes to the local companies you 
have acquired?
We have a plan to set up a large aviation cluster 
at King Abdulaziz International Airport in Jeddah 
where we will combine commercial and military 
aviation. This cluster will not only focus on sys-
tem-level activities but also encompass a few com-
panies working on subsystem and component lev-
els, both in production and maintenance, repair, 
and operations. ✖

bottom line IN THE SAND

“We have an understanding 
with all our partners that 

every major decision be 
consensus-based.”
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IN LINE WITH SAUDI ARABIAN CROWN PRINCE MOHAMMED BIN 
SALMAN’S VISION 2030, a long-term plan to diversify the nation’s 
industrial capacities away from petroleum projects to create a ro-
bust self-sufficient economy, the steady development of Saudi 
aerospace and defense manufacturing is gaining international ac-
claim.

Since its establishment in 2017, the state-owned Saudi Arabi-
an Military Industries (SAMI) has been inking deals with interna-
tional manufacturers with the aim of developing locally produced 
airplanes, military equipment, and weapons that will support 
highly-skilled engineering and industrial jobs and secure future 
economic growth. 

Taking its cue from countries like Turkey and South Korea, which 
have developed their domestic industrial capacities through joint 
ventures, Saudi Arabia has allocated a yearly defense budget of 
about USD70 billion—the third largest in the world—to create new 
economic opportunities for its citizens. SAMI also aims to become 
one of the world’s 25 largest defense companies by 2030. 

Such ambitions will be achieved by serving local clients, includ-
ing the National Guard, the Royal Guard, and the Ministry of Inte-
rior, with the goal of exporting locally produced and tested vehicles 
and light arms in the near future. The target is to localize 50% of 
the aerospace and defense industry, which would include new pro-
curements as well as maintenance and reparation tasks.

Major General Attiyah al-Maliki, who serves as the director of the 
local manufacturing support department at SAMI, said a localiza-
tion rate of 50% would ensure sustainable job growth, bolster long-
term economic development, and produce significant savings for 
the central government. “The savings expected to be achieved by 
localizing 50% of the military spending, amounting to SAR33 bil-
lion [USD8.8 billion], is being re-injected into the Saudi economy,” 
Al-Maliki told Al Arabiya news. 

He said his company’s goal was to establish partnerships be-
tween foreign companies and Saudi factories and enable the trans-

fer of technology and technical know-how, as well as reduce de-
livery times in the supply chain. In seeking out new partnerships, 
Saudi Arabia has been hosting various trade shows, inviting inter-
national manufacturing companies and signing dozens of agree-
ments and memoranda of understanding in recent years.

SAMI signed several notable deals in 2019, including two new 
joint ventures with France’s Thales Group and Belgium’s CMI De-
fense Group. Thales will help Saudi engineers develop an array 
of short-range air defense radars, multi-mission missiles, and in-
ter-communication radios. The project involves the construction 
of local facilities and equipment plants, with an expected localiza-
tion ratio of 70%, creating about 2,000 direct and indirect jobs in 
Saudi Arabia.

CMI Defense will cooperate with the Saudi company to deliver 
multi-functional turret systems for armored vehicles and all relat-
ed services, including in-country research, prototyping, material 
management, manufacturing, assembly production, testing and 
integration. The partnership is expected to reach a localization rate 
of 60% and produce 700 high-wage jobs.

SAMI has also established R&D agreements with other major 
companies, including Lockheed Martin, Paramount, Hensoldt, L3 
Technologies, BAE Systems, the UK Defence Solution Centre, Air-
bus, MBDA, and Leonardo. 

One of the more prominent joint ventures comes from a col-
laboration between SAMI and Boeing, the US aerospace company 
that has been supporting Saudi Arabian aviation needs since 1945, 
when US President Franklin Roosevelt presented a twin-engine Da-
kota DC-3 airplane to King Abdulaziz Al Saud.

Through an agreement signed in 2018, Boeing will help localize 
more than 55% of the maintenance and repair of its fighter jets and 
helicopters that are deployed in the Kingdom. The deal also in-
cludes the transfer of technology to integrate weapons into aircraft 
and the establishment of a supply chain for spare parts produced 
within Saudi Arabia. ✖

F O C U S 
Localization 

Through long-term investments and international partnerships, Saudi Arabia is 
making fast progress in its goal to localize its aerospace and defense industries.

BRING IT HOME
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SAUDI ARABIA HAS ONE OF THE 
LARGEST MILITARY BUDGETS IN 
THE WORLD; HOWEVER, MUCH OF 
THIS MONEY LEAVES THE KINGDOM. 
THE GOVERNMENT HAS SET ABOUT 
LOCALIZING ITS MILITARY 
INDUSTRY TO KEEP MORE IN THE 
LOCAL ECONOMY.

SAUDI ARABIAN MILITARY INDUSTRIES (SAMI)

TARGET FOR LOCALIZATION
OF AEROSPACE AND DEFENSE

POTENTIAL SAVINGS FROM 
LOCALIZATION

USD8.8 
BILLION

NOTABLE DEALS SIGNED
IN 2019

Thales Group and 
CMI Defense Group

50%

Project will develop

THALES GROUP AND SAMI DEAL

EXPECTED 
LOCALIZATION 
RATIO

70%
NUMBER OF 
JOBS 
CREATED

2,000

CMI AND SAMI DEAL

Project will develop

EXPECTED 
LOCALIZATION 
RATIO

60%
NUMBER OF 
JOBS 
CREATED

700
high-wage 
local jobs

(USD67.6 BILLION)
SAUDI ARABIA

ANNUAL MILITARY BUDGET: 

USD67.6 BILLION
Global annual spending rank (2018)

1

2

3

(USD649 BILLION)
US

(USD250 BILLION)
CHINA

(direct and indirect)

SHORT-RANGE AIR 
DEFENSE RADARS

MULTI-MISSION 
MISSILES

INTER-COMMUNICATION 
RADIOS

MULTI-FUNCTIONAL 
TURRET SYSTEMS 

FOR ARMORED VEHICLES 

ALL RELATED 
SERVICES

In-country research
Prototyping
Manufacturing
Assembly production

BOEING AND SAMI

EXPECTED 
LOCALIZATION 
RATIO 55%

LOCALIZE HELICOPTER AND FIGHTER 
JET REPAIRS AND MAINTENANCE

TRANSFER OF TECHNOLOGY REGARDING 
WEAPONS INTEGRATION ON AIRCRAFT

ESTABLISHMENT OF SUPPLY CHAINS 
FOR SPARE PARTS

SOURCE: TBY RESEARCH

Industry & Defense
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Idris  Al  Zakari 
C E O ,
S C I E N C E  T E C H N O L O G Y

SECURING 
THE LIVES 
of others

Managing risks posed by 
regional geopolitical disputes, 
companies and governments 
must be ready for the challenge 
posed by cybersecurity.

What role does Science Technology play in 
the Saudi economy?
Science Technology was established 
in line with the vision of transforming 
Saudi Arabia through industrial diver-
sification with a major focus on military 
technology, which also has applications 
in other sectors. We started as a defense 
company involved in trade in 2010, 
since which time we have increased our 
revenues by around 30% YoY. With in-
novation at the core of our model, one of 
the most important aspects of our busi-
ness is building JVs and partnerships: we 
fund R&D for new products with select 
countries; we have intellectual property 
partnerships with international com-
panies and joint projects that use our 
own engineers; and invest in technol-
ogy abroad as well as bring our own to 
market. We also invest in think tanks to 
better comprehend risk factors. Based 
on this, we decide on which technolo-
gy to invest in and create the necessary 
partnerships and infrastructure. In that 
way, when political decisions are made, 
we are prepared. 

What are the top three threats to Saudi Arabia 
in terms of cybersecurity?
Threats do not necessarily come from 
countries per se, but from assets within 
those countries. Saudi Arabia is always 
in a tough position. As the land of the 
Two Holy Mosques, it will always receive 
criticism, either from the Islamic com-
munity or the liberal-Western one. Thus, 
the unique nature of the Kingdom con-

stantly requires key political decisions 
to be made, but more recently we have 
witnessed greater attention to the cost/
benefit analysis with regard to every as-
pect of the state, including defense. This 
leads to more tailored approaches for 
any security issue we might encounter. 
We have a huge border, which requires 
appropriate defenses for national se-
curity, and the constant monitoring of 
many variables both within and beyond 
our country. Unsurprisingly perhaps, 
cybersecurity, having long been neglect-
ed, is an area where we are now heavily 
engaged. 

What are the greatest opportunities avail-
able to JVs in the country, and what is your 
assessment of localizing the supply-chains of 
different industrial and military assets?
For the past 50-60 years, Saudi Arabia 
has predominantly been a consumer 
economy. As such, in terms of what area 
to invest in, we might well answer ‘any-
where,’ as no area thus far is saturated. 
Even food and beverages, a highly ma-
ture market, still shows some room for 
growth and for new players to enter, as 
demand remains huge. The defense in-
dustry, in this sense, is greenfield in na-
ture. From an investment perspective, 
our scope is broad, although sometimes 
we need to think strategically in terms of 
how much a localization program would 
cost us in terms of time and money: for 
certain assets, such as jet fighters, it will 
always be cheaper simply to purchase 
from international companies. Some 

customers want an aircraft, a destroyer 
on the water, or a tank, without realiz-
ing that the world has changed, and that 
their thinking is outdated. Part of our 
job and innovation is to be ahead of the 
curve, and to help with the transforma-
tion of others. 

What are your strategic priorities for 2019?
Within the numerous confidential proj-
ects that we are working on, our focus 
mainly remains on those related to ca-
pability transfer, which remains the 
most important aspect of our business. 
An example of this is our munitions 
technology, where we are working on 
enhancing precision and accuracy, rath-
er than focusing on sheer quantity. We 
are also looking at equipment and tools 
concerning the security and defense 
segment, as well as drones, anti-drones, 
and remote-controlled turret systems. ✖

“We have intellectual 
property partnerships 

with international 
companies, joint 

projects that use our 
own engineers, and 

invest in technology 
abroad as well as bring 

our own to market.”
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Walid Abukhaled 
C H I E F  E X E C U T I V E  
M I D D L E  E A S T,
N O R T H R O P  G R U M M A N 

Mansour Bineid 
C E O ,
A I R C R A F T  A C C E S S O R I E S  
&  C O M P O N E N T S  C O M PA N Y 
( A A C C )

AEROSPACE & DEFENSE
Northrop Grumman and AACC are investing in R&D and human 
capital to help the government develop a sustainable and efficient 
defense sector on par with the best. 

tions, computers, intelligence, surveil-
lance, and reconnaissance and sustain-
ment in defense. We are extremely well 
positioned within these industry devel-
opments, and we see ourselves as a true 
strategic partner of the country in devel-
oping these capabilities.

How do you expect your new facility and the ac-
quisition by SAMI impact your business?

MB The 100,000-sqm facility is designed 
according to the latest engineering spec-
ifications and international standards. 
Moving to this new facility will more than 
double both our flexibility and capability, 
especially regarding the F-15 program. 
Since it was inaugurated, Boeing pro-
vided us with seven projects, and four of 
them have already been completed. The 
acquisition of SAMI comes also as a sig-
nificant step; we are the first and so far, 
the only company acquired by the newly 
established entity, and this deal was the 
result of total alignment between our 
shareholders’ vision and ambitions. On 
the operational side, it will help AACC 
reap a larger share of the benefits from 
the growth of the aerospace industry.  

What is your assessment of the technical capa-
bilities of local employees working in the Saudi 
defense industry?

WA From a human capital point of view, 
Saudi Arabia has undergone enormous 
changes in the last decade and has greatly 
increased the pool of available technical 
talent. In 2018, we sponsored the STEAM 
Innovation Challenge at King Abdullah 
University for Science and Technology, 
where 300 students from 16 universities 
created solutions for regional and global 
challenges in cybersecurity, supply chain 
localization, and the environment. This is 
the type of innovation we are looking to 
foster across the Kingdom.

Why should MRO players pay attention to R&D?

MB The aerospace industry is defined by a 
very high-pace of technological develop-
ment and innovation, often spearheading 
other industries. As such, keeping up with 
major updates and trends is crucial. Strik-
ing a balance between purchasing and 
internal development is thus paramount 
to achieve long-term, sustainable growth. 
To achieve this balance, we created a 
platform to share thoughts on any top-
ic, and it has already produced concrete 
results. Another area that R&D efforts 
should be directed toward is materials. If 
we can use 3D printing or other ways to 
manufacture materials, we could revolu-
tionize our industry. ✖

What should the Kingdom focus on to achieve 
Vision 2030’s goal of spending 50% on local 
industry and ensuring high-quality manufac-
turing?

WALID ABUKHALED The first step was 
completed in 2016, when the government 
outlined clear defense-related policies 
and a proper industrial defense strategy 
to achieve the goals of Vision 2030. We 
are beginning to see the concrete results 
of these plans, such as when the Cabinet 
approved the regulations to establish the 
General Authority for Military Industries 
(GAMI) and the Saudi Arabian Military 
Industries Company (SAMI). This will 
help develop a local defense ecosystem 
that is both sustainable and efficient. 
Working on the localization goals is im-
portant for Saudi players, but it is just 
as crucial for international companies. 
Bringing real technical capabilities to the 
Kingdom and developing programs with 
the local ecosystem will have to be part 
of any foreign contractor’s strategy. The 
localization strategy becomes truly ef-
fective when it is reinforced by adequate 
R&D investments. We need to get to the 
point where the Kingdom can develop its 
own product line and export it.

How have your commercialization and Sau-
dization efforts developed?

MANSOUR BINEID Our focus on landing 
gears has been proceeding with work re-

quests by the Royal Air Force to overhaul 
its A-330s. In 2019, we witnessed many 
contracts across our four lines: A-330, 
F-15 SA, MRTT, and Typhoon. We are 
looking to stabilize the work process to 
improve efficiencies on production rates 
and develop our people’s capabilities. In-
vesting in our people is our main target, 
and our Saudization plans have also ad-
vanced at a positive rate. We have recruit-
ed a batch of 25 young Saudis, and we are 
seeking to develop their skills through 
training programs, each for specific seg-
ments, but across a wide range of areas. 
In this sense, key areas of focus have been 
lifecycle management, supply chain, 
pricing, leadership, and project manage-
ment.

What is your overall assessment of the warfare 
environment?

WA Saudi Arabia is one of the largest 
importers of defense equipment in the 
world, and, given the regional security 
challenges, I do not see this changing. 
In the long term, the goal is to become 
an exporter. As technology matures and 
advances, there will be additional oppor-
tunities across all operational segments, 
from control systems to intelligence, sur-
veillance and reconnaissance, and tradi-
tional munitions. Saudi Arabia is focused 
on achieving efficiencies, and there will 
be greater emphasis on cybersecurity as 
well as command, control, communica-
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King Khalid International 
Airport in Riyadh serves as 
the gateway to Saudi Arabia’s 
largest city and is expected 
to handle 40 million 
passengers by 2038
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PASSENGERS BY 
AIRPORT, 2018 (MLN) 
SOURCE: GENERAL AUTHORITY OF 
CIVIL AVIATION (GACA)

35.8
King Abdulaziz International 
Airport (Jeddah)
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King Khalid International 
Airport (Riyadh)
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King Fahd International 
Airport (Dammam)
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Prince Muhammad Bin  
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NEW SAUDI-OMAN 
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SOURCE: SAUDI MINISTRY OF 
TRANSPORT
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C H A P T E R  S U M M A R Y

Transport & Logistics

BACK ON THE 
RIGHT TRACK
T

Aside from the official launch of NIDLP, all 
stakeholders agreed that the main element spear-
heading growth was the agreement signed in 
February 2019 between Saudia Cargo and King 
Abdullah Port. That agreement seeks to establish 
an air-sea-air cargo corridor with surrounding 
airports, ensuring the smooth flow of cargo to the 
port and re-export it by the air. 

More importantly, the agreement marks the 
gradual and low-profile focus shift from the east 
to west coast, as part of  Saudi Arabia’s econom-
ic strategy. Saudi planners consider the Red Sea 
coast to be safer and better connected with the 
major trading destinations.  

The lack of infrastructure to support local indus-
try has long caused headaches for manufacturing 
firms seeking international markets for exported 
goods and services. This issue is further complicat-
ed by a lack of free trade agreements with foreign 
countries.

Last but not least, the land transportation sec-
tor saw the official launch of the Haramain Rail-
way connecting Mecca to Medina through Jeddah 
and King Abdullah Economic City. Meanwhile, the 
strategic masterplan for the Jeddah Metro is again 
underway. ✖

he logistics sector will play an important 
role in advancing economic growth in the 
local economy as a catalyst for the adop-

tion of Industry 4.0. In this sector, we will see how 
technologies applied to value chains and econom-
ic cities can increase production efficiency and 
establish new business models under the transfor-
mational goals of Vision 2030.

The adoption of AI and technical innovations 
could also foster so-called “smart industries,” 
boost trade, enhance B2B engagements, and de-
velop applications in the transport sector. AI could 
also enhance the productivity of humans, all of 
which are stated goals of the National Industri-
al Development and Logistic Plan (NIDLP) an-
nounced in January 2019. 

Through the enabling power of technology, for-
eign industry players have the possibility to take up 
an active role in the development of intelligent in-
frastructure. That infrastructure could be capable 
of providing important information on the export 
of the 172 commodities prioritized in the National 
Export Strategy, including re-exports and services. 
Meanwhile, the government has been tasked with 
ensuring the alignment of growth initiatives in the 
industrial and services sector to meet export goals. 
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Nabil  Al-Amoudi 
F O R M E R  M I N I S T E R  O F  T R A N S P O R T

How do you envision further privatization of 
the ports in Saudi Arabia?
The ports operations in the Kingdom have 
been privatized for over 20 years with long-
term concession agreements. DP World, 
Hutchinson, and PSA, under a JV with PIF, 
have been in a PPP for over 20 years. We 
also have BOT relationships in Jeddah and 
Dammam, so the private sector has clearly 
been invested in the ports for a long time 
in the Kingdom. The difference is only the 
amount of allocated investment. 

How do you plan to divide the centers of grav-
ity more equally throughout the Kingdom, es-
pecially utilizing logistics and infrastructure 
investments? 
The corridor from Jeddah through Riyadh 
to Dammam has always been the main 
center of gravity, simply because most of 
the population lives there and the nation-
al consumption is the highest there. The 
transportation of goods will obviously oc-
cur primarily in those three locations. That 
said, we see a lot of exports in the eastern 
province of Jubail. On the west coast, we 
see a lot more imports and transshipment 
due to the natural geographic location, as 
well as centers of consumption, industry, 
and development. 

What can you tell us about the enlargements 
of the rail system and the announcement of 
the land bridge?
These will be key projects for us to execute 

in the next few years. For the land bridge, 
we have signed an MoU with the China 
Civil Engineering Construction Corpo-
ration (CCECC) and a Saudi company to 
look at how to develop it. It is still in the 
early days of negotiations, and the invest-
ments in railroad infrastructure are con-
tinuous. 

What is the projected impact of the National 
Industrial Development and Logistics Plan 
(NIDLP), and what role will the transport 
sector play here?
We are one of the 13 programs launched 
by the Kingdom as part of its Vision 2030. 
NIDLP hosts most of the initiatives that 
the transport and logistics sectors will 
implement. The success, movement, and 
development of both sectors is contingent 
on the success of that program. NIDLP in-
tegrates industry with logistics to ensure 
the latter also has a competitive advantage 
for development within the Kingdom. 

How do you expect e-commerce to affect the 
Saudi transport sector? 
We see a huge increase in e-commerce 
that will affect last-mile delivery. We are 
also seeing more interest from Fedex, Aero 
Max, and UPS in the Kingdom and en-
courage them to invest in major consump-
tion areas. Finally, we are seeing more of 
the goods being centered here and are in 
discussion with competitors in logistics 
and warehousing. ✖

BIO 

Nabil Al-Amoudi was Minister of 
Transport from October 2017 to October 
2019. Previously, he oversaw the 
activities of the Saudi Ports Authority 
as its president. Prior to this, he had a 
distinguished career with Saudi Aramco. 
He has a degree in chemical engineering 
from Stanford University.

An uptick in PPPs and a higher concentration of business in the west 
and Jubail are helping the Kingdom consolidate its logistics network.

growth ENABLER

“NIDLP integrates 
industry with logistics 
to ensure the latter 
also has a competitive 
advantage for 
development within the 
Kingdom.”
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Saad Alkhalb
P R E S I D E N T,

S A U D I  P O R T S  A U T H O R I T Y 
( M AWA N I )

BIO 

Saad Alkhalb was appointed President 
of Mawani in 2018, after serving as Vice 
Minister of Transport. He has more than 
25 years of executive experience in the 
private sector across several industries 
including oil, electronics manufacturing, 
and financial services. Alkhalb holds 
a bachelor’s degree in electrical 
engineering from King Fahd University of 
Petroleum and Minerals.

As part of its plans, Mawani seeks to transform Saudi ports into 
attractive international logistics hubs.

What are your current projects to improve effi-
ciency and capacity at Saudi ports?
As an integral part of the Saudi transpor-
tation system and one of the key enablers 
of Vision 2030, we work continuously to 
improve and enhance our efficiency and 
capacity. We have launched several proj-
ects and initiatives focused on infrastruc-
ture, superstructure, systems, and mari-
time regulations to enable Saudi ports to 
provide a more flexible and competitive 
service. We are also exploring opportu-
nities to deploy new technologies such 
as digital and Internet of Things (IoT) 
to help provide a seamless service to all 
our customers and key stakeholders. For 
example, working in close coordination 
with our partners via the Port Commu-
nity System and utilizing state-of-the-art 
technology, we managed to reduce the 
average dwell time of containers in Saudi 
Ports from 14 days to five in 2018. Also, 
in close partnership with Saudi Customs, 
we launched a “24-hour container clear-
ance initiative,” which had great impact 
on our service levels on end users and 
capacity levels for the ports. This is part 
of an ongoing effort to reduce the aver-
age container dwell time at Saudi Ports 
to three days or less by 2020. We also 
launched a new initiative for truck man-
agement to reduce the time spent inside 
the port from the current average of three 
hours to 25 minutes. Lastly, we have 
successfully launched the integration of 
ports’ capacity at a coastal level using 
both land and marine feeder lines. Upon 
completion of this phase of the integra-
tion, we aim to integrate the capacity of 
both Saudi coasts on the Red Sea and 
Arabian Gulf, which will help position 
Saudi Arabia as the marine gateway of the 

region and realize its vision of becoming 
a leading global logistics hub.

What are the opportunities for direct invest-
ment in Saudi ports?
In line with the NTP’s initiatives, Mawani 
looks at direct investment not only as an 
opportunity to attract investments, but 
also as an opportunity to adopt global 
best practices and operate at a best-in-
class level as well. Hence, we continue 
to work with our partners at the SAGIA 
and other key stakeholders on regulatory 
reforms that help attract and retain the 
confidence of foreign investors and glob-
al talent. For example, in 2019 we issued 
licenses to four out the largest 10 global 
shipping lines to operate their own lo-
cal agencies in Saudi Arabia under 100% 
ownership. Furthermore, the coming 24 
months will present more opportunities 
for interested parties both locally and 
globally, as we prepare to offer more 
concession agreements for terminal op-
erations, marine operations, and port 
support services for public bidding, in 
addition to increasing the number of the 
bonded areas and re-export zones at Sau-
di ports.

What are the strategic priorities to develop 
Saudi ports to the next level?
In 2018, Saudi ports handled more than 
267 million tons of cargo, including over 
6 million containers. While the growth in 
volumes is in line with Saudi economy, 
it represents approximately 40% of the 
total capacity of Saudi ports. Therefore, 
while we continue to invest in enhancing 
our efficiency and improving our infra-
structure, the immediate strategic pri-
ority is to place Saudi ports in a position 

“A major priority of 
Mawani is to promote 
investment opportunities 
in Saudi ports.”

to utilize its existing capacity and unlock 
its untapped potential. Working with our 
key stakeholders in the public and pri-
vate sectors, we piloted, launched, and 
deployed several initiatives to that end. 
We seek to attract more transshipment 
business to Saudi ports in addition to 
exploring new business opportunities. 
For example, by increasing the number 
of bonded areas and re-export zones, 
we anticipate additional value-added 
activities to be deployed to attract more 
cargo movement through Saudi ports. 
Furthermore, we are keenly observing 
new developments in the industry and 
global platforms with the aim of taking 
the lead in adopting new technology 
and best practices. Earlier this year, we 
participated in the first shipment using 
full blockchain documentation in part-
nership with Saudi Customs and a global 
shipping line. ✖

PORTof call
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all the MOVING PIECES
Rumaih Al-Rumaih 
P R E S I D E N T,
T R A N S P O R T  G E N E R A L  A U T H O R I T Y  ( T G A )

BIO 

Rumaih Al-Rumaih was 
appointed president of TGA, 
formerly the PTA, in 2016, 
after serving as president of 
the Saudi Railway Organization 
since 2015. Prior to that, Al-
Rumaih was CEO of the Saudi 
Railways Company from 2010-
2015 following a two-year term 
as deputy CEO. He is also the 
chairman of the Saudi Railway 
Polytechnic. He started as VP 
of Al-Khaleej for Education 
and Development. Al-Rumaih 
holds an MBA in finance from 
the University of Leicester and 
obtained his PhD in electrical 
and computer engineering from 
the University of Colorado.

The regulator of rail, land, and 
maritime transport in Saudi 
Arabia, TGA seeks to better 
integrate the country’s various 
modes of transport.

connects the two most important cities for Mus-
lims in the world, and since we started operations 
in 2018, there has been extremely high demand. 
What makes it different from other high-speed 
lines is that demand is symmetric; demand in Me-
dina is the same as in Mecca as people travel back 
and forth. It is generally difficult to pioneer such 
projects, though we saw demand coming imme-
diately and are now considering other projects. 
We aim to eventually connect Medina to the cen-
tral region and then to Riyadh with a high-speed 
line.

How are you incorporating technology and innovation to 
make operations safer and more efficient?
Because Saudi Arabia is so large and it is difficult 
to physically monitor transportation, we are fo-
cusing heavily on technology. The main objective 
is to ensure everything that moves abides by the 
rules and regulations. We have built and imple-
mented four new platforms: Wasl, which is Arabic 
for connection and functions as a tracking plat-
form; Bayan for cargo and goods tracking; Naql 
for licensing; and Hafilat for bus transport. On the 
back end, we are connected to other relevant gov-
ernment entities, including customs and the Min-
istry of Interior. On the front end, we are tracking 
all the trucks we regulate. Truck owners have to 
install tracking technology and weight sensors. 
Our requirements stipulate that drivers must take 
a rest every four hours, and if they do not stop and 
rest for 45 minutes, we will fine them. The idea 
is to use technology to make business easier and 
more efficient. The Logistics Performance Index 
measures the capabilities of a country in logistics. 
We use these measurements to ensure we provide 
the proper services to people in manufacturing, 
retail, and transshipment. We do the same thing 
for trucks, buses, taxis, and everything else we 
regulate. That includes regulations for ride-hail-
ing applications like Uber and Careem, for which 
we authorize and monitor the drivers as well. ✖ 

What synergies do you strive for within the rail, land 
transport, and maritime sectors?
Under the Vision 2030 objectives to become the 
number-one logistic hub in the region, it is essen-
tial that our transportation divisions are aligned. 
For this, transportation must become more inte-
grated and efficient. Logistics are beyond trans-
portation; however, they also play a major role. 
Another key component of our operations is strat-
egy, development, and planning. That is also to 
reinforce intermodality between the three modes 
of transport. If we have a train station, we need to 
make sure it can be connected to a bus, taxi, and 
metro. We need to plan accordingly to make sure 
the journeys are as smooth as possible for people 
and goods. Internationally, these modes are often 
regulated independently, though we can achieve 
the highest level of integration through our struc-
ture.

An important test case for integration is the Riyadh Met-
ro. Could you tell us more about the role TGA plays in 
this?
The Riyadh Metro will have 84 stations and is al-
ready integrated with various train stations. We 
have a logistics strategy put together by the lo-
gistics committee and headed by the Minister of 
Transport, which includes TGA, Saudi Customs, 
and various other entities. Because we are un-
der its umbrella, we made sure this strategy is as 
coherent as possible. One of the more important 
components in the strategy is to make sure all 
systems are compatible with one another. People 
sometimes overlook this in the short term, and 
because of the greenfield nature of this project, 
we are able to overcome these challenges and in-
tegrate them from the beginning.

The Haramain High-Speed Railway opened a year ago. 
How would you evaluate its performance?
The Haramain High-Speed Rail is the fastest and 
largest high-speed railway in the region. The line 
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F O C U S 
NIDLP

Saudi Vision 2030 is underpinned by the National Industrial Development  
and Logistics Program (NIDLP). Now, component agencies such as SIDF have upped  

their efforts to implement policies supportive of a smart and diversified economy.

WHOLESALE 
CAPACITY BUILDING

GETTING WITH THE PROGRAM
The Strategic Management Committee approved 
the NIDLP program in July 2017 to create inte-
grated industrial value-chains in the four key 
sectors of industry, mining, energy, and logis-
tics. The goal, simple in the saying, is nothing 
short of sustainable industrial diversification. 
By 2030, the Kingdom hopes to have boosted 
its non-oil exports to north of USD260 billion. 
NIDLP encompasses their financing—to the tune 
of SAR105 billion—and the ensuring of adequate 
infrastructure and land allocation plus the all-im-
portant stimulation of RDI. It is a program in step 
with the efficiencies of Industry 4.0, oversight for 
which is given to King Abdulaziz City for Science 
and Technology. With the country having opened 
up to foreign investment some years back, the 
national program welcomes the know-how still 

FROM AN INDUSTRIAL PERSPECTIVE, Vision 2030 
tackles the perennial problem of insufficient ca-
pacity to reduce a product lifecycle while market-
ing local products competitively. And so, across 
the industrial matrix, a sharper focus is made on 
RDI, the research, development, and innovation 
demanded by the task. In the KSA, this involves 
both project financing, but of perhaps greater 
importance, the incentivizing of a local entre-
preneurial class. Indeed, Vision 2030 targets a 
private sector contribution to the economy of 
65% of GDP by 2030 from today’s 40%. In-coun-
try manufacturing is fostered by such schemes as 
In Kingdom Total Value Added (IKTVA) to create 
local talent and jobs. And meanwhile, as of July 
2019, the Saudi Industrial Development Fund 
(SIDF) was gearing up to further stimulate the 
private sector.
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Transport General Authority organizes, supervises, 

and regulates the transport industry in the Kingdom 

of Saudi Arabia. It aims to achieve the highest quality 

standards of maritime, land, and rail transport services 

by developing and implementing strategic plans and 

integrated operational programs consistent with the 

Saudi Vision 2030.

Maritime Railway Land Transport

الهيئة العامة للنقل
TRANSPORT GENERAL AUTHORITY

نقٌل للمستقبل
TRANSPORT FOR FUTURE

TRANSPORT GENERAL AUTHORITY 
KINGDOM OF SAUDI ARABIA

required to ultimately build its own capacities. 
Indeed, with USD210-billion worth of agree-
ments signed at the Future Investment Initiative 
2018, of which USD165 billion was under NIDLP, 
the Kingdom targets total investments of around 
USD427 billion by 2030 and the creation of no 
less than 1.6 million new jobs.

THE LOGIC BEHIND LOGISTICS
A brief glance at just one of the four target sectors, 
logistics, provides ample insight into the issues 
pertaining to all four. What’s more, it is at the 
heart of the commercial flexibility required by Vi-
sion 2030. Given Saudi Arabia’s ideal location at 
the East and West crossroads on the vital Red Sea 
commercial route, it is ideally placed to capitalize 
on the MENA and West Africa regions. And yet 
official figures cited in the NIDLP Delivery Plan 
2018-2020 indicate that in 2016, the KSA—home 
to 12 logistics zones—ranked 52nd on the Logis-
tics Performance Index (LPI), falling short on hu-
man capital and efficiency benchmarks.

NIDLP is also a hard taskmaster in assessing 

the efficiency of state entities, which are to pur-
sue the same international benchmarks as their 
private-sector counterparts. The potential for 
improvement has galvanized relevant bodies—as 
in other sectors—to move in unison. Accordingly, 
the Ministry of Transport (MoT), Saudi Ports Au-
thority (SPA), Saudi Customs, and the Ministry of 
Economy and Planning (MEP) have drafted a plan 
of action, fueled by SAR7 billion of investment 
opportunities, addressing core issues including 
the ease of arranging international shipments, 
efficiency issues such as 24-hour clearance, infra-
structure readiness, and the ability to track ship-
ments. Billions are also earmarked for enhance-
ment of the Kingdom’s roads and airports, with 
the scope for private sector participation.

In short, the race is on to develop the nation's 
sustainable core capacities. The Kingdom, a 
leading diplomatic player in a highly turbulent 
region, is also a major military spender. Its ambi-
tious goal of localizing half of its military and se-
curity spending by 2030, from under 5% today, is 
emblematic of the wider reaches of the NIDLP. ✖
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Osama bin Ibrahim Abdouh 
C E O ,

M E T R O  J E D D A H  C O M PA N Y  ( M J C )

Can you walk us through the evolution of your 
operations over the past few years?
MJC is responsible for implementing the 
Jeddah Public Transportation Program 
(JPTP), an essential and important trans-
portation and city development initiative 
for Jeddah. It focuses on developing mass 
rapid transit as a core mobility option in 
a multi-modal transportation system that 
will help Jeddah continue to grow. JPTP's 
components includes metro lines, LRT, the 
Corniche tramway, a bus network, ferries, 
Obhur Creek Bridge, and a multimodal sta-
tion. MJC seeks to implement JPTP via the 
PPP procurement approach. Currently, we 
are working with our transaction advisors 
to complete four transactions vis-à-vis the 
Bus Network Project Phase 1, Obhur Creek 
Bridge, water taxis, and the development of 
the Corniche tram. These four transactions 
will be rolled out to the market in the same 
order. JPTP has the potential to transform 
the urban landscape of Jeddah and provide 
vastly improved transportation to a sub-
stantial population to come for decades.

Why are you starting with the bus package, 
and what are the operational implications fol-
lowing the tender announcement?
We are using the incremental delivery 
of benefits approach and the bus pub-
lic transportation component as initial 
stage of the long-term public transporta-
tion strategy for Jeddah. The bus network 
project is an initial step in developing a 
sustainable urban transport outcome for a 
city that has sufficient travel demand and 
overall public market share to merit the 

project. Also, the bus network project is 
more than just a physical investment; it is 
transformative and meets the needs of Jed-
dah’s residents. It also requires less initial 
CAPEX and allows faster delivery of initial 
public transport enhancement for the city. 
We will face similar challenges for modal 
shifts (mode share) like other global pub-
lic transportation systems during the early 
days of commercial operations, but these 
challenges will be overcome by introduc-
ing policies to encourage the use of public 
transport.

What are the salient technological aspects of 
this masterplan?
JPTP is an integrated, multimodal public 
transportation system, and its design and 
implementation are based on technologi-
cal aspects such as concurrent engineering, 
EDMS, 3D BIM modeling, and intelligent 
transport systems (ITS). The multimod-
al transportation modes are coordinated 
through an integrated travel network man-
agement and integrated operations con-
trol center and include an integrated and 
automated fare collection system, appli-
cations for travel planning, and real-time 
travel updates. JPTP uses technology that 
features a uniform brand and symbol for 
easy recognition by travelers. In addition, 
during the planning and design phases, 
MJC is keen to discuss updated technolog-
ical solutions available in the market or ex-
pected to evolve in the future.

What financial aspects need to be considered 
when financing a transportation project?

A key part of Vision 2030 is implementing public 
transportation programs to help cities transport large 
numbers of people safely, quickly, and reliably in a cleaner 
environment and at an affordable cost.

Financing a public transportation system 
is challenging, and availability of funds is 
vital to developing any public transpor-
tation project. Several factors need to be 
considered while financing transportation 
infrastructure, including project-specif-
ic business cases and models, sources of 
funding, financial instruments, avoiding 
capital cost subsidies, the size of subsidies, 
keeping capital and operational costs min-
imal, the age of assets, avoiding preferen-
tial treatment for few financial investors, 
and regulatory policies.

What is needed to overcome the challenge of 
overreliance on direct revenue generation to 
approve a project’s financial model?
A project’s financial model output is used 
in cost-benefit analysis, to determine the 
economic feasibility of a project, or in 
performing financial analyses. Besides 
depending on the generation of revenue 
(direct and indirect) in approving the fi-
nancial model of a project, the assessor or 
interrogator of said financial model must 
look into inputs such as capital, operat-
ing, service, and finance costs, escalation 
rates, and general assumptions made in 
the model. Additionally, government guar-
antees, tax exemptions or reductions, the 
certainty of revenue streams, termination 
compensation, incentives for new market 
penetration, and subsidies play an import-
ant role in a project’s financial model. As 
a guide, a project’s financial model can be 
approved if it can demonstrate it covers 
the operating costs and debt service ex-
penses over the tenure of a debt. ✖

transformative PROJECTS
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Abdullah Aldubaikhi 
C E O ,
B A H R I

As the country’s main ocean carrier, what role 
do you envision for Bahri?
Bahri has been playing a leading role in 
materializing the Kingdom’s logistics and 
transportation ambitions through contin-
uously enhancing its services, strength-
ening its market presence, and opening 
new trade routes for greater access to 
global destinations. We have aligned 
our long-term strategy with Vision 2030, 
which envisages transforming the coun-
try into a pre-eminent global maritime 
hub. Accordingly, we have been exploring 
new avenues to take this vision forward. 
Looking ahead, furthering the depth and 
breadth of its product offerings will con-
tinue to be a key area of focus for Bahri 
for the remainder of the year and beyond. 
Our immediate priority will be to enhance 
our logistics services portfolio to enable 
Bahri to weather cyclical challenges in 
the shipping business and capitalize on 
new opportunities in the market. We also 
have plans to enter the third-party logis-
tics (3PL) and fourth-party logistics (4PL) 
business. Our aim is to provide door-to-
door services and a complete solution for 
our customers. Effective and mutually 
benefitting partnerships have been a key 
driver of sustained success, and we place 
significant emphasis on finding the right 
partner before venturing into these new 
products and services. Our collaboration 
with Bolloré Logistics, one of the top 10 
logistics companies in the world, to es-
tablish our JV, BahriBolloré Logistics, is a 
perfect example of such strategic partner-
ships. With this JV, Bahri has been able to 
provide end-to-end logistics and supply 
chain management solutions to local and 
international firms operating in the King-
dom via air, land, and sea transportation. 

For Bahri, oil and chemicals are still the prima-
ry cargo. How do you envision developing your 
portfolio?
In addition to our strategy to increase the 
scope of our logistics services, we have 
laid out plans to further enhance our 
transportation solutions by strengthen-
ing our credentials in oil transportation. 
We are also keen on diversifying our busi-
ness with a view to increasing sharehold-
er value and boosting our contribution to 
the Kingdom’s endeavors aimed at max-
imizing local content. With the objective 
of developing an indigenous shipbuilding 
industry in the country, Bahri has estab-

lished International Marine Industries 
(IMI) in partnership with Saudi Aramco, 
Lamprell, and Hyundai Heavy Industries. 
The JV maritime yard project is currently 
underway in Ras Al-Khair and is tipped to 
be the largest full-service maritime facil-
ity in the Middle East and North Africa. 
Major production operations are expect-
ed to commence in 2019, with the facility 
reaching its full production capacity by 
2022. Similarly, gas transportation is a 
key component of our product portfolio. 
We have a 30% share of Petredec Limit-
ed, a company specializing in the trade, 
transportation, storage, and distribution 
of LPG. 

How are you advancing in integrating more 
technology and innovation into your opera-
tions?
Technology and innovation are at the 
heart of Bahri’s DNA. We have adopted 
technology-enabled systems and pro-
cesses in every aspect of our operations. 
Marine ERP software PAL and Oracle 
have been instrumental in driving effi-
ciency across the company. We also place 
importance on data analysis, which is ex-
tremely important in the transportation 
industry. This is why we have integrated 
big data into our business processes. We 
are increasingly leveraging insights hid-
den in the massive amounts of data to en-
able smarter and faster decision-making 
in order to improve operational perfor-
mance and efficiency. Data intelligence 
also comes handy in managing our large, 
state-of-the-art fleet, boosting the safety 
of our vessels and crew, and improving 
the quality of our offerings, in addition 
to increasing customer satisfaction. Sim-
ilarly, one of the main operational costs 
associated with the transportation indus-
try is fuel, and we do a great deal of data 
analysis when it comes to planning, op-
timization, scheduling, and routing. Due 
to the significance of the extra value that 
data brings to the maritime business, 
shipping companies are increasingly 
partnering with IT companies to develop 
data-driven solutions. ✖

BIO 

Abdullah Aldubaikhi was appointed CEO 
of Bahri in 2018. Before joining Bahri, he 
was CEO of the Saudi Agricultural and 
Livestock Investment Company for six 
years. Over the course of three decades, 
he has held senior management roles 
at a number of firms. Aldubaikhi sits 
on the board of directors of Bahri Ship 
Management, Bahri USA, BahriBolloré 
Logistics, and BahriBunge Dry Bulk. He 
is the vice chairman of Alessa Industries 
Co. He is also a board member of 
several companies and organizations. 
He has a bachelor’s degree in electrical 
engineering from the King Fahd 
University of Petroleum and Minerals 
(KFUPM) and an executive MBA from the 
University of Oxford in the UK.

REALIZING
the dream
The flag-bearer of Saudi 
Arabia’s fast-growing maritime 
commerce sector, Bahri has 
been playing a leading role in 
materializing the Kingdom’s 
logistics and transportation 
ambitions.

“Technology and 
innovation are at the 
heart of Bahri’s DNA.”



114 Saudi Arabia 2020

I N T E R V I E W

Fathi  K.  Al-Saleem
C E O ,

I N T E R N AT I O N A L  M A R I T I M E  I N D U S T R I E S  ( I M I )

IMI is a JV between Aramco, Bahri, Lamprell 
Energy Limited (LEL), and Hyundai Heavy In-
dustries (HHI). How did this partnership come 
about, and what were the main objectives of 
joining forces?
In order to develop a world-class facility 
and build the Kingdom’s first-ever rigs 
and ships, Aramco knew it needed to join 
forces with the right and reputable part-
ners and engaged HHI, LEL, and Bahri to 
form IMI as a JV. Saudi Aramco wanted 
to combine the strength of four industry 
leaders that would bring decades of expe-
rience in the construction, maintenance, 
repair, and overhaul of vessels and rigs. 
The success of IMI would be built on the 
collaboration of these renowned indus-
try leaders with a proven track record of 
successfully operating commercial yards 
around the world. HHI and LEL bring 
the technical know-how in ship and 
rig building, and Bahri brings valuable 
knowledge of operations. With the pow-
er of these four partners, IMI represents 
a truly viable business that will transform 
the maritime manufacturing industry in 
the Kingdom for years to come.

How do you envision developing your product 
and service range?
IMI will focus on the manufacturing of 
jack-up rigs, vessels, and offshore sup-
port vessels (OSVs) along with the main-
tenance, repair, and overhaul (MRO) 
services of these products. IMI has been 
working closely with the Saudi govern-
ment to create and enable an environ-
ment that will make the yard global-
ly competitive. In February 2018, two 
offtake master agreements were signed. 
The first one was with Bahri, which en-

sured that IMI would receive Bahri’s new 
vessel orders and MRO on vessels. New 
build work is estimated to reach 52 ves-
sels within a 10-year period. The other 
agreement is with ARO, ensuring that 
IMI will receive orders for 20 new-build 
jack-up rigs over the same period of 10 
years. This guaranteed work is a signif-
icant milestone for IMI as it guarantees 
that at least 40% of its capacity will be 
utilized from its opening date, ensuring 
IMI can attract key supply chains to set 
up in Kingdom and develop IMI’s tech-
nical capabilities over the duration of the 
offtake work. IMI will have the perfect 
platform to build a track record that will 
allow it to be competitive in the global 
market and attract international opera-
tors to the Kingdom to ensure IMI oper-
ates at full capacity.

What is your approach toward innovation and 
R&D, and what trends in maritime technology 
are you incorporating?
IMI will deploy the latest internation-
al technological innovations to deliver 
a competitive advantage, including big 
data analytics, virtual reality, additive 
manufacturing, process automation, 
and a diverse range of robotics and soft-
ware integration. IMI will be in a po-
sition to establish collaborations with 
key suppliers and direct R&D activities 
toward innovative solutions for custom-
ers, making it more competitive in exe-
cuting equipment management services 
and therefore improving the lifecycle 
costs of clients’ assets. This strategy will 
be implemented in three phases; the 
first will focus on establishing a market 
presence and introducing asset life cy-

BIO 

Fathi K. Al-Saleem was appointed CEO 
of IMI by Saudi Aramco in 2017. He 
also led the feasibility and commercial 
development stages of JV between 
Aramco, Bahri, LEL, and HHI. Al-Saleem 
worked with Aramco for 23 years in 
various leadership roles.

IMI strives to provide external operators and its partners world-
class MRO and new-build facilities.

cle management as a service. During the 
second phase, IMI will grow its market 
presence and start using data to intro-
duce new offerings. Finally, as IMI be-
comes recognized in the market, it will 
expand its unique offerings to improve 
manufacturing and cost efficiencies for 
its customers.

The Kingdom strives to be an instrumental lo-
gistics hub at the crossroads of Europe, Asia 
and Africa. What role do you see for IMI here?
The maritime industry in Saudi Arabia 
has advantages that support its growth. 
If we look at the current level of activi-
ty from local players such as Saudi Ar-
amco and Bahri, there is approximately 
500 million tons of seaborn trade out of 
the Kingdom, more than 100 ships, 50 
offshore rigs, 400 offshore platforms, 
350 OSVs, and more than 2,000 calls on 
Aramco export terminals. The localiza-
tion of the maritime industry has great 
significance to the Kingdom, the region, 
and world. ✖

vision of GROWTH
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B 2 B

Mohammed Al-Mudarres 
C E O ,
S I S C O

Farooq Sheikh 
C E O ,
L O G I P O I N T

How can the private sector increase the com-
petitiveness of the logistics industry on the 
western coast?

MOHAMMED AL-MUDARRES Jeddah has 
been the leader for Saudi ports in terms 
of imports for many years. Since the 
adoption of our new strategy, the port has 
been a key sector for us. SISCO has been 
working on various projects to expand 
its footprint. In early 2019, we signed an 
MoU with Mawani to combine our exist-
ing contract at RSGT terminal with the 
North Container Terminal into one con-
tract to establish a world-class container 
terminal. There is also a focus to improve 
transshipment. We want to make Jeddah 
one of the main transshipment hubs on 
the Red Sea for a number of international 
lines. In order to be an industrial leader, 
Saudi needs the infrastructure and state-
of-the-art technology and networks as 
well as a high-performance logistics net-
work. Once the infrastructure is laid out, 
for Saudi industry to penetrate global 
markets, local players need to focus on 
the quality of the product, have compet-
itive prices, and a clear, feasible target 
market. Penetrating the European and 
North American markets will be chal-
lenging. For a Saudi product to compete 
there, it has to have certain qualifications 
and qualities. 

FAROOQ SHEIKH The private sector has to 
actively play its part in realizing the ob-
jectives set forth by the government in its 
Vision 2030 plan. We will need to collab-
orate with and work extensively with all 
the stakeholders in the logistics industry 
including first and foremost the regula-
tory authorities, the shipping and logis-
tics companies, the freight-forwarding 
industry, as well as the end-users includ-
ing traders, manufacturers, and retailers. 
Our perspective is that everything can be 
pictured as a unified chain. We should 
not fixate on any one mode of transpor-
tation as long as everything is conducted 
with complete transparency, efficiency, 
reliability, and security. At the end of the 
day, we are in the business of moving 
goods; it does not matter whether we do 
it using sea, land, or air routes.

How will new technological developments im-
pact the local logistics sector?

MAM Without a doubt, e-commerce is 
driving the economy. It moved from 
North America to Europe and Asia and 
now has a significant impact on Saudi 

LOGISTICS

Beyond better infrastructure 
across the Kingdom, to boost 
the logistics sector everything 
must be conducted with 
transparency, efficiency, 
reliability, and security.

Arabia and the Middle East. At present, 
10-15% of trade is done through e-com-
merce. The implications for this are bet-
ter infrastructure and logistics. Big busi-
nesses like to own their own facilities; 
however, SMEs will outsource this part of 
the business. We would like to see more 
of the larger companies outsourcing and 
focusing more on their core business 
lines. 

FS Our customer composition will com-
pletely change in the next few years such 
that shipping lines will form the largest 
segment of our customers. Clients are 
keen to work with a single company that 
takes care of every step. As such, big in-
dustry players will become even larger, 
and smaller players will start working for 
large players because they cannot afford 
the technological transition. At the same 
time, many manufacturers and logistics 
companies are starting to use block-
chain-powered tracking technologies, 
which all players will need to integrate 
into their supply chain system within two 
to three years, particularly as the ship-
ping industry becomes more digitalized 
by the day.

What role do subcontractors have now in the 
broader infrastructure development ecosys-
tem?

MAM There are opportunities for sub-
contractors, even though it has become 
a game for big players. Larger companies 
must take the lead now, but that does not 
mean SMEs will disappear. If big compa-
nies drive the economy, they will not be 
able to do everything alone. When the big 
companies get these projects, they will 
need suppliers and smaller contractors. 
Overall, the economy will benefit. 

Are Jeddah’s logistics solutions sophisticated 
enough to make it a regional hub?

FS Over the past decade, Jeddah has 
emerged as an increasingly sophisticat-
ed market vis-à-vis logistics solutions. It 
has to cover some ground before it can 
be amongst the world’s most sophisticat-
ed logistics hubs, though it has two great 
enabling factors in its favor: technology 
and the vision and will of its leadership 
to transform not just Jeddah but also the 
Kingdom into a sophisticated market. 
Jeddah will take its rightful place along-
side the world’s logistics hubs via a com-
mitment to innovation as well as collabo-
rations with industry stakeholders. ✖
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Given the major developments in Saudi Arabia’s automotive market, 
customized services and innovative solutions will become even-
more important for the auto leasing industry.

changing TIMES

Can you give us a brief overview on the evo-
lution of your business operations and how 
you expect demand for your services to 
evolve in the medium term?
Road Echo was established in 2007 with 
the vision to provide innovation for the 
auto leasing industry. Now, with more 
than 12 years of experience, we special-
ize in design operation lease and trans-
portation plans based on the needs 
of our customers. Our well-designed 
transportation solutions are suitable 
for the aviation sector, consultants, and 
multinational companies that require 
VIP services.

What are the major developments and trends 
in the automobile leasing industry in Riyadh 
and Saudi Arabia?
There are different developments and 
trends influencing the local automo-
bile leasing industry, making it difficult 
to retain customers in terms of ser-
vices and prices. These trends include 
ride-sharing applications, the new Ri-
yadh Metro, increased fuel prices, as 
well as women now being allowed to 
drive.

How is technology impacting the automobile 
leasing and fleet management industry in 
Saudi Arabia, and how does it represent an 
opportunity to improve operations?
The introduction of ride-sharing appli-
cations has a significant impact on the 
automobile leasing and fleet manage-
ment industry in KSA. Research says 
that 20-30% of corporate customers use 
these applications to meet their needs. 
Improved and better service is the one 
thing that can counter this, though the 
most important action is to change the 
business model.

What are the main challenges and risks facing 
the auto leasing industry in Saudi Arabia, and 
what is the best strategy to overcome them?
The increased rate of financing is one ma-
jor challenge for the auto leasing indus-
try, making it difficult to run an auto fleet 
company in order to meet customer’s ex-
pectations of prices and services. The best 
strategy is to use the available resources in 
the most efficient way to counter the price 
margin and arrange a dialogue to create a 
platform that can help the industry to re-
duce the financing rate.

What are the major opportunities in the auto-
mobile leasing industry, and how will the rise of 
ride-sharing services impact the business?
The Kingdom is considered one of the 
largest automotive markets in the Middles 
East and the biggest importer of cars in the 
GCC. According to Vision 2030 and various 
megaprojects being planned, there is big 
scope and opportunities for the automo-
bile leasing industry. Ride-sharing services 
mainly impact spot rentals businesses and 
not corporate rentals. ✖

Sultan Aldajani 
G E N E R A L  M A N A G E R ,
R O A D  E C H O

Yasir  Noor 
P R O J E C T  M A N A G E R ,
R O A D  E C H O

“The increased rate of 
financing is one major 
challenge for the auto 

leasing industry, making 
it difficult to run an auto 

fleet company in order 
to meet customer’s 

expectations of prices 
and services.”
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Abdulaziz  Higgi 
G E N E R A L  M A N A G E R ,
FA I S A L  H I G G I  &  
A S S O C I AT E S  C O .

Richard James 
M A N A G I N G  D I R E C T O R ,
G U L F  S T E V E D O R I N G  
C O N T R A C T I N G  C O M PA N Y

TRADE FACILITATORS
The transformation of the Saudi shipping sector 
has made it a great time for trade facilitators to 
play their part and increase their coverage.

have a number of internal applications 
that we use, for example, for our internal 
stock and operational maintenance. We 
have a plan to implement a mobile ap-
plication for use in our role as a shipping 
agent and ship supplier. That means any 
client that wants to order anything from 
us can use our application and place an 
order, even from their ship. Clients can 
also use the application to request agen-
cy services and to handle their cargo ar-
rangements.

RJ In the past, it took 14 days to get a 
container through a Saudi port, while 
today, the single-payment window has 
been extremely successful in terms of 
simplifying processes, and the response 
from the customer base has been phe-
nomenal. This digital platform is trans-
parent, and all paperwork can be done 
online. There is definitely growing mo-
mentum as a result of the rapid pace of 
progress, and the Saudi Customs Trade 
Facilitations Unit has been particularly 
successfully in troubleshooting individ-
ual challenges. The government is now 
tackling the specifics to help deal with 
all the anomalous cases and unique cir-
cumstances.

What risks does Faisal Higgi & Co. face?

AH Since we want to cover all Saudi 
ports, the major risk in our line of busi-
ness is economic. If the economy, par-
ticularly oil and raw material exports, 
starts to decline, then this can result in 
our market suffering, too. Right now, 
there is less risk on the west coast than 
the east, highlighted by insurance prices 
increasing.

What is your assessment of human resources 
in Saudi Arabia?

RJ Saudi Arabia is sitting on some of the 
best untapped homegrown talent in the 
entire region, thanks to its investment 
in schools and universities. The UAE, 
Bahrain, and Kuwait also have a great 
education system, but the sheer scale in 
Saudi Arabia makes it even more critical 
here. There is a great attitude from the 
youth, who are enthused by the coun-
try’s progress, and it is great to see these 
dividends now paying off. Having a net-
work of homegrown nationals who un-
derstand and trust each other is a hugely 
beneficial part of all sorts of business re-
lationships. ✖

How did your operations evolve in the last year, 
and what is your growth strategy based on?

ABDULAZIZ HIGGI Business has been fair-
ly regular for the past six months. Faisal 
Higgi & Co. has two new contracts, and 
we are having discussions with a Danish 
company in Dammam. In terms of our 
strategy, we want to expand, covering 
all ports, in particular GCC markets. We 
are looking to do this by partnering with 
equally big names, which can also boost 
our reputation. The key is a partner that 
can add something to our business. The 
market is opening up for us and our 
competitors, and we would like to see the 
government safeguarding fair competi-
tion. We have seen 100% improvement 
in customs clearances at all ports in the 
Kingdom, regardless of their location. 
The current environment will still be 
led by the government, though private 
companies are really stepping up to be 
involved. That also includes the smaller 
players, not just the major ones.

RICHARD JAMES There has been a big 
strategic shift in terms of how Saudi Ara-

bia seeks to approach the port industry, 
which has seen the focus being spread 
beyond just Jeddah and Dammam ports. 
We will see significantly more focus on 
the other ports, so that players will be 
able to use the closest and most conve-
nient terminal to them with intercon-
nections to utilize coastal shipping. The 
approach now is more comprehensive 
and holistic, and it looks at combining 
the entire country’s strength points to 
combine them through a network. The 
increased importance of King Abdullah 
Port has led us to consider the whole Red 
Sea as a platform to be engaged with. As 
a result, we are expanding to Yanbu and 
are considering opportunities along the 
whole west coast. Yanbu Port has an ex-
isting but currently underutilized facility 
and requires a specialist partner to rein-
vigorate the operations in the industrial 
port.

Where has technology and innovation had the 
biggest impact on the logistics sector in re-
cent years?

AH We use technology to track goods and 
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What role does Enterprise play in your company and the Saudi economy?
Thanks to Enterprise, Ajar has been able to continue in its interna-
tional business expansion in the GCC, Levant, and Austria. Through 
our newly established regional office in Dubai, we oversee the three 
brand names—Enterprise, National, and Alamo—covering all seg-
ments of this industry and giving our customers the capability and 
flexibility to choose different schemes in rentals, rates, and availabil-
ity. As the largest family business worldwide in the rental car busi-
ness, with ownership of almost 2 million cars, Enterprise partnered 
with Ajar, a well-known and capable company, to represent it in nine 
countries and further expand our business in the region and into 
Asia. The UAE is our second-largest market, and we are bullish on 
that. We will participate more regionally to establish our presence 
and let the market know what we can offer.

What will be the impact of the car sharing services, and how should rent-
al car companies adjust to this shift?
Car sharing companies like Uber and Careem have had an effect on 
the rental car business, which is why we are developing our own app, 
starting an operation with a car-sharing program that we will an-
nounce shortly. This step will take us into the digital market, where 
competition will increase in the coming five years. That is why we 
are preparing ourselves now. Investing in technology is a necessary 
measure to maintain competitiveness. For this reason, we will focus 
on our social media presence for all three brands focusing on Sau-
di Arabia and then the entire GCC. Content building will be the first 
step to ensuring we are raising awareness of the market and estab-
lishing a great presence. We are also doing some strategic targeting 
with certain events.

How do your operations work, and how you work with your local sourc-
ing and trading networks abroad?
SIEC is the only publicly listed trading house company in Saudi 
Arabia, which is a key differentiator between us and other com-
panies in the field. We are a one-stop shop covering the needs of 
the Saudi industrial sector. We take care of the products from the 
factory door to the end user. Our three decades of experience ma-
terializes from day one, from the minute we initiate the trade, to 
taking care of the logistics, storage, warehousing, and shipping, 
as well as customs clearance in other countries. SIEC handles the 
entire value chain, though sometimes we work with our trusted 
partners depending on the volume and quantity and the supplier. 
Sometimes we outsource parts.

What role does technology play in your current logistics operations 
and in the future?
Because we are generally focused on exports, we deal with prod-
ucts that have an advantage in being exported. The government is 
currently putting in the infrastructure to make manufacturing in 
Saudi Arabia more competitive. One of the biggest costs associated 
with exports is logistics; not having a train and other proper logis-
tics just increases the cost. We are present in a few free zones, and 
the technological aspect is just managing the warehousing and in-
ventory. We are not exposed to logistics in Saudi Arabia because 
we are selective in terms of the manufacturers we work with. They 
have to be based on the east or west coast, unless they have an ex-
tremely competitive product. Once the infrastructure is in, we can 
start looking into those manufacturers in the central or northern 
regions.

Ahmed Al  Lawendy 
C O O ,
A L  J O M A I H  A U T O  R E N TA L  ( A J A R )

Hazim F.  Aldosary 
C E O ,
S A U D I  I N D U S T R I A L  E X P O R T 
C O M PA N Y  ( S I E C )
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Hassan Mehmood 
G E N E R A L  M A N A G E R  –  M I D D L E  E A S T,
P L A Z A  P R E M I U M  G R O U P

swissport.com

COMMITTED TO
MAKING YOUR
CUSTOMERS 
HAPPY

What was the driver behind your entry into the Saudi market in 2017, and what was your strategy for adjusting 
to its demands?
We are among the top companies without a partner in Saudi Arabia. The country saw that we had great 
potential, and has been highly supportive, being particularly appreciative of the flexibility we are able 
to offer travelers. In 2016, we were invited to participate in a tender for a lounge in Riyadh in Termi-
nal 1, which we won. We took over this lounge in August 2016 and renovated it while in the midst of 
operations. The traditional businessman seeks three things: a comfortable seating area with sufficient 
electric outlets, fast and reliable Wi-Fi connection, and good coffee with a small snack. We currently 
have around 50% of our customers flying on business class, 25% traveling as leisure tourists, and the 
rest are families and young people. To retain customers, and keep them excited about coming to our 
lounges, we have developed a number of unique offerings. In 2017, we were invited by the Dammam 
Airport Company (DACO), and after winning the tender we opened our second lounge at the Dammam 
International departure terminal. Moving forward, we plan to expand our business to the new Jeddah 
KAIA airport.

What is your assessment of the travel infrastructure within Saudi Arabia?
The nation’s infrastructure is in the midst of a substantial overhaul, which has been a long time com-
ing. The airport infrastructure was quite old, and the Kingdom has worked hard to revamp its facilities 
accordingly. Passenger numbers are increasing, and the country needs new and updated facilities. The 
country also needs to build up its commercial capabilities, and airports are developing robust retail 
components, with the government working closely with private partners to ensure that healthy devel-
opment takes place.
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onducting research in the aviation industry 
has proved to be a demanding yet enriching 
experience during a year of major restructur-

ing and leadership changes. Although only a few play-
ers have decided to come out publicly, we conducted a 
wide array of conversations with old and new industry 
leaders. They all agreed on the need for better coordi-
nation between stakeholders in Saudi Arabia’s aviation 
sector. They also agreed on the vital importance of in-
frastructure development to support economic growth 
and the diversification of the Kingdom.

The aviation industry will act as a key enabler of the 
new era of Saudi Arabia. The change in leadership at 
the General Authority of Civil Aviation (GACA) should 
speed up the progress in its dealings with airlines, as 
GACA is bracing to step down as an operator and act 
only as a regulatory body that guarantees an equal 
playing field.

This improvement will facilitate both private inves-
tors operating airports and infrastructure develop-
ment and will increase transparency and specializa-
tion within a framework of standardization. Industry 
leaders project the sector to grow the next 10-15 years, 
although new players looking to join the market would 
have to pursue an aggressive pricing strategy to be 
successful. The desire for growth is there, though cur-
rently there is no expansion that current local players 
in the market cannot accommodate.

The development and infrastructural growth will 
not come without hurdles. Saudi Arabia currently has 
28 airports, of which six are international. Out of the 
six, three are among the busiest in the GCC region, 
connecting the country to 81 international airports in 
45 countries across the globe. Official statistics record-
ed 99.86 million passengers on 771,829 flights passing 
through the Kingdom’s international and domestic 
airports in 2018. These numbers, bound to grow YoY 
bring along logistical issues that are likely to affect the 
quality of the customer experience.

Technology is a key area of debate in the Saudi 
aviation industry. Much research is being carried out 
to see how to efficiently implement automation to in-
crease profits. One area that seems to hold promise is 
automated air traffic control. Digital air traffic control 
towers and drone systems are two hot topics shaping 
the conversation in the aviation industry, though im-
plementing these new technologies with the appropri-
ate safety and practices presents both an operational 
and regulatory challenge.

Striking a balance between purchasing and internal 
development is crucial to achieving long-term, sus-
tainable growth. This is especially true in the sphere of 
training, where old and new institutions are under-
going extensive restructuring efforts to accelerate job 
creation and boost Saudization levels, placing Saudi 
young people in highly-paid jobs in elite technical and 
professional firms to meet the growing demand in the 
aviation sector. ✖

Aviation
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Ryyan W. Tarabzoni
C E O ,

S A U D I  A I R  N AV I G AT I O N  S E R V I C E S  ( S A N S )

How have SANS’ operations evolved to adjust 
to the increased demand for traveling and 
traffic management services?
2019 was a successful year in which 
we established solid foundations that 
helped us fulfill our transformation 
strategy journey and plan. In addition, 
we defined five strategic pillars to sup-
port our strategy: safe operations, effi-
ciency, human capital, people-focused 
financial effectiveness, and strategic 
partnerships. We obtained the first-ever 
Air Navigation Service Certificate in Sau-
di Arabia from GACA and moved ahead 
with our safety maturity level to meet 
international standards. By 2020, we will 
have achieved huge enhancements in 
our operations through our new ATM 
system and surveillance and commu-
nication systems. At an employee level, 
we have invested considerably to ensure 
our air traffic controllers, technicians, 
engineers, and leaders received multiple 
certifications to guarantee the quality of 
our staff remains at the highest levels. 
From a financial aspect, we focused on 
cost effectiveness as well as starting to 
diversify our revenue income beyond the 
traditional navigation fees. We contract-
ed our first project, NEOM airport, which 
includes installing and commissioning 
navigation systems. We look forward to 
expanding our operations in system in-
stallation, project management, main-
tenance, technology, and navigation 
design services in order to diversify our 
revenues. Finally, we were recognized as 
the first ANSP in the region to establish 
a CRM system to improve customer rela-
tions, allowing all our customers to eas-
ily share their comments and concerns. 

2020 will see us continue our journey 
with a focus on optimization and how 
we can take our services to the next level 
through safe operations, more efficien-
cy, and adding value to our customers.

What is the current status of the aviation in-
dustry in Saudi Arabia, and what does the fu-
ture hold?
We look forward to transforming Saudi 
Arabia into a true hub for the region and 
ensuring efficient cooperation and com-
munication among all the stakeholders 
involved in the aviation industry. The 
new terminal at King Abdulaziz Inter-
national Airport will play out as a new 
operation ground for all aviation players 
to come together to accommodate grow-
ing traffic at the safest and most efficient 
operational level. As well, a healthy bal-
ance between skilled people, capital, and 
advanced technology will complete the 
circle. While air traffic control will still be 
needed, navigation technology will force 
a new set of skills to be adopted by our 
controllers, for example, virtual and dig-
ital capabilities and skills. Infrastructural 
technology changes will require talents 
and skill changes, which is why our train-
ing department is working closely with 
our engineering department to predict 
the direction and scope of technology in 
the next five to 10 years and adjust the 
hiring and training process accordingly.

What emerging technologies are shaping 
the field of air navigation systems, and how 
should Saudi Arabia position itself with regard 
to localizing technology?
Digital/virtual towers and drone sys-
tems are shaping the conversation in 

BIO 

Prior to SANS, Ryyan W. Tarabzoni 
was General Manager of the Plastics 
Business Unit at Tasnee and the head of 
transformation at Tasnee’s downstream 
strategic business unit. He began his 
career at Saudi Aramco, followed 
by various positions with Proctor & 
Gamble locally and globally. He is also 
a board member of several companies. 
Tarabzoni received his BS in electrical 
engineering from the University of the 
Pacific, California, and completed several 
executive programs at INSEAD Business 
School, France, and Harvard Business 
School in the US.

SANS continues to focus on optimization and bringing its services to 
the next level through safe operations, greater efficiency, and adding 
value to its customers.

the aviation industry, though imple-
menting these new technologies with 
the appropriate safety and standardized 
practices presents both an operational 
and regulatory challenge. However, this 
challenge can be also seen as an area for 
growth, and finding the right balance to 
ensure this growth remains sustainable 
in the long-term is crucial. Large gov-
ernment entities like SAMI are working 
on localizing technologies to deliver 
long-term sustainable growth of the avi-
ation industry and the overall economy, 
though some advanced technologies 
may prove too costly to be developed 
locally. In this sense, partnerships, es-
pecially small ones, are critical for future 
technologies to be implemented in op-
erations. There is great appetite for for-
eign players to invest in the country, and 
Saudi Arabia can handle a great deal of 
that externally induced growth to then 
transfer it internally over the years. All 
the factors are aligned for the aerospace 
industry to grow. ✖

navigating the  
TROPOSPHERE
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Ismael  S.  Alkoshy  
M A N A G I N G  D I R E C T O R , 
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proved to do distance learning. 

What is your assessment of the current transition 
in the Saudi aviation sector, as the reforms of Vision 
2030 reach implementation phase?
In order to sustain future development, we 
need to have an aviation industry in sync with 
projected economic growth and diversifica-
tion. Saudi Arabian Airlines has a long-term 
plan to cope with that, which includes expan-
sion. In fact, one of the major items that will 
be a turning point for the industry will be the 
opening of the new King Abdulaziz Interna-
tional Airport, which is the base for Saudia 
Arabian Airlines. Moreover, with the opening 
of e-visas and by turning our location into a 
transit hub, Saudi Arabia will grow. The sec-
tor will see growth in the next 10 to 15 years. 
Though it may not happen in the next year or 
two, there will be a spurt of growth, which will 
level out later. ✖

Can you walk us through the history of PSAA since 
its founding 60 years ago?
When it opened, PSAA was the only place in 
the Middle East to offer commercial aviation 
training. Today, we have moved away from 
being a training center only for Saudi Arabian 
Airlines to a strategic business unit. The gov-
ernment’s goal is to have us at the highest level 
of training possible, with a focus on safety and 
quality. Looking back, we have achieved great 
progress, keeping up with the latest advances 
in technology with state-of-the-art full flight 
simulators that create situations as close to 
reality as possible. As part of our considerable 
investments in technology, we have developed 
our distance-learning program to support our 
customers by lowering their training costs. 
Indeed, we have pilots and flight attendants 
who need to take time off work and travel here 
to Jeddah in order to undergo training. To 
accommodate their needs, we have been ap-

BIO 

Ismael S. Alkoshy was appointed 
managing director of the Prince Sultan 
Aviation Academy (PSAA) in July 2018. 
Before this appointment, he was the CEO 
of the Saudia Royal Fleet. His experience 
in aviation spans more than 32 years, 
and he has held numerous executive 
positions throughout the aviation sector. 
Alkoshy is an active pilot currently flying 
the Boeing 777. He has over 10,000 
hours of flying experience as a pilot on 
the Boeing 777, Lockheed 1011, Airbus 
320, McDonnell Douglas 90, and the 
Boeing 737. 

PSAA is the first to be awarded A GACA 
part 142/143 Training Center Certificate 
in the region.
Equipped with the latest aviation technol-
ogy, PSAA has a professional development 
program for all personnel and instructors and 
provides formalized curriculums of training. PSAA 
is authorized to conduct examinations in these 
programs as well as aviation English testing.
Skills Development Training (SDT) provides a wide 
range of training services of crew resource manage-
ment for flight and cabin crew members, dispatchers, 
schedulers, flight/ground instructor courses, and safety 
management system courses (SMS), as well as customized 
human factors courses for non-aviation companies.

OUR VISION
“To be the preferred aviation training academy 
and knowledge center in MENA region”

OUR MISSION
“Provide the highest quality aviation training by 
professional personnel, with superior customer
services at competitive prices”Tel: +966 12 686 4163 | psaasales@saudia.com | psaa.sbu@saudia.com

Saudia City, Al-Khalidyah District, King Abdulaziz Road CC:16950130,
P.O. Box 167, Jeddah 21231 Kingdom of Saudi Arabia

www.psaa.com.sa

TRAINING 
IS USELESS 
WITHOUT
A PURPOSE
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What role do you expect air freight and cargo 
to play within the broader National Industrial 
Development and Logistic Plan? 
The Kingdom is strategically well positioned 
to serve every key market connecting to and 
from the Middle East. Saudi Arabia current-
ly has 28 airports, of which six are interna-
tional. Of those, three are among the busiest 
in the GCC, connecting the country to 81 
international airports within 45 countries 
across the globe. The government is rapidly 
modernizing its airports and expanding its 
air cargo facilities with the goal of increasing 
the total air cargo capacity in the Kingdom 
from 1 million tons a year to 6 million by 
2030. Within this framework, Saudia Cargo 
invested SAR1.2 billion in 2018 to rejuvenate 
its cargo stations in Jeddah and Riyadh, aim-
ing to double the current cargo capacity, en-
hancing our logistical capabilities in support 
of Vision 2030, which aims to establish Sau-
di Arabia as a global logistics hub. We also 
expect the air freight industry to play a cru-
cial role by increasing employment and en-
hancing our national logistical capabilities. 
Saudia Cargo recently celebrated the gradu-
ation and employment of the first batch of 
cargo future cadres program, which aims to 
empower Saudi youth in logistics and sup-
ply chain.

What is your assessment on the provision of 
PPP and concession contract opportunities for 
the development and operation of air freight 
facilities?
Saudi Arabia is unique in terms of engaging 
the private sector, having stakes in major 
projects across the country regardless of 
its financial capabilities to undertake those 
commitments on its own. The PPP and con-
cession contract opportunities are extreme-
ly positive because they provide checks, 
balances, and accountability on the part of 
stakeholders, thus ensuring the projects’ 
completion and sustainability. GACA has 
announced that all 28 airports around the 
Kingdom should be privatized by 2020 in or-
der to enhance revenues, improve the cus-
tomer experience, encourage best-in-class 
international operators, and increase pri-
vate-sector investments. Partnerships and 
opportunities in the construction of new 
airports and aviation infrastructure, includ-
ing air freight facilities, are immense. We are 
supportive of the model and positive drive 
and remain open to this philosophy. As 
such, we will further explore opportunities 
and partnerships in the future. Saudia Cargo 

has signed a joint agreement with King Ab-
dullah Port at King Abdullah Economic City 
to enhance collaboration opportunities and 
establish a secure logistical operations zone. 
This agreement establishes an air-sea-air 
cargo corridor with the surrounding airports 
to ensure a smooth flow of cargo to the port 
and re-export by air.

What are some of the key international players 
and markets that Saudia Cargo is looking to 
foster partnerships with?
Bridging the gap between the east and 
west and beyond has always been the goal 
for Saudia Cargo. We continue to further 
strengthen our key markets in Africa, South 
Asia, Europe, and Latin and North America 
through new interline partnerships and al-
liances with major international players to 
bridge the world with a dedicated freighter 
fleet. In April, Saudia Cargo officially be-
came the 12th member of SkyTeam Cargo, 
which counts as its long-time members Aer-
oflot Cargo, Aerolineas Argentinas Cargo, 
Aeromexico Cargo, Air France Cargo, Alitalia 
Cargo, China Airlines Cargo, China Cargo 
Airlines, Czech Airlines Cargo, Delta Car-
go, KLM Cargo, and Korean Air Cargo. Our 
membership will give our customers access 
to a global network covering over 900 des-
tinations in more than 175 countries. In re-
turn for that unparalleled access to a grow-
ing worldwide network, our company will 
extend SkyTeam Cargo’s reach across the 
Middle East, Africa, and the Indian subcon-
tinent via our hubs in Jeddah and Riyadh, 
which was nonexistent prior to our joining 
SkyTeam. Such partnerships are crucial in 
an industry where global connectivity is par-
amount. Our strength lies in covering a wide 
route network, and we believe in trade liber-
alization. We are ready to expand our wings 
domestically, regionally, and internationally 
wherever there are opportunities and the 
need for our air cargo services. ✖

BIO 

Omar Hariri was appointed CEO of Saudi 
Arabian Airlines Cargo in 2018, bringing 
with him close to 15 years of experience 
in logistics management with globally 
renowned express courier and cargo 
air transportation operators. He holds 
a master’s of science in procurement, 
logistics, and supply chain management 
from the University of Salford Business 
School and served in various positions in 
DHL Express, SAF Group, and Abdul Latif 
Jameel Logistics, the licensee of FedEx 
Express in the Kingdom.

SPREADING
its wings
Air freight and logistics will 
gain an ever-more important 
profile in order to realize the 
government’s long-term vision 
of diversifying its economy away 
from oil and establishing Saudi 
Arabia as a global logistics hub.

“We are ready to expand 
our wings domestically, 

regionally, and 
internationally wherever 

there are opportunities 
and the need for our air 

cargo services.”
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In late 2018, Swissport won new contracts 
from KLM and IndiGo in Saudi Arabia. What is 
the significance of these deals within the role 
Saudi Arabia plays in your regional corporate 
strategy?
Big-name carriers’ trust in Swissport is 
the consequence of three years of de-
velopments and efforts by the whole 
Swissport team. The two deals, although 
different in nature, are part of a compre-
hensive strategy Swissport is undertaking 
in the region. KLM adds value in terms of 
brand recognition; the Dutch carrier is a 
reputable airline and was the first Euro-
pean one to start traffic in Saudi Arabia. 
On the other side, the deal with Indigo 
needs to be seen within the context of the 
broader Indian market and of the carrier 
itself. Indigo is the largest domestic carri-
er with some 200 aircraft. It is profitable, 
highly recognized in the Indian subconti-
nent, and has plans to enter the European 
market, and Swissport could bridge this 
step, as we can handle the same carrier in 
different stations, raising the nature of the 
deal at the strategic level. 

How do you expect the current restructuring of 
the aviation industry in Saudi Arabia to impact 
international and local private sector players in 
the industry?
As the country seeks to position itself as 
an efficient transfer point, the Kingdom 
will need to be open in any direction. Air 
transport is a network that needs to take 
into account its surroundings and inter-
nal aspects. As GACA moves back from 
being an operator to a regulator, there 
will be clear mandates of the difference 
between the two roles. This will increase 
transparency and the level of special-
ization within a framework of standard-
ization, and eventually will lead the way 
for the private sector’s practices to be 
enhanced. This has generally been the 
methodology of choice in Europe and 
North America, with successful results on 
all sides, especially customers. In Saudi 
Arabia, it will take more time. Private air-
lines were only established 15 years ago. 

How have customers’ expectations evolved, 
and what is the key to ensuring satisfaction, 
while maintaining profitability?
With regard to airline demand, 20 years 
ago, full-fare economy class was the busi-

ness mainstay, though today we have a 
high-volume, low-cost market segment. 
Consumers are searching for the cheap-
est fare, without paying too much atten-
tion to the level of service. In this context, 
though, fees must remain cost-based, so 
that reserves are being built on invest-
ment programs; however, at the same 
time, a premium segment willing to pay 
for premium services has grown at the 
same speed, with the standards of service 
between business and first-class converg-
ing. As such, service providers will move 
toward a menu of services, where con-
sumers can construct and select from a 
wide array of services around the trip it-
self, which eventually are all factored into 
airport revenues. 

How will the integrated approach benefit from 
the advent of new IT upgrades to impact the 
operations of new airport infrastructure?
Technology is a key enabler in aviation, 
and IT in particular is the DNA of infra-
structure as an enabler for service pro-
viders. The new Jeddah airport terminal 
will have a different value proposition, 
with integrated systems in particular. 
Most modern systems include concepts 
of integrated airport operations centers 
where all parties come together to con-
tribute to the overall operational success 
and stability of the airport to achieve 
profitability. This integrated approach 
will allow players to capture data direct-
ly into coordinated systems, eliminating 
the risk brought by having multiple play-
ers processing the data. The battle of the 
future will be on the ground, where the 
limitations of infrastructure are. Aircraft 
and ground service equipment have a life 
cycle of 15-20 years, thus international 
players with the ability to rotate assets will 
have a key advantage to benefit from the 
growth of the industry. ✖

BIO 

Gerold Tumulka is a highly experienced 
executive manager with 28 years of 
experience in the civil aviation industry. 
His professional work experience 
features leadership, executive, and 
project management roles across four 
continents. Previously, Tumulka was 
the COO of National Aviation Services 
in Kuwait, the CEO of Friedrichshafen 
Airport, the director of ground operations 
at Air Seychelles, and the advisor and 
COO of Air Madagascar. He holds a 
degree in business administration and 
economics from the Goethe-Universität 
in Frankfurt. He completed a leadership 
development program from the 
Lufthansa School of Business.

FLYING
high
Transport and aviation will 
continue to play a major role 
within the broader diversification 
strategy of the Kingdom, and 
Swissport is ready and willing to 
do its part.

“Big-name carriers’ trust 
in Swissport KSA is the 
consequence of three 
years of developments 
and efforts by the whole 
Swissport team.”
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Abdulaziz  Alshehri
D I R E C T O R ,

I N F I N I T Y  AV I AT I O N  A C A D E M Y

Could you walk us through the milestones 
since Infinity Aviation Academy’s establish-
ment in 2010?
When Alpha Star was established, it had 
government contracts to support the 
public sector, and all its customers came 
through the government. By 2015, when 
we started expanding, the decision was 
made to maintain Alpha Star to support 
the government. When we won a govern-
ment helicopter maintenance contract 
with the Saudi Ministry of Interior (MoI), 
we questioned why we did not pursue 
a contract for the entire support role, 
which included training. It had been 
sending its pilots to the US for training, 
with all the difficulties that go along with 
that, such as visas, logistics, and avail-
ability. We put forward a proposal to 
accommodate the flight simulator here 
and provide all the required training. 
Currently, we have an ongoing agree-
ment with MoI for training. For services 
we do not offer here, we arrange it else-
where. We have a great relationship with 
other training centers around the world 
and sometimes send people overseas for 
training and claim the cost from the gov-
ernment later. All training programs are 
delivered in-house, and all our materials 
and instructors are certified by General 
Authority of Civil Aviation (GACA). For 
new customers, we go through a process 
to determine their training requirements 
and customize our standard curriculum.

Could you tell us more about your accredita-
tion to conduct training courses?
No aviation company can work without 
a training department, because that de-
partment makes sure everyone meets 

the requirements of the various authori-
ties, such as GACA. When the authorities 
issue the certificate for the business, they 
give the company the requirements for 
their pilots, mechanics, cabin crew, and 
other staff. To maintain their certificates 
and perform their duties, the company 
and its staff have to meet these require-
ments. The training department is in 
charge of ensuring that this happens. 
This means creating a training schedule 
and systems to evaluate and monitor, 
in addition to conducting the training 
required by GACA in-house. When we 
expanded and established Infinity Avia-
tion Academy, we created another core 
business teaching non-employees. Now, 
we have agreements with certain gov-
ernments to teach their pilots. They send 
their pilots to Infinity Aviation Academy 
for initial, ongoing, or advanced courses, 
and we do this for both the commercial 
aviation industry and the military. We 
have been certified as the first training 
center for rotary wing aircrafts, which 
requires going through many processes 
with GACA with full success.

Which direction is Infinity Aviation Academy 
heading toward in line with the latest trends in 
demand for aviation training?
The first step we do is a study of the po-
tential business in the market we work 
in. In an aviation study, we calculate the 
figures and come up with the advantag-
es or disadvantages of a business line. 
Infinity Aviation Academy is owned by 
PIF, and we are looking for growth on 
a smooth trajectory. Once we build up 
our name and introduce our services 
such that everyone knows the quality we 

BIO 

Abdulaziz Alshehri started his career 
at the Royal Saudi Air Force where he 
trained to become an aircraft engineer 
and flight technician. After six years, he 
assumed the role of training coordinator 
and technical instructor. He moved to 
work for the Saudi embassy in the US 
as a military attaché, after which he 
joined the private sector in 2008. He 
was a trainer, coordinator, and technical 
instructor at Alsalam Aircraft Company 
for two years. In 2010, he joined Alpha 
Star Aviation Services with the same 
capacity, taking a lead role in 2014. In 
2017, he was tasked to lead the Infinity 
Aviation Academy, the sole accredited 
training center for rotary wing aircrafts.

Infinity Aviation Academy is ready to play a  
full supporting role in building the local aviation sector.

offer, our market share will increase. In 
addition, we do a great deal of consulta-
tion work for MoI about how to build its 
training for technicians, pilots, and crew. 
It trusts us, and we take this workload off 
its shoulders. Today, we receive numer-
ous requests from companies around the 
world that want to work with us. Setting 
up a training facility takes a great deal of 
time, including at least 18 months for the 
factory to deliver the simulator units, an-
other month for installation and testing, 
and a year to get certified if there are no 
issues. At the end of 2019, we should host 
three simulators. We base our workload 
on the number of airplanes and pilots in 
the Kingdom because these figures con-
trol the feasibility of the business. ✖

soaring HIGH
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Fahad Al-Harbi 
C E O ,
S A U D I  A C A D E M Y  O F  
C I V I L  AV I AT I O N  ( S A C A )

Mohammed T.  Alsubaiei 
D I R E C T O R  G E N E R A L ,
N AT I O N A L  AV I AT I O N  A C A D E M Y 
( TAYA R A N )

What value does the academy add to the avia-
tion industry?

FAHAD AL-HARBI We want to give the 
academy the ability to provide services 
to other players aside from the General 
Authority for Civil Aviation (GACA). We 
started to open up our services to com-
panies in the Kingdom to develop their 
employees in every sector related to avia-
tion. We currently have around 49 clients 
that are major players in the aviation sec-
tor. One of the main areas we will devel-
op now is the fire and risk department. 
Two years ago, when we started visiting 
international organizations the plan was 
to build an R&D center in Saudi Arabia 
for the aviation sector under GACA, and 
to build this we need to partner with uni-
versities and the authorities.

MOHAMMED T. ALSUBAIEI Tayaran was 
born as a national initiative chaired by 
Prince Sultan Bin Salman Bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud with eight founding stakeholders 
and seeks to accelerate job creation and 
boost Saudization levels in highly paid 
jobs for the Saudi youth in elite technical 
and professional jobs to meet the grow-

ing demand in aviation. The academy 
will also insource unique aviation tech-
nical expertise through strategic part-
nerships with top-notch regional and 
international aviation entities. The job 
creation and collaboration with major 
aviation industry leaders will undoubt-
edly bring greater value to the local mar-
ket with a multiplier effect of supporting 
further growth in the economy.

What are some of the major changes in the avi-
ation industry?

FAH Saudi aviation is undergoing major 
changes due to the increased number of 
passengers and focus from the govern-
ment. It is a crucial element for Vision 
2030. The opportunity is there, since the 
majority of transport happening with 
goods and passengers is done through 
the air. Moreover, the development of 
new airports, and their operational re-
structuring to ensure profitability, are 
the clearest signs of the new role aviation 
is bound to play. There is a great deal of 
research being carried out to efficient-
ly implement automation to increase 
profits. One area that seems promising 

AVIATION TRAINING
Given that aviation training in the Kingdom is currently fragmented, 
limited in scope, and unable to support the additional growth in 
the aviation industry, aviation training academies are working to 
capitalize on this job creation opportunity for Saudis.

is automated air traffic control, which 
is now implemented in some countries 
and some states in the US. Saudi Arabia 
might see this too.

MTA There is a great deal of growth in the 
aviation industry around the world, and 
the Kingdom has a huge part of this trans-
formation. Airports here are witnessing 
major improvements and developments 
while being privatized. Another area is 
the steady growth in tourism, the ambi-
tious plans for mega projects supporting 
this industry in addition to the definite 
growth in the number of local and in-
ternational guests visiting the holy sites 
in the Kingdom. Previously, the aviation 
market was heavily regulated, making it 
hard for any player to enter it. Deregula-
tion in the aviation sector has been one 
of the main reasons for its success and 
growth in the US and globally. Today, we 
are heading toward the same direction, 
and this is definitely a positive sign.

How and where do you expect IT and technol-
ogy to affect the aviation industry?

FAH There is a great deal of research 
being carried out to determine how to 
efficiently implement automation to 
increase profits. One area that seems 
promising is automated air traffic con-
trol. IT is the backbone of aviation, from 
ticketing, baggage handling, aircraft reg-
istration, gate allocation, passengers, 
delays, and scheduling. The same goes 
for training, which now uses simulator 
technology and is helping schools. The 
simulator is cheap compared to the real 
equipment. The next development will 
be AI, as stressed by IATA, which is push-
ing for us to insert virtual technology in 
our programs, including training people 
how to do inspection.

MTA Although technology is capital inten-
sive, over the long term it helps reduce 
operational costs by minimizing possi-
ble errors and ensuring safety, which is 
also why aviation has always been at the 
forefront of technology. Aviation training 
is already incorporating simulation or 
AI with aircraft flight management sys-
tems, and the next phase will be AR. In 
addition, AR goggles can be beneficial, 
demonstrating the whole aircraft cock-
pit to accelerate student learning. Our 
ultimate goal at Tayaran is preparing 
and empowering young Saudi talent for 
technical as well as leadership roles in the 
future and emphasizing the Kingdom’s 
leading position in the world. ✖
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C H A P T E R  S U M M A R Y

Digital Economy

S
try's digital transformation is the National Digital 
Transformation Unit, which is developing indus-
try-specific roadmaps and outlining how the tran-
sition can take place.

Saudi Arabia is ranked among the top-10 fastest 
growing nations in e-commerce, at an annual rate 
of 35%, exceeding a USD7.5 billion GDP contri-
bution and projected to surpass USD10 billion in 
2020. In investments in AI, big data, 5G and cloud 
alone another USD10 billion is set to be allocated 
in the coming year to boost the digital economy. In 
1Q2020, the Kingdom aims to have 1,000 sites up 
and running with 5G, making it the largest com-
mercial launch of the next generation network in 
the MENA region.

Cloud adoption rate stands at 7.5% per annum, 
and with the launch of a public cloud and adjust-
ments in the country’s data sovereignty laws, this 
figure is set to increase. Already, global providers 
are entering the market, while SBM is leading the 
way as a local firm with strong data center capacity. 

Lastly, the start-up scene is developing and 
thriving, with better access to funding, mentorship 
and talent. One example of a successful start-up 
is Foodics, a cloud-bases POS restaurant order-
ing system that has already been exported to 17 
countries. With a range of incubators and univer-
sity-linked funding organizations on the horizon, 
this is a space to watch in Saudi Arabia. ✖

ome of the most visible trends in 2019 in-
clude the emphasis on digitalization and 
the increased attention on business-sup-

porting technologies. Whether that is the growth of 
data centers offering cloud services, companies of-
fering cybersecurity technologies, IoT solutions for 
public transportations, or new payment systems, 
demand for IT is on the rise. This follows a global 
trend, but it is clear that Saudi Arabia aims to take a 
lead and attract more investments into the sector.

One of the public-private collaborations on in-
vesting in technology is the Vision Fund, led by 
SoftBank and the PIF and with currently USD100 
billion committed. In line with Vision 2030, the 
fund, the largest of its kind, aims to place its in-
vestments toward building a digital society. That 
means redefining engagement and empowerment 
in healthcare, education, and other industries for 
the prosperity of the Kingdom. 

That also includes strong efforts to built a digi-
tal government, and with the launch of GovX by 
Yesser in April 2019, the government aims to take 
a global lead in the debate on digital governance. 
The entity aims to coordinate all efforts under 
the Ministry of Communications & IT to strive for 
better interactions between the government and 
citizens. Already, it is possible to get both a trade 
license and a passport within 24 hours.

Another entity with a key role in the coun-

EMPOWERING 
THE INTERNET 
GENERATION
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Abdullah Al-Swaha 
M I N I S T E R  O F  C O M M U N I C AT I O N S  A N D  I N F O R M AT I O N  T E C H N O L O G Y

95% of smartphones displayed today are 
made by chipsets made in partnership 
with Saudi Arabia. Some 40% of the in-
novative material in these smartphones 
are made in Saudi Arabia by ARM and 
SABIC. ARM is the chipset manufactur-
er owned by SoftBank and the Vision 
Fund of Saudi Arabia. SABIC is the sec-
ond-largest global petrochemical com-
pany that makes the innovative mate-
rial that goes into smartphones. Saudi 
Arabia is transforming at the speed of 
light, leveraging its factor-based econ-
omy and leadership as the 18th-largest 
economy to leapfrog into the future 
powered by digital and our global and 
regional partners. This started with the 
announcement of Vision 2030, the most 
audacious, once-in-a-lifetime journey 
of transforming a nation that is the heart 
of the Arab and the Muslim world and an 
investment powerhouse.

Already USD100 billion has been com-
mitted to the Vision Fund, making it the 
largest tech fund in the world. Our am-
bition to create a thriving and dynamic 
economy is underpinned by a national 
digital agenda that will empower wom-
en and fulfill lives. Only by empowering 
and engaging people in healthcare, edu-
cation, and smart cities can our nation, 
region, and planet remain prosperous. 
Secondly, it is about how a digital econ-
omy can supercharge the existing one 
and leapfrog it into the future. 10% of 
global trade is now digital, and Saudi is 
one of the fastest-growing opportunities 
for digital commerce and trade. Last but 
not least is a digital government—and 
how we move from red tape to red car-
pet.

We are moving at light speed, and here 
are some examples. The first is close to 
my, and everyone’s, heart: healthcare. In 
2018, we leveraged a new business mod-
el with a mobile app called My Health—

Sehha. In 2018 alone, this app deliv-
ered 1.4 million virtual consultations, 
reduced waiting times for doctors from 
months to days, and, the cherry on top, 
reduced human-related errors by up to 
90%. In 2019, we have started in part-
nership with you—global innovators, 
telecom operators, and national digital 
champions in collaboration with local 
entrepreneurs—to leverage connec-
tivity, big data, and AI, and have found 
some surprising things. 50% of all doc-
tor visits can be delivered virtually, out 
of which 50% can be delivered by a phy-
sician and 50% by machine or AI. Deliv-
ering healthcare by machine, data, and 
AI, we managed to reduce the cost of 
healthcare from USD100 to USD15-30, 
and in some cases to USD1 for medical 
consultations delivered by machines.

We are also one of the top-10 fast-
est-growing nations in e-commerce, 
growing at 35% and recently crossing the 
USD7.5 billion-threshold. We are pro-
jected to cross the USD10 billion-mark 
by 2020. When it comes to moving from 
red tape to red carpet, in the Kingdom 
today, one can hand over power of at-
torney digitally in less than 10 minutes 
via smartphone, obtain a trade license 
in a day, or get their passport within 24 
hours.

All these are underpinned by a Na-
tional Digital Agenda whose foundation 
we are doubling down on—a founda-
tion powered by you: the local, regional, 
and global players that are changing the 
world. In a USD24-billion market, where 
everywhere else is stagnant or declining 
by single digits, the Kingdom is growing 
by double digits and fast tracking into an 
ICT market that is the largest by a mile in 
MENA, at USD12 billion. ✖

Extracted from speech delivered at MWC 
Barcelona in February 2019.

BIO 

Abdullah Al-Swaha was appointed 
Minister of Communications and 
Information Technology in 2017 after 
more than 15 years of experience in IT, 
entrepreneurship, and executive and 
digital consulting. He has held several 
positions in the public and private 
sectors. In the former, he was director-
general of the Digital Transformation 
Office in charge of expediting the 
realization of Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030. 
In the private sector, he has served as 
CEO of Cisco Saudi Arabia. 

TOMORROW’S economy

With the single-largest tech fund in the world, Saudi Arabia is 
doubling down on the essentials of tomorrow’s economy. 

“In the Kingdom today, 
one can hand over power 
of attorney digitally in 
less than 10 minutes via 
smartphone, obtain a 
trade license in a day, or 
get their passport within 
24 hours.”
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Ahmed Sindi 
C E O ,
D AW I YAT  I N T E G R AT E D

What role does Dawiyat Integrated play in the 
Saudi ICT sector?
Dawiyat Integrated Telecommunication 
Company holds the only license in Saudi 
Arabia as an independent wholesale ser-
vice provider. We provide telecoms infra-
structure and access to every licensed tele-
communication company as a wholesale 
and neutral network. This model allows 
us to build the telecoms infrastructure first 
and sell it several times, giving telecommu-
nications companies the benefit of cutting 
off capital investments and focusing on 
services and VAS, which is an efficient way 
to deploy capital, especially in extensive 
projects like the roll-out of 5G. We are ful-
ly owned by the Saudi Electricity Compa-
ny (SEC) and monetize the government’s 
substantial investment by providing elec-
tricity to more than 13,000 villages and cit-
ies across Saudi Arabia. Within this scope, 
SEC is building an extremely large, 75,000-
km fiber-optic network. Overall, Dawiyat 
Integrated will enable not only significant 
growth into the telecommunications sec-
tor, but also significant growth and the 
enablement of huge creative projects like 
smart networks for electricity, smart water 
meters, and smart city initiatives. In 2019, 
we look forward to connecting close to 
300,000 additional homes by fiber, while 
maintaining a focus on strategic partner-
ships and substantial investments that will 
place Dawiyat Integrated on the regional 
map.

What will be the main implications of the roll-out 
of 5G?
5G is an extremely important technology 
that will significantly change in every eco-
nomic sector. SEC has built and connected 
towers, and with our wholesale license, 
we will be able to offer bundled services 
to licensed providers. The market will en-
ter into even higher competition, though 
hopefully our activity will encourage com-
panies to spend on the customer expe-
rience and creative services, while at the 
same time reducing the cost for end-us-
ers. When 5G comes, more towers will be 
needed, as well as more fiber, data centers, 
and connectivity, so that we can leverage 
company assets and invest in building up 
the infrastructure that will be shared by 
others.

What is your assessment of the Kingdom’s digi-
tal transformation?
We are building state-of-the-art infrastruc-

ture all over the kingdom. In each city this 
will be opened up to all the service provid-
ers on an equal basis so that they can com-
pete based on offerings without infrastruc-
tural over development. These are aligned 
with the Kingdom’s digital transformation, 
which will propel the Saudi economy and 
increase its competitiveness in substantial 
ways across different sectors. In the medi-
um term, and in alignment with our stra-
tegic telecom partners, we seek to bring 
substantial international OTT players to 
establish their hub and services here to 
help co-invest in major network connec-
tivity. Long term, the future is extremely 
bright, especially in terms of human ca-
pacity. Human development will also rap-
idly increase because of the demographic 
structure of the Kingdom. Around 60% of 
the population is under the age of 30; these 
are all creative young men and women who 
will come up with businesses and business 
models that we never dreamed possible.

What role can the Saudi private sector play in 
this digital transformation?
SMEs will have access to fiber and high-
speed internet, which will enable them to 
buy creative services from cloud-service 
providers, erasing the need for expensive 
computing equipment. This is a major 
enabler for SMEs, as they can get all the 
business support for a fraction of the price. 
They can manage their accounts, recruit 
people, and have access to the latest and 
greatest technologies, enabling them to 
link with whoever they want worldwide. 
This will change competitiveness and the 
competitive forces: companies with lim-
ited budgets will have access to the latest 
and greatest resources in the world. ✖

DREAMS
of schemes  
to come
Working with its parent 
company, Saudi Electricity 
Company, Dawiyat Integrated's 
wholesale license allows it 
to offer bundled services to 
licensed providers across
the country.

“In 2019, we look forward 
to connecting close 

to 300,000 additional 
homes by fiber, while 

maintaining a focus on 
strategic partnerships 

and substantial 
investments that will 

place Dawiyat Integrated 
on the regional map.”
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Abdulaziz  Al jowair
C E O ,
TA Q N I A  E T S

Where does TAQNIA ETS fit within the TAQNIA 
group of companies, and what is your primary 
expertise?
The Saudi Technology Development and 
Investment Company (TAQNIA) was es-
tablished in 2011 with a clear mission to 
transfer advanced technologies to Saudi 
Arabia, commercialize the outputs and 
resources of national R&D centers, con-
tribute to the diversification of the na-
tional economy, and build the capabilities 
of local talent in emerging technologies. 
Over the years, and through analyzing the 
local market and demand in the context 
of its mission, TAQNIA has incorporated 
several subsidiaries, each to operate in a 
unique domain, and TAQNIA ETS is one 
such subsidiary. Working predominant-
ly in the field of geospatial information, 
TAQNIA ETS is one of a few Saudi compa-
nies that provides an extensive portfolio of 
geographic information systems (GIS) and 
remote sensing services that cover but are 
not limited to data extraction, data analy-
sis and interpretation, capacity building, 
shared services, and other geospatial-re-
lated services. Geospatial technologies can 
provide an abundance of data and are an 
unparalleled tool in supporting strategic 
planning and decision-making processes 
in fields ranging from urban planning, en-
vironmental activities, infrastructure proj-
ects, agricultural development and natural 
resources management, to road safety and 
emergency response forces. The number 
of companies working in Saudi is insuf-
ficient to meet the local demand for geo-
spatial services. Also, because we work 
in partnerships with R&D institutions 
both locally and internationally, we have 
unprecedented access to cutting-edge 
technical capabilities and resources. Also, 
while we are expected to generate profit, 
we are not necessarily driven by it, as we 
are a government-owned company. Our 
role is to not only deliver projects at the 
highest standards, but to also advise our 
clients, the majority of them government 
organizations, on the optimal services and 
solutions. All of the above means we can 
provide vast geospatial services that are 
not only effective, but also cost-saving.

Vision 2030 strives for the Kingdom to become 
a knowledge-based economy and build up local 
capacities through technology transfer. How do 
you envision TAQNIA ETS to play a leading role?
When TAQNIA ETS began to provide geo-
spatial services, there was still a significant 

percentage of organizations in Saudi, both 
public and private, that did not have a ded-
icated GIS department, even though they 
could benefit greatly from it. However, in 
recent years we have witnessed in influx in 
attention to the value that geospatial tech-
nologies can provide. Virtually every other 
industry is posed to benefit from geospa-
tial technologies, and as the science is 
continuously evolving at accelerated rates 
so does the potential for enhanced data ex-
traction and analysis. As a result, the prob-
ability of informed decision-making and 
effective strategic planning becomes evi-
dently clear to stakeholders; they possess 
much better insight in what is happening 
on the ground. The true value of geospa-
tial technologies is the accuracy, efficiency 
and effectiveness of the information it de-
livers, and such information is an invalu-
able commodity in a knowledge-based 
economy.

As you are building up local capacity and cen-
tralizing GIS expertise, what are your next am-
bitions; do you envision regional expansion?
In the last few years, we have worked with 
the majority of government bodies in Sau-
di Arabia and several private corporations, 
on projects of national and local strategic 
significance. Currently, we manage a port-
folio of projects worth over SAR1.2 billion 
for over 40 clients operating in urban and 
rural areas nationwide. However, for the 
near future we look forward to expand-
ing our operations to the MENA region as 
we have already begun negotiations with 
several clients in the Gulf who have taken 
keen interest in our collective capabilities 
and accumulated expertise within the field 
of GIS and remote sensing. We are also 
committed to continue fulfilling TAQNIA’s 
mission of localizing innovative technol-
ogies in Saudi by increasing our efforts in 
developing innovative tools, applications 
and methodologies in the field of GIS and 
remote sensing. ✖

BIO 

Abdulaziz Aljowair has dedicated 
the majority of his academic and 
professional career to the development, 
application, and optimization of 
geospatial technologies. For over 18 
years, he has developed and managed 
strategic geo-projects for both public 
and private entities, enhancing data 
extraction, analysis, and interpretation 
methodologies and enriching the 
decision-making process through the 
optimized application of GIS and remote 
sensing technologies and research. 
Aside from his role at TAQNIA ETS, 
he has worked with KACST and the 
Ministry of Interior, in addition to 
advising on matters related to geospatial 
technologies and projects to various 
other organizations, national committees, 
and boards.

GEO-DATA
is king
TAQNIA ETS is pushing forward 
with high-tech solutions to 
help diversify the economy and 
transform it into a knowledge-
based society.

“Currently, we manage 
a portfolio of projects 

worth over SAR1.2 
billion for over 40 clients 

operating in urban and 
rural areas nationwide.”
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Before his appointment as CEO of Yesser, 
Ali Al Asiri developed his expertise 
in various local and international 
organizations where he specialized 
in communication and information 
technology in both the public and 
private sectors. He holds a bachelor’s 
in computer science from KFUPM 
and took a wide range of courses in 
administration, entrepreneurship, and 
professional specialized businesses, 
such as interconnected networks and 
cybersecurity. Before joining Yesser, 
he held executive positions at Juniper 
Networks, Services Sales and Solutions 
Delivery GM, Huawei Technologies, STC, 
and CISCO systems.

Ali  Al  Asiri 
C E O ,

E - G O V E R N M E N T  P R O G R A M  ( Y E S S E R )

Public entities are working to embrace the Kingdom’s social 
media culture and leverage it for greater transparency and 
collaboration between the state and citizens.

vices, improve management of resources 
through smarter spending, and link the 
money invested in programs and services 
to the outcomes they produce for citizens, 
boosting accountability and trust in the 
process. Our efforts will focus on the use 
of emerging technology to deliver bet-
ter public value. Our third area of focus 
will revolve around open data. We have 
a refreshed second version of our Open 
Data Portal, which now hosts around 
5,000 datasets from across different cat-
egories including health, social services, 
education, and more. Fourthly, a digital 
government could lead to greater vulner-
ability of cyber attacks. We will work with 
ministries and the National Cybersecurity 
Authority to enable and support the gov-
ernment in protecting critical citizen data 
and securely grow our digital government 
through preventative cybersecurity and 
privacy measures. We will ensure that en-
tities prioritize the privacy and security of 
all our citizens and the sensitive data we 
exchange to build a safe digital Kingdom. 
Finally, Yesser will continue its efforts 
through the national office established to 
govern IT deployment and support gov-
ernment entities in building standards, 
measurements, practices, and architec-
ture to deploy IT effectively and efficiently 
within their respective EA functions. ✖

What do you envision as your role within the 
sector?
As our nation embarks on a journey to 
realize unprecedented levels of digiti-
zation with a digital government, smart 
city initiatives, and a more perfect har-
nessing of data, citizens are increasing-
ly expecting digital experiences that are 
more citizen-centric. As such, we are 
working to develop this digital ecosys-
tem, which is currently helping the gov-
ernment navigate the digital transfor-
mation. Our focus remains on unifying 
digitization efforts across the govern-
ment and ensuring every entity strives 
to work towards one shared purpose 
for the betterment of our nation. We are 
also collaborating with representatives 
from all ministries to streamline their 
respective digital strategies. Our core 
aim through the creation of this digital 
ecosystem is to ensure that citizens are 
satisfied in terms of IT efficiency and the 
public functions-related digital services 
that improve their quality of life. The 
goal of this is to build a digital public sec-
tor worthy of the Kingdom’s future.

What new technologies will that entail?
We plan to create a culture of innovation 
in our organization and across the entire 
public sector that will help resolve gov-
ernment problems, increase efficiency, 
and better serve the populace. To do this, 
we will shortly launch an innovation plat-
form to help bring the best ideas beyond 
their conceptual phase. This will include 
working on robots and AI.

What are your plans and expectations for the 
year ahead, apart from your immediate prior-
ities?
To create a digitally enabled public sector 
of the future, we must focus on five criti-
cal areas. The first includes an enhanced 
customer experience in which we make it 
easier for citizens to use government ser-
vices. Today’s citizens expect public ser-
vices to be as personalized and responsive 
as the services they get from the private 
sector. So we need to reimagine how dig-
ital can be used to enhance the citizen’s 
end-to-end experience. This requires the 
adoption of a ‘citizen-first’ culture and 
mindset in designing policies and de-
livering services. The ultimate goal is to 
improve the quality of service, promote 
transparent and efficient interaction, en-
hance the level of public trust in govern-
ment, and drive better citizen outcomes. 
Acknowledging the fact that the Kingdom 
is home to a young population with high 
social media usage, we will work with gov-
ernment entities to embrace our social 
media culture and leverage it for greater 
transparency and collaboration between 
government and citizens. Here, we will 
also continue our efforts to increase our 
ranking in the UN e-Government Survey 
to the top 30 by 2020. We will also focus 
on optimizing the return on public in-
vestment and find sustainable ways to fi-
nance public services and infrastructure. 
Digital technologies create opportunities 
to explore new models for providing ser-

THE GREAT
reliability boon

“We need to 
reimagine how 
digital can be used 
to enhance the 
citizen’s end-to-end 
experience, which 
requires the adoption 
of a ‘citizen-first’ 
culture and mindset 
in designing policies 
and delivering 
services.”



حكومة رقمية فاعلة
محورها المواطن
An efficient 

Digital government
that puts Citizen First



145Digital Economy

I N T E R V I E W

Esam Alwagait 
C E O ,

N AT I O N A L  D I G I TA L  T R A N S F O R M AT I O N  U N I T 

How have you advanced on your projects in 
the fields of health, education, e-commerce, 
and smart cities?
For us, 2018 was a year of building up 
Saudi Arabia’s capacities and creating 
the platform that we will continue in 
2019. In e-commerce, we were pleased 
to see the concept of digital payments 
launched in 2018. Lead by the Saudi Ara-
bian Monetary Agency (SAMA), there are 
now four players: STC Pay, HalalaH, Ap-
ple Pay, and Bayan Pay. When it comes 
to digital health, the Ministry of Health 
launched telemedicine in a number 
of locations, which was well received 
during demonstrations. Telemedicine 
works well for patients in rural areas who 
need to connect with specialists in large 
cities. A proof-of-concept was launched 
in several cities, enabling people to at-
tend a local hospital with teleconfer-
encing technology. This technology 
allows for vital information to be trans-
mitted in real time, allowing physicians 
to assess patient health and provide 
care without requiring patients to trav-
el long distances. This saves time and 
money and allows patients to receive 
the necessary care in a convenient way. 
The next step is building unified medi-
cal records, which the National Health 
Information Center is working on now. 
In the field of education, the Ministry of 
Education had a strong build-up of vir-
tual schools. In 2019, it launched a pro-
gram to broadcast real-time education-
al materials from classrooms in main 
cities to virtual classes in rural regions, 

providing high-quality learning oppor-
tunities across the country. We expect 
to quadruple our 2018 numbers in vir-
tual schools. For smart cities, one of our 
ongoing projects is the Smart District, 
a district in Riyadh fully equipped with 
the latest IoT advancements. Lastly, we 
inked a new agreement with the Nation-
al Industrial Development and Logistics 
Program in January 2019. 

How are you positioning yourself to collabo-
rate within the field, for example, with Yesser?
We collaborate with Yesser mainly in the 
field of e-government, but our mandate 
is wider. We worked with Yesser and the 
National Information Center in 2018 to 
connect 40 government agencies and 
ended up connecting 69 government 
entities with a Single Sign-On (SSO) 
through the National e-Government 
Portal. Our aim to reach 100 connected 
entities by the end of 2019 is a major step 
to ease the login process for individuals 
to access government services across 
every sector. Yesser has large and am-
bitious projects, and we play the role of 
facilitator and coordinator. We hope to 
see many of these projects launched in 
2019. We are pushing to utilize the Gov-
ernment Service Bus for government 

BIO 

Esam Alwagait has broad academic, 
ICT, and executive experience and 
was appointed CEO of the National 
Digitization Unit in 2018. In 2019, the 
organization rebranded as National 
Digital Transformation Unit. Prior to this, 
he served for two years as the deputy 
minister of foreign affairs. He started 
his career at King Saud University as a 
portal and e-services manager before 
becoming assistant professor at the 
College of Computer and Information 
Sciences and dean of e-transactions and 
communications. He also served as a 
consultant to the Ministry of Education. 
Alwagait has a bachelor’s from King 
Saud University, a master’s from the 
University of Southern California, and a 
PhD from the Polytechnic University of 
Valencia, all in computer science.

Teleconferencing technology for healthcare 
and virtual classrooms are but two ways that 
digitalization will transform the rural Saudi landscape. 

entities to make their data available for 
other government entities, which will 
link the entire government. We made 
progress in 2018 by unifying portals, and 
in 2019 that remains a major target. We 
want to unify areas such as visas, licens-
ing, education, and employment. We 
have established the governance for this 
and hope to launch it in 2019. The new 
entities we developed are meant to en-
sure that governance can be effectively 
implemented. ✖

benevolent arm
OF THE STATE

“We want to unify areas such as visas, 
licensing, education, and employment.  
We have established the governance for  
this and hope to launch it in 2019.”
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Majid Saad Alarif i 
M A R K E T I N G  V I C E  P R E S I D E N T, 
E L M

Waleed Aldawesh 
C E O ,
P R I M E  G AT E

Fahad Alruwail i 
D I R E C T O R ,
A R A B I A N  F O R  S C I E N C E  & 
T E C H N O L O G Y  C O M PA N Y  ( A S T C )

SINCE ITS ESTABLISHMENT, Elm has 
taken the initiative to help transform 
and make the lives of citizens and expats 
easier, as well as collaborating with the 
government and private sectors to reach 
a new level in terms of its services. Since 
2002, we have been making a huge effort 
with our clients to primarily change the 
mindset when it comes to service deliv-
ery. This includes improving the quality 
of services provided and understanding 
how to work with real data, rather than 
continuing with an old-fashioned ap-
proach. Under the government's vision, 
we are all looking at data as the new oil, 
whereby Elm is focusing on the data it-
self. Therefore, Elm is transforming itself 
into a digital, not just an IT, company. 
We are also focusing on the customer 
journey through omni-channel plat-
forms, trying to build our services both 
for government and private sectors. 
When it comes to Hajj, we look at the 
pilgrim to comprehend the full cycle of 
their journey, from the moment they 
start to think about going to Hajj until 
they return home. 

50% OF OUR BUSINESS is in telecommu-
nications infrastructure, and 50% is in IT 
solutions related to managed services or 
targeted businesses such as cybersecu-
rity or digital information based on mar-
ket demands and our own expertise. In 
the telecoms sector, there is continuous 
and vast growth potential, with demand 
from both the government and leading 
operators. Our expertise is in managed 
services, sales, and the roll-out of net-
works. We have also started on mobile 
communication infrastructure and the 
power provision thereof, which is an-
other division with enormous potential, 
especially in civil construction. Our 
clients include the Ministry of Interior, 
MODA, and other public entities, as well 
as operators like STC, Mobily, Zain, ITC, 
and Dawiyat. All of them are working on 
mobile network expansion, which they 
require as the backbone of their oper-
ations. Telecommunication operators 
are always under pressure from CITC to 
meet government targets as part of the 
broader 2022 transformation or Vision 
2030 by increasing their network capac-
ity and bringing their technology up to 
speed for inclusive coverage. 

WITHIN ASTC, we are focused on two 
tracks: telecommunications and IT solu-
tions. That includes projects related to 
fiber connection, telecom systems, and 
microwaves, in addition to delivering IT 
solutions when it comes to enterprise 
level solutions, such as ERP and cyber 
security. We also collaborate with King 
Abdulaziz City for Science & Technol-
ogy (KACST) on multiple projects, one 
of which is delivering a cartographic 
algorithm for securing communication 
between classified entities. Over time, 
our company has grown and absorbed 
new business lines through partnering 
with startups, bringing us in the role of 
incubator and accelerator. Often, we are 
approached to validate certain business 
models and/or propose IT solutions for 
certain problems. In 2018, we started 
the Business Innovation Unit, whose 
goal is to reimagine the existing busi-
ness models and processes and bring in 
new technologies. Instead of providing 
a solution to a client, sometimes it is 
better to completely revamp operations 
in order to address deeper challenges. 
This has led to another new entity called 
Trustti, which is entirely focused on 
blockchain, AI, and IoT. 

LOCAL IT
When it comes to expanding a workable marketplace solution,  
scalability must be the first priority for any firm determined to endure. 
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Abdullah Al  Zahrani 
C E O ,
C O N TA C T  C E N T E R  C O M PA N Y 
( C C C )

Ahmed Hamdan 
C E O ,
U N I F O N I C

Amjad A Hafez 
C E O ,
N O U R N E T

THE CONTACT CENTER BUSINESS became 
an industry in and of itself; it is like the 
telecom, BFSI, or airlines industries. 
So CCC is working on bringing the best 
practices from all over the world with a 
local flavor: CCC is a joint-venture com-
pany between two well-known giants, 
STC and Global US Startek (a US-listed 
company in more than 13 countries, 
with more than 50,000 employees 
globally), which gives CCC a better 
insight on the latest methodologies and 
professional practices in the market and 
how we can utilize them in enhancing 
the overall customer experience journey 
in the Kingdom. All the aforementioned 
have given us the advantage to manage 
more than 20 big accounts from various 
industries. Recently, we signed three-
year contracts with the National Water 
Company, the Ministry of Housing, 
Saudi Post, and Saudi Customs. What’s 
more, CCC is one of the biggest com-
panies aligned with the government’s 
Vision 2030 to better empower women. 
With 1,200 female employees and 99% 
Saudization in our operation staff, we 
are encouraging others in our industry 
to follow our approach. 

WHEN IT COMES TO how we became a 
cloud-based communication platform, 
it all started in 2006 while I was in 
college; I was studying to be an engi-
neer and was involved in many clubs. 
We always needed to communicate 
with the members of the clubs, which is 
where I faced the challenge of send-
ing messages to groups of people. So 
together with my brother, we started 
figuring out a solution to send multiple 
recipients messages with one click. Two 
years later, I realized this concept was 
scalable, and it could be expanded into 
a business. In the last 10 years, we have 
monitored market trends in technology 
advancements, and are moving toward 
what the customer demand is. We have 
launched multiple products and entered 
several markets, but we’ve also shut 
down offices that were not productive. 
In terms of our company’s evolution, 
we always need to focus on what is right 
for the customer and what the future is. 
Cloud computing and communication 
is a growing industry with new ideas 
evolving every day. 

NOURNET STARTED as an infrastructure 
provider for connectivity two decades 
ago, and we have been providing man-
aged IT services for the last seven years. 
Our model is asset light; we do not own 
the infrastructure but get it from the 
operators. We show our customers the 
solutions designed for them. The Saudi 
market has the infrastructure, though 
the market, especially the corporate 
segment, lacks specialist attention and 
a customized look at their IT communi-
cation requirements. NourNet sought 
to fill that gap. We use new technolo-
gies, like the cloud, as our tools to offer 
better services to our customers. We 
have a new carrier-neutral data center 
in eastern Riyadh used as the crystal for 
our next generation services, such as the 
public and private cloud, connectivity, 
collaboration, and collocation offering. 
We offer the whole nine yards, from 
basic connectivity services up to a full 
cloud service. 2018 was an interesting 
year, because we saw a major shift in 
market trends where many customers 
started adapting private cloud solutions, 
especially new, semi-government en-
tities born out of the Kingdom's Vision 
2030.
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In the past year, what key changes have you seen in the 
IT sector in Saudi Arabia?
The ICT sector in Saudi Arabia has gone through 
a major transformation recently. ICT is an integral 
part of our economy, and isolating ICT as a sepa-
rate sector is not necessarily accurate today. The 
distinction between the ICT sector and other busi-
nesses is now becoming blurred. This is not only 
the case in Saudi Arabia, but a global trend. We 
work in many sectors. We initially started with the 
Ministry of Labor and Social Development but are 
now working with other sectors such as education 
and health. Tamkeen’s role is to provide IT services 
and solutions that help government agencies solve 
problems in either a self-sustainable mode or at a 
reduced cost. Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030 has an ag-
gressive plan to reform, and technology is an inte-
gral part of this plan.

What key areas will you focus on in the medium term? 
Our focus in 2019 will be to continue to develop 
the leads we generated through our PPP initiatives, 
and hopefully we will witness an increased adop-
tion rate. One way to reduce the government’s IT 
costs is to migrate hosting its IT systems such that 
they are hosted in country and managed by local 
IT service providers such as Tamkeen or to at least 
adopt managed IT services as an alternative to run-
ning their own data centers or hiring outsourced IT 
employees. The adoption and utilization of open-
source technologies as an alternative to the tradi-
tional commercial software packages is another 
area that we will focus on in 2019. Tamkeen has de-
veloped several products to address new govern-
ment issues, especially in traditional systems such 
as enterprise resource planning (ERP), project 
management, and strategy management. We have 
an excellent track record in deploying and custom-
izing open-source solutions, especially for ERP sys-
tems in the private and semi-government sectors. 
We will focus more on that and soon provide full 
ERP solutions for the government sector. Current-
ly, our ERP solution is targeted at small to medium 

BIO 

Mohammed AlShaibi is 
currently CEO of Tamkeen 
Technologies, a government-
owned company specializing 
in providing high-quality IT 
services to its clients, including 
information security. A highly 
experienced senior executive 
and respected leader in the 
area of information technology 
and information security, he has 
demonstrated his ability to lead 
diverse teams of professionals 
to achieve high levels of 
success in a variety of different 
fields. He has an impressive 
record of accomplishment 
spanning over 25 years of 
work in the government sector 
and four years in the private 
sector, first as VP for product 
management at the Takamol 
Holding Company before 
moving to his current position in 
Tamkeen Technologies.

Tamkeen is dedicated to 
transforming the local IT sector by 
not only providing quality jobs for all 
Saudis, but also helping the Kingdom 
fulfill its goals via technology.

government agencies, as a viable option to com-
mercial products that have significantly higher 
capital and operational costs, especially if there is 
a need to integrate with either custom-built sys-
tems or systems from other vendors. Current proj-
ect management tools are not fully integrated with 
ERP tools, so we are working on a solution that in-
tegrates tightly with our ERP systems, for which we 
see great demand.

Are you seeing a change as government agencies work to 
achieve their KPIs for 2020?
Most government agencies are actively working to 
achieve their 2020 National Transformation goals, 
and most heads of government organizations want 
tools to monitor the execution of these projects. 
We have developed a simple solution targeted at 
executives and ministers and have proposed it to 
some government agencies. It has been received 
extremely well, and in 2019, we will actively pro-
mote it to other government sectors. Since we al-
ready have prebuilt products and components, it 
is extremely easy and quick for us to respond to 
varying requests by customizing our prebuilt com-
ponents to address the demands of the various 
government sectors. Many are approaching the 
deadline and realizing they are late. Everyone has 
deliverables, and we give them a viable option. We 
have a proven success story and a great reputation 
in the market.

In 2019, do you expect to derive revenue from PPP and 
open source?
We expect PPP will still be a significant portion of 
our business with managed services also expect-
ed to grow significantly. However, Tamkeen is not 
only in it for the financial rewards; we are a gov-
ernment-owned company, and our main goal is to 
provide high-quality jobs in the IT sector for Saudi 
citizens, male or female, while helping the public 
sector achieve its 2020 National Transformation 
goals and ultimately help us all achieve Saudi Ara-
bia’s Vision 2030. ✖

transformation AHEAD
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potential

 

Creates solutions 
for government 
agencies on a 
PPP model
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Dawiyat Integrated plays a very important role in 
the Kingdom's Vision 2030 and the National Trans-
formation Program 2020 because it is a company 
with a unique business model, as in it’s wholesale 
infrastructure provider that sets on top of the 
most extensive power network infrastructure 
assets in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia where the 
power pathway connects every single home and 
business entity within the Kingdom. Dawiyat 
Integrated has built its new network infrastruc-
ture and systems capabilities on top of a very 
robust electrical network, utilizing existing power 
ducts infrastructure across the Kingdom through 
local substations', overhead and underground 
fiber networks across all cities, towns and ham-
lets. What we have proven is how we can take that 
core infrastructure and rapidly rollout cities more 
e�ciently and maximixe economic value.
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Abdullah Al-Dosari 
C E O ,

T 2

How can T2 be a part of the Kingdom’s com-
prehensive IT transformation? 
T2 is positioned at the heart of the digi-
talization process of the Saudi economy 
as it seeks to improve interconnectivity 
and the security of the IT ecosystem. In 
2014, we started as a company with one 
clear product, RiCH, to solve the inter-
communication challenge that we saw 
in the market, especially when it comes 
to reaching end customers. With RiCH, 
enterprises can communicate with 
their clients using fax, email, SMS, and 
voice calls in an easier and more secure 
way. From its first deal in 2014 worth 
SAR200,000, today RiCH’s revenue is 
SAR85 million; SMS traffic went from 50 
million to 6 billion in four years. Our 40-
42 clients are split between government 
entities, banking institutions, and very 
large corporations. In 2016, we launched 
Ole5 (Olly five), a system for digital cor-
respondence (Morasalat) to track and 
manage huge amounts of internal and 
incoming and outgoing messages and 
letters between large government par-
ties with the broader goal of promoting 
a paperless environment and e-services 
to reduce the cost of operations and in-
crease efficiencies. Our first client was 
one of the largest ministries, which was 
looking for a solution that entailed the 
maximum level of security. As such, we 
offered an almost unbreakable techno-
logical solution which was later certified 
by international security experts to guar-
antee the highest standards of security. 
Today, Ole5 is facilitating hundreds of 
thousands of e-correspondence origi-
nated from more than 100 countries, as 
well as Saudi Customs and the General 

Authority for Sports—the type of player 
we continue to target. Our third product 
is Akeed, an access control management 
system that works with the various secu-
rity devices to manage and track entry 
and exit actions. Demand for traceabil-
ity will rise, which we seek to exploit. 
Finally, we recently launched our fourth 
product, ReeDoo, an Arab OCR that 
seeks to achieve a paperless environ-
ment by scanning documents into a dig-
ital format. 

What is the best way to increase the security 
of the IT ecosystem in Saudi Arabia?
A proper and advanced information se-
curity ecosystem requires two factors: 
awareness from the client and tailored 
solutions according to the size and na-
ture of the client. Both the government 
and private sector need to understand 
that we face a growing threat from the 
increased presence of technology in 
our lives. So far, we still rely on a mod-
el that pushes us to understand how 
important information security is only 
after something happens to us. This 
approach means that larger efforts are 
placed on mitigating the consequences 
of the damage, rather than preventing it. 
It should work in the opposite way. The 
internet and growing interconnectivity 
of our world are increasing the exposure 
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Abdullah Al-Dosari is an experienced 
leader with more than 18 years in the 
field of technology and telecoms. He 
is an expert in business modeling, 
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management. He is currently chairman 
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manager for Holool Aloula and held 
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MBA from King Fahad University of 
Petroleum and Minerals and a bachelor’s 
in computer science from King Saud 
University.

With risks growing due to the increased presence of technology in 
everyday life, IT security has never been more necessary. 

of confidential and private data, and it 
is important to act accordingly. At the 
same time, delivering tailored solutions 
will allow the sector to grow organically. 
Saudi Arabia has a lot of opportunities 
for several IT companies, but the chal-
lenge will be to find the right segments 
that suit them. Positioning is key to 
gaining expertise and bringing value to 
the market. ✖

the security
OF FORESIGHT

“T2 is positioned at the heart of the digitalization 
process of the Saudi economy, as it seeks to 
improve interconnectivity and the security of the IT 
ecosystem.”



A Global Software vendor with over 
25 years of experience

info@everteam-gs.com

+ 966 11 208 6050

www.everteam.com

Platinum Center, O�ce 304 – 2136 Abqaiq 
Al Zahra – Riyadh 12811 – 7492 – Saudi Arabia

Pro�ciencies

CloudMobility Security

Blockchain IntegrationsArti�cial
Intelligence

Undoubtably, the Kingdom of Saudi 
Arabia has always been a major player 
in Everteam’s group strategy and one 
of the most signi�cant markets in the 
Middle East and Gulf region.

While KSA is witnessing a journey of 
transformation, vision 2030 prompted 
government and private entities to 
consider updating strategies and 
plans and to put more e�ort toward 
modernizing their capabilities 
and services.

In order to achieve Saudi’s Vision of 
creating smart cities and in alignment 
with the National Transformation 
Program 2020, everteam developed 
the biggest G2G auditing platform 
which linked more than 180 government 
entities within the Kingdom in various 
sectors including civil and military 
bodies, institutions and companies. 

The ultimate goal of this plan is 
to automate all business procedures 
by connecting more than 1000 
governmental and semi-governmental 
entities with the Smart Electronic 
Auditing Platform.

What We O�er

• Data  Integration
• Big Data & Analytics

• Dynamic Case Management
• Correspondence Automation 

• Document Management
• Digital Assets Management

• Physical Archive Management
• Records Management

Everteam is constantly working on 
developing strategies in order to 
collaborate with new customers 
and help them achieve their own 
targets, and being locally present 
in Saudi Arabia Everteam is always 
ready to give an expert consultation 
regarding Digital Transformation Plans.

Data Management Process Automation Content Services Information Governance (ISO)
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What role will ICT play in shaping the country 
in its path toward Vision 2030, and what gaps 
can still be filled en-route to the country’s dig-
ital transformation? 
Saudi Arabia is among the leading coun-
tries in EMEA and is set to achieve a 4.2% 
increase in IT spending. In a recent study 
published by Technavio in November 
2018, the Saudi IT market is forecasted 
to grow at a CAGR close to 9% from 2019 
to 2023. While the country’s main ambi-
tions require progress on the technology 
side, this has been translated by its will-
ingness to invest in building a robust IT 
sector and making the journey to digital 
business. In its efforts to realize Vision 
2030, the National Digitization Unit is 
ensuring the transformation to a digital 
society in many ways, with digital plat-
forms at its core. There is definitely less 
familiarity with more advanced types of 
technologies in Saudi Arabia, but at the 
same time there is a willingness to pub-
licly support these developments. While 
the primary aim of Vision 2030 is to 
provide better quality government-de-
livered services, we expect to see an 
increased use of cloud computing, an 
increased development with AI, and an 
increased demand for e-governance.

What are the main features of the Saudi mar-
ket, and how do you expect the business land-
scape to evolve in the medium term?
Saudi Arabia is the biggest market in the 
region; its size and population are larger 
than all the other markets combined. It 
is becoming the ICT center of technol-
ogy in the region due to further invest-
ments in AI and machine learning. The 

needs we are witnessing lately fit into 
the e-government services such as em-
ployment programs, e-learning services, 
passports, civil affairs, traffic updates 
and control, online issuance of com-
mercial registers, and online payment 
services, among others. In addition, we 
expect that demand will grow mostly 
in solutions related to data integration, 
analytics, and visualization. Big data is 
also important, and the key lies in seeing 
how we can transform these technolog-
ical trends into a real promise that can 
benefit all people. 

What major challenges do IT companies face 
when dealing with data management?
While new technologies are transforming 
key aspects of business, legacy systems 
are holding others back, limiting inno-
vation, opportunity, and engagement. 
The main challenge remains in under-
standing and exploiting the data that 
existed in those legacy systems, while 
keeping up with new data coming from 
new sources. Advanced data manage-
ment tools are needed to collect, cleanse, 
convert, segment, code, and consolidate 
content data from disparate content 
sources for a centralized aggregated “Big 
Data” that is then ready for analysis. 
Whether legacy or new data, discovering 
what is beyond these repositories to un-
cover the real information is a challenge 
in itself that can be addressed in two 
approaches. The conventional one is to 
migrate data to a unified repository and 
integrate entities, while the newer trend 
is to keep the data where it is but search 
and analyze it from a centralized place. 

BIO 

Bilal Hmedeh is the executive manager 
and board member of Everteam. An 
experienced manager in leading major 
digital transformation strategies in 
the MEA region, before his tenure at 
Everteam, he covered managerial 
positions at Netway, where he was in 
charge of the entire GCC region. He holds 
an MBA from Walden University and a 
B.S. in applied mathematics from the 
Lebanese University, where he started 
off his career as a software engineer.

Increased demand for cloud computing and e-governance will each 
prove sizable long-term boons to the sector. 

That being said, the real data manage-
ment challenge in my opinion comes 
in two stages: knowing what data exists 
and understanding it. Complex data 
needs complex processing. Techniques 
adopted include computer vision, cog-
nitive services, intelligent recognition, 
and entity extraction. Other tools such 
as video, image, and object analysis also 
allow us to extract the needed informa-
tion from images and videos, convert the 
various documents in order to render 
them readable, segment them in order to 
separate the various entities, and extract 
the various entities and use them as the 
key attributes for later indexing, linking, 
search, and analytics. ✖

the transformative 
SOURCE
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What role do you and the larger Saudi market 
play in the global innovation arena?

THAMER ALHARBI Elm is a leading orga-
nization in terms of public service and 
bringing forth the country’s digitaliza-
tion agenda. This partnership is aimed 
at encouraging technical capabilities in 
the field of machine learning, AI, busi-
ness intelligence, and big data. Elm has 
partnered with many governmental in-
dustries to help them achieve the mile-
stones needed to reach Vision 2030. Elm 
has also been influential in the digitali-
zation of the public sectors. It was time 
for Microsoft, with all its efforts with the 
public and private sector, to align itself 
with Elm to maximize the impact we can 
bring to various sectors. There is a great 
deal Microsoft has been doing and will 
continue to do in this respect. Micro-
soft provides this digitalization in terms 
of products, services, capabilities, and 
partnerships, while Elm has all the local 
presence expertise. This combination 
will have a significant impact.

ISSA AL-KHAMEES Since HPE was estab-
lished in Saudi Arabia in 1985, we have 
been focusing on the digital transfor-
mation of the Kingdom. We are proud 
of our position and contribution, and 
we support the country in many ways 
by empowering the different areas that 
affect the quality of life for our citizens, 
residents, and visitors. This includes 
supporting financial services, health-
care services, telecoms, and government 
e-services. Hybrid IT is a business differ-
entiator that enables companies to focus 
on what matters. In fact, our infrastruc-
ture solutions department called Hybrid 
IT is where our employees, along with 
our partners, work continuously to cre-
ate new solutions that solve problems or 
enhance services.

How are companies incorporating cloud com-
puting and AI into their everyday operations? 

THE CLOUD 
Though AI, machine learning, business intelligence, and big data 
are all crucial to the long-term digitalization of the Kingdom, few 
innovations are as important in the immediate term as getting firms 
onto the cloud. 

TA Saudi Arabia’s initial foray into AI was 
in 2008 when USD13 million was invest-
ed in virtual and augmented reality tech-
nology. A further USD535 million was 
spent in 2018, mainly across two major 
transactions related to the IoT. Invest-
ment in this area has been the mainstay 
of Saudi activity over the past decade. 
Today, Saudi companies, particularly at 
the C-suite level and especially amongst 
executive managers, are aware of the 
emergence of AI technologies, their ap-
plications for business, and the econom-
ic ramifications of not keeping up to date. 
A report commissioned by Microsoft and 
conducted by EY reveals that 16% of Sau-
di businesses today are currently using 
AI across their business processes and a 
further 26% are actively planning AI ac-
tivity. That said, many other companies, 
and some entire sectors, are still a long 
way from implementing this technology, 
an issue that largely comes down to jus-
tifying how AI will provide a meaningful 
ROI, complicated legacy IT systems, a 
lack of relevantly skilled personnel, and 
insufficient or poor-quality data. Still, 
the report clearly indicates that progress 
is being made, and we expect Saudi com-
panies generally to continue to improve 
in AI maturity over the next few years. 

IAK Cloud Computing is a solid trend as 
it brings many benefits to the country. 
HPE today is engaged in many cloud 
projects in the country with the public 
and private sectors as well as with ser-
vice providers. With our partners, we 
help link the country to our own cloud 
aggregator platform, Cloud 28+, a world-
wide platform that helps cloud services 
providers, technology partners, and con-
sumers look for the right answers. We do 
not only look at the cloud as a technolo-
gy, we actually created a financial model 
to support cloud users, a pay-as-you-go 
program known as HPE GreenLake. It 
has more than eight services. Our clients 
only pay as much they use. ✖
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How do you expect demand for the Live Travel Space 
to evolve? 
Today, our Amadeus Travel Channels business 
embraces the concept of Live Travel Space, 
a new concept powered by cloud technolo-
gy called Amadeus Travel Platform, a robust 
platform built on open systems that harnesses 
the intelligent use of data and integrates new 
interfaces and architectures to provide our 
travel channels with B2B- and B2C-level ac-
cess to all global travel content in one single 
place. As 80% of consumers worldwide now 
own smartphones, travelers expect informa-
tion on demand for new content, destinations, 
and a better booking experience. At Amadeus, 
we develop technology every day, harnessing 
the intelligent use of data and integrating new 
devices and architectures to deliver personal-
ized and integrated journeys. Our technology 
ensures transparency, choice, and simplicity 
for travelers and gives our customers the tools 
to drive growth and efficiency. ✖

What role does Amadeus play in Saudi Arabia’s digi-
tal transformation, and how are its priorities aligned 
with Vision 2030?
Amadeus is a global technology company list-
ed on the Spanish Stock Exchange with 19,000 
employees connecting over 1.6 billion peo-
ple a year to local travel providers in over 190 
countries. The company started more than 30 
years ago as an IT system provider for airlines 
before evolving into a leading company pro-
viding advanced-technology solutions for the 
global travel industry. Technology has always 
been critical to developing global travel, and 
increasing scale and access, something that 
mobile devices, AI, and data analytics are con-
tinuing. As such, we are positioned at the heart 
of the country’s digital transformation. 

BIO 

Leading Amadeus Saudi Arabia for over 
14 years, Nashat Bukhari has extensive 
experience in the travel industry 
(global distribution systems, travel 
channels, airline IT, low cost carriers, 
flight operations, IT solutions and 
communications). He helped Amadeus 
accelerate its business growth and 
market dominance through successful 
PR and digital marketing. In 2017, he 
was honored as best general manager 
and nominated as a top performer 
and highest achiever within Amadeus 
across the MENA region. He held 
several managerial positions with Saudi 
Arabian Airlines in Jeddah and with the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Riyadh as 
a computer engineer. He holds a BS in 
computer science and engineering and 
an EMBA from King Fahd University of 
Petroleum and Minerals in Dhahran. 



Education e-Solutions is an ISO 9001:2015 
innovative solutions provider based in Jeddah, 
established with the mission to become 
pedagogical and business enablers for both 
academic and corporate institutions by providing 
end-to-end services, offering best practices, 
and implementing solutions with a key focus on 
change management.

Education e-Solutions is focused 
on open innovation and education 
technologies such as augmented reality 
(AR), virtual reality (VR), 3D, artificial 
intelligence (AI), predictive or adaptive 
learning, Raspberry Pi, and IoT.

Education e-Solutions has strategic partnerships 
with many global leading vendors in VR such 
as Worldviz, German Medical Reference (GMR), 
and Veative; IT vendors such as Microsoft, STC, 
Sahara, Cisco, Capita, SMART Technologies, and 
more; educators; and researchers, adhering to 
quality design and delivering integrated solutions 
to its clients.

6127 Ahmad Al-Qari Street, Sari Road, Az-Zahraa District, Jeddah – 23424
Phone: 920013387 (Toll Free)  |  Twitter: @edu_esolutions 

info@edu-esolutions.com  |  www.edu-esolutions.com

EDUCATION E-SOLUTIONS BRINGS INNOVATIVE SOLUTIONS  
TO ITS CLIENTS THROUGH NATIONAL INITIATIVES, ADVISORY, AND CONSULTING & SMART SOLUTIONS

CO-CREATION 
IS AT OUR HEART

Big Innovation Centre: The hub of innovative companies and 
organizations, thought leaders, and ‘what works’ open innovators.

Saudi Arabia: Bugshan Building King Abdulaziz Road Al-Wazarat Riyadh, Saudi Arabia
Email: info-me@biginnovationcentre.com  |  www.biginnovationcentre.com

Big Innovation Centre seeks to build a global innovation hub by 2025, create 
great companies, and make the world more purposeful and inclusive through the 
enormous potential of technology, creativity, and innovation.
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SBM was recently awarded the IBM Beacon 
Award for having the world’s best software 
defined storage (SDS) solutions. Could you 
tell us about this? 
In 2019, SBM earned the coveted IBM 
Beacon Award for being the foremost 
solutions provider for SDS at the recent 
IBM Think conference in San Francisco. 
The award recognizes SBM’s exceptional 
work in driving commercial business val-
ue by delivering world-class solutions via 
SDS. SBM succeeded in displacing one of 
the most competitive products used by 
our client by positioning IBM SDS along-
side IBM ALL Flash and SVC. This helped 
our client better manage and provision 
its storage and prepare itself for digital 
transformation. This solution will also 
help our client accelerate the imple-
mentation of AI and analytics that will 
support its business and reduce the time 
to market. With this great success story, 
IBM is now in a strong position in the 
Saudi market as one of the foremost SDS 
solutions providers. This win is a testa-
ment of our commitment to innovation 
and customer satisfaction.

Can you tell us more about your activities in 
the fintech space?
We have implemented numerous im-
portant projects for the financial indus-
try in the Kingdom, including banks, fi-
nancial institutions, and SAMA. The idea 
is to ensure that transactions are done in 
a transparent way and making sure we 
are able to stop potentially fraudulent or 
improper activity as quickly as possible. 
We seek to help institutions integrate 
their systems so they can immediately 
understand and curb any unauthorized 

or improper activity in a more consistent 
and accurate way.

Under the digital transformation drive of Vi-
sion 2030, there many opportunities for global 
and local IT companies. How are you position-
ing SBM to take advantage of these?
In 2019, innovation is a major focus area 
for SBM; we are working hard to build 
solutions using emerging technologies 
such as AI, blockchain, robotic process 
automation, and IoT. With our Design 
Thinking Workshops, we help organi-
zations identify potential use cases and 
create disruptive business models. Es-
sentially, we seek to work with technol-
ogies that make digitalization as simple 
as possible. This is needed to meet the 
ambitions of Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030, 
whose milestones will play a central role 
in diversifying the Saudi economy or de-
veloping public service sectors such as 
health, education, and tourism. Digita-
lization is the future, and SBM strives to 
be at the forefront of driving this change. 

What prospects do you see for cloud technol-
ogy, hybrid clouds, and data centers in the 
Kingdom?
Cloud technology is of vital importance 
for businesses and business solutions. In 
fact, it helps SMEs achieve their growth 
goals at a much quicker pace. By build-
ing and enhancing the private cloud 
solutions of our customers and clients, 

BIO 

Essam Alshiha joined SBM in 2002 as an 
account manager, after which he served 
in progressively senior roles. Before his 
appointment as CEO in 2017, he was 
VP of sales and COO of the company. 
He started his career at SABIC, after 
which he joined Al Khaleej Computers 
and ISE as a systems engineer and 
project manager. He holds a bachelor’s in 
computer science and engineering from 
King Fahd University of Petroleum and 
Minerals.

SBM’s recent IBM Beacon Award is a testament to its commitment 
to innovation and customer satisfaction.

SBM helps organizations transform 
their existing applications into this new 
micro-services architecture. This helps 
our enterprise-level clients address their 
business challenges and implement ag-
ile solutions. Companies like IBM have 
started to make strides in this area even 
though they are not the originators of 
these technologies. Oracle and Microsoft 
are still competitors, though there are 
other newcomers that we also have to 
deal with. SBM is both following the lead 
of IBM while also taking its own initia-
tives in these areas. ✖

making DIGITALIZATION simple

“We seek to help institutions integrate their 
systems so they can immediately understand and 
curb any unauthorized or improper activity.”



King Abdulaziz City for Science and Technology PO BOX 6086 Riyadh 11442 Kingdom of Saudi Arabia
www.maeen.sa -  info@maeen.sa - Twitter: @MaeenNetwork Tel: 00966114813933 Fax: 00966114813254

Maeen is a national research network that works in parallel with the current internet network to 
provide high-speed connectivity dedicated to serving scientific research and industrial purposes. 
It helps researchers benefit from the relevant services by creating a suitable environment for 
research and innovation in l ine with Saudi Vision 2030.

Maeen’s network infrastructure has the ability to meet research network’s requirements for quick Maeen’s network infrastructure has the ability to meet research network’s requirements for quick 
and efficient transfer of data between its subscribers and make use of unique research 
applications and services. In addition, it provides interconnectivity with other research networks in 
Europe, the US, and Asia to facil itate the communication with researchers around the world.

Maeen’s strengths:
Experience – Trustworthy – Neutral – %100 Saudi – Non-Profit

• High experience/expertise
• Globally recognized NREN
• Trusted by governmental authorities and regulators
• Leads and operates national initiatives: SAIX, MSSP

• Partnership relationship with members
• Neutral: maintains relations with everyone
• Non-profit organization
• %100 managed and operated by Saudis

TOWARD EXCELLENCE IN RESEARCH,
INNOVATION AND INDUSTRY
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How did Maeen come to be founded, and what 
role does it play within the digital transforma-
tion of the Kingdom?
In 1985, after the formation of GulfNet, 
we connected King Abdulaziz City for 
Science and Technology (KACST) to the 
Bitnet, the US research network at the 
time. In 1997, we first connected KACST 
to the internet, and then later the entire 
Kingdom. KACST was initially focused 
on the academic and research sectors, 
and the entire commercial segment was 
eventually outsourced to telecoms com-
panies in 2006. Given the increase in 
traffic, we later connected the research 
segment to Internet2, which led to the 
formation of Maeen. Today, 27 univer-
sities, 20 government institutes, seven 
research centers, and three hospitals are 
connected to Maeen. This unprecedent-
ed growth gave us the scope to enable 
the digital transformation across the 
Kingdom's education, research, health, 
and industry sectors as part of Vision 
2030.

What are your expectations for the short-term 
future, and how does Maeen position itself 
with regards to major industry developments?
We hope there will be a new global tech-
nology other than the internet; there 
are tests currently being done between 
GÉANT and Internet2 for a 400-GB in-
frastructure. There are many applica-
tions coming through the internet, and 
researchers do not like the noise that 

social and commercial applications are 
generating on the internet, which on the 
other hand are directly affecting the vol-
ume of traffic and latency required for 
research applications. As such, the first 
role of Maeen is to create a special chan-
nel for collaboration and integration that 
connects all research institutes, academ-
ic, and industry. Second, Maeen seeks 
to establish a portal that will integrate 
high-performance computing (HPC) to-
gether in the Kingdom, acting as an en-
abler of services. Third, it seeks to exploit 
its nature as a consortium to reduce the 
price of Maeen’s member connectivity 
even further than what the research and 
academic sectors are getting. For this 
reason, telecoms companies see Maeen 
as a competitor, which of course is not 
the case. Therefore, it will take effort to 
demonstrate that Maeen is a national 
initiative with whom telecoms compa-
nies are partners in success. At the mo-
ment, we are looking to work with all 
telecom companies and big internation-
al vendors, including Cisco and other 
big names. 

What is your strategy to work with industry?
Maeen currently seeks to address issues 
both on the applied research side and 
the fundamentals one. Regarding the lat-
ter, many research projects are not being 
developed because there is no integra-
tion between the research and academic 
sectors, on the one hand, and industry, 

BIO 

Ibrahim bin Salem Al-Shadokhi is the 
Director General of Saudi Research and 
Innovation Network (Maeen), a division 
of King Abdulaziz City for Science and 
Technology (KACST). Since graduating as 
a computer engineer from KSU, he has 
had more than 19 years of experience 
in networking, cybersecurity, business 
administration, and strategic planning. As 
a Saudi-born engineer and entrepreneur, 
he played a major role in establishing, 
managing, and operating the internet 
sector when it was first introduced by 
ISU/KACST, the main regulator. He also 
played a leading role in driving several 
national initiatives in the IT sector, 
including the Maeen Network and the 
Saudi Arabian Internet Exchange. He is 
also a member of the regional and global 
NREN community.

Maeen is working hard to convince leading telecoms players to join it 
in its quest to transform the Kingdom. 

on the other. This is why we are looking 
into developing the proper methodology 
to connect these research projects with 
corresponding industrial firms to turn 
them into products. On the other hand, 
industries will be able to find the suitable 
research or researcher to help imple-
ment their future initiatives without the 
need to invest in building their own R&D 
departments. ✖

a new kind of
INFRASTRUCTURE 





161Digital Economy

I N T E R V I E W

Waleed H.  Al  Harkan 
C E O ,
L E B A R A  M O B I L E

In August 2016, you launched the first Mobile Virtual Net-
work Enabler (MVNE) in collaboration with Huawei. How 
has this service advanced since then?
This service is a real differentiator for us. There 
are two types of MVNO: light or full. Light MVNO 
is focused on sales and marketing. By having this 
other platform, we are able to have more control. 
We can manage and define the product to a much 
greater degree. We managed to get the system up 
and running in the middle of 2016. Since the im-
plementation of this enabler, our key performance 
indicators have rapidly changed. When we devel-
oped this platform, we made sure we were able to 
do multiple MVNO services so we could connect 
with multiple MNOs. We are extremely dynamic 
now whenever there is a market opportunity and 
really able to shape our own future. 

What is your vision for the IT transformation of the King-
dom, and what role can Lebara play? 
Digital transformation is crucial for us and for tele-
coms and mobile services. We have seen many am-
bitious plans from the government for smart cities, 
traffic control, agriculture control, and security 
control, all of which require IoT. We plan on oper-
ating in the IoT space, but in a specific direction.

What are your strategic priorities for the year ahead?
Our ambitions are all driven by the goals of Vi-
sion 2030. We are working through success and 
survival. We can see the impact on every service 
provider in Saudi Arabia when it comes to technol-
ogy development. Every space is being positively 
impacted because these new technologies reduce 
overhead costs. In 2019, the government approved 
the e-commerce law. Many businesses are either 
adapting to the new law or establishing new op-
erations. Saudi Arabia’s retail environment will go 
through dramatic changes in the next year. The in-
troduction of 5G started in 2019, but we will really 
see its impact in 2020. We will also see new uses that 
will enable sectors we never before considered to 
automate some of their daily operations, which will 
also help different sectors—in particular, health. 
Elder care will change, and so will chronic disease 
care, and there will be many new business uses. ✖

Since launching Lebara in the Kingdom in late 2014, you 
have primarily targeted migrant communities with pay-
as-you-go SIM cards. Can you tell us more about your 
positioning in the market?
Our business model, launched in 2014, was in-
tended to target expats and was a strategy driven 
by our partner Lebara. This proposition allows us 
to approach our target market in a better way. Any 
mobile service provider will focus on a segment 
that can give it the most revenue per user. The 
expat population gives us volume instead of high 
revenue per customer. When we started with a fo-
cused market, we had an advantage. We did not 
have large assets in the beginning, and this strong 
focus was a key reason behind our early success. 
Now, we have just finished our first five years of 
operations. This knowledge of the market has 
given us an ability to focus on not just expats but 
middle- and low-income groups of foreign na-
tionals, both male and female. They need to man-
age their daily and monthly communications re-
quirements, whether voice or data. When you give 
the customer control, they really enjoy it. This is 
exactly what we are offering to these groups of 
consumers. 

Middle Eastern mobile markets have relatively high 
entry barriers for Mobile Virtual Network Operators 
(MVNO). You have, however, succeeded in capturing a 
significant market share. How did you succeed? 
This has not been an easy path. In the Middle 
East, it is difficult to launch companies such as 
ours. When we started our operations, the host 
network saw us as competition, not a partner. It 
was difficult to convince them, which we had to 
do through the growth in our business. However, 
we are not taking market share from them. In fact, 
we are helping them increase their own market 
share and revenue. This took a long time, and we 
have only managed to develop an understanding 
with our host providers in the last year or so. Saudi 
Arabia was the first in the Middle East to offer an 
MVNO license. Now, after five years of operations, 
we are seeing other GCC countries offer these li-
censes. They have seen the success of this model 
in Saudi Arabia and are interested in recreating it. 

BIO 

Waleed H. Al Harkan was 
appointed CEO of Lebara Mobile 
in Saudi Arabia in December 
2018 after serving as a board 
member for the company 
since October 2017. Prior to 
that, he was CEO of Saudi 
Post, in addition to various 
other executive positions in 
the private sector, primarily 
in the field of ICT. He holds 
a bachelor’s in computer 
engineering from KFUPM.

WHAT 
DREAMS 
may come

The ability to perform a wide array of 
MVNO services has enabled Lebara to 
connect with multiple MNOs and shape 
the future of the market. 

“We have 
seen a lot of 
ambitious 
plans 
from the 
government 
for smart 
cities, traffic 
control, 
agriculture 
control, and 
security 
control, all 
of which 
require IoT.”



162 Saudi Arabia 2020

I N T E R V I E W

Basem bin Abdullah AlSal lom
C E O ,
S U R E  I N T E R N AT I O N A L  T E C H N O L O G Y

structure. As far as 2019 is concerned, we ex-
pect to expand internationally, grow our busi-
ness, serve a new customer base, and continue 
building many partnerships with vendors, 
suppliers, and clients.

Within these three business units, how do you expect 
demand to evolve in the short to medium term, and 
what trends will drive this evolution?
In the fintech arena, there is definitely a push 
from a regulatory perspective, with lot of fo-
cus coming from SAMA, CMA, the Saudi Fin-
tech Initiative, and from companies interested 
in entering that market. The authorities are 
pushing banks to move toward a cashless soci-
ety and embrace electronic payments, e-wal-
lets, and digital wallets, and all these initiatives 
will intensify the market. At the same time, 
there are many efforts that seek to reduce the 
entrance barrier for start-ups and SMEs to en-
sure Saudi Arabia’s standards are on par with 
other global markets. At SURE, there is a strong 
willingness to enter this market, since even the 
enterprise companies need to upgrade their 
systems to cope with new technology trends. ✖

How is SURE International Technology positioning 
itself within the digital transformation of the King-
dom?
Since 2004, SURE has been acting as a system 
integrator, having developed more than 2,400 
e-services for various government agencies, 
from ministries to universities and hospitals, 
as part of the country’s digital transformation. 
More recently, we have entered the financial 
sector and are facilitating the growth and con-
tribution of SMEs in line with government di-
rectives through new products and business 
units. With Vision 2030 and NTP 2.0, the gov-
ernment is investing a lot of capital in building 
a solid infrastructure. One of the main focuses 
in this sense has been cloud computing, and 
we seek to take advantage of this trend to act 
as a migrator for both governments and com-
panies. At the same time, we are making con-
siderable efforts to develop new partnerships 
with local and international players to intro-
duce security products to the market. There is 
an urgent need to protect access to data and 
reduce the adverse effects because external 
actors constantly threaten Saudi cyber infra-

BIO 

Basem bin Abdullah AlSallom was 
appointed CEO of Sure International 
Technology in 2018. AlSallom is one of 
the distinguished young leaders with 
a career including several leadership 
positions in the public and private 
sectors. He has worked as an agent for 
the Governor of the General Investment 
Authority and vice president of the 
General Authority of Civil Aviation’s 
institutional communication and 
marketing operations. He also served 
as the executive director of digital 
marketing at Etihad Etisalat Co. 
(Mobily). He holds a master's degree 
in information technology consulting 
from University of Kent, in addition to 
a number of specialized degrees in 
leadership from the University of Oxford, 
Harvard Business School, and London 
School of Economics.



163Digital Economy

B 2 B

Mudar Al  Ani 
A C T I N G  C E O ,
B R I T I S H  T E L E C O M  A L  S A U D I A

Moataz Bin Ali 
V I C E  P R E S I D E N T,  
M I D D L E  E A S T  &  N O R T H  A F R I C A , 
T R E N D  M I C R O

What is your position in Saudi Arabia and the 
broader region? 

MUDAR AL ANI British Telecom Al Sau-
dia offers BT Global Services' portfolio 
as well as specialized local solutions 
including system integration and pro-
fessional and managed services to help 
our customers transform and innovate 
in this era of digital disruption and an 
ever-changing technological landscape. 
With digitalization and disruptive tech-
nologies on the forefront, we are em-
bracing change rather than resisting it. 
We update our solution offering on a 
yearly basis to provide state-of-the-art 
technological solutions for local organi-
zations. Our current portfolio includes 
system integration, professional and 
managed services for network infra-
structure, unified communication and 
collaboration, video telepresence, wire-
less solutions and analytics, data cen-
ters and cloud computing, network and 
cyber security, IoT smart solutions, and 
global and local IP networks (MPLS). We 
leverage our strong global partnerships 
with many key vendors worldwide and 
have built local alliances in Saudi, which 
gives us the edge over other ICT players 
in the market. Utilizing our vendor-ag-
nostic approach, our offering to cus-
tomers is the right technology choice for 

their specific business needs. Our team 
of more than 200 people now supports 
Saudi customers across four regional of-
fices. 

MOATAZ BIN ALI Trend Micro is unique-
ly positioned in Saudi Arabia, having its 
head office for the MENA region in Ri-
yadh, rather than Dubai, where most cy-
bersecurity firms have theirs. The office 
was set up in the beginning of 2018, and 
by the end of 2019 we will have estab-
lished our full regional head office op-
erations here. The upper management 
is 100% Saudi, and in one year we have 
grown our Saudi operations from six to 
70 team members, with the majority of 
them Saudis. We invest considerably in 
the ecosystem by building capacity for 
our partners and bringing technology 
transfer and training and development 
for cybersecurity professionals. As part 
of that, we have invested in the Start 
Safe program, a Trend Micro program 
planned to support 1,000 Saudi start-
ups with a funded cybersecurity plat-
form to help them focus on their core 
business, grow with our protection, and 
build the right community around them. 
With our commitment to the country 
and the whole region, we have assumed 
a broader mandate in the region rather 
than just a normal cybersecurity vendor. 

CYBERSECURITY
Staying ahead of the myriad IT threats will require the best network 
infrastructure available on the market. 

What are the main cybersecurity challenges in 
Saudi Arabia, and how do you help companies 
face them? 

MAA As per IDC, 46% of companies will 
implement advanced security solutions 
to secure their data and IT infrastruc-
ture, and 75% of decision makers will 
invest in cybersecurity. These are not 
only predictions, but a real roadmap, 
considering that it was reported in 2018 
that cyber crimes in Saudi Arabia could 
cost its economy around SAR30 billion 
by 2020. These evolving events clearly 
indicate the necessity of standing against 
cybercrime. Saudi Arabia is pouring mil-
lions into cybersecurity and is the largest 
national market in the region. According 
to IDC, the overall security spending in 
the Kingdom could reach USD415 mil-
lion in 2019, expanding at CAGR of 7.9% 
till 2022. Being one of the top services 
providers in the Kingdom for the past 30 
years, we understand the challenges and 
pain-points of customers here. With the 
expertise we gained through BT Security 
by deploying key strategic security pro-
grams specifically in Saudi Arabia, British 
Telecom Al Saudia understands that or-
ganizations of all sizes and in all indus-
tries are struggling to secure their most 
critical assets. 

MBA Our portfolio addresses the most 
targeted domains in the industry: end-
point security, data and information se-
curity, server and data center security, 
cloud defense, network defense, custom 
systems defense, industry-specific se-
curity, IoT, OT and embedded security, 
managed detection and response (MDR), 
virtual patching, and security analytics. 
To be sure, every piece of technology has 
its own security solution, so there is no 
one-size-fits-all security solution. Un-
fortunately, this also means that no IT 
security team has the ability to fully au-
tomate security and have full insight over 
their entire IT environment. This tends 
to create blind areas in an organization’s 
security, allowing hackers to access the 
organization through these blind and 
weakly secured areas and is one of the 
biggest reasons why industrial securi-
ty is so fragile. Hackers can slip through 
the most fragilely protected parts in fac-
tories, which are usually outdated ma-
chinery infrastructure, into the entire 
organization. With the connected threat 
defense approach, Trend Micro has revo-
lutionized that, allowing the organization 
to connect all security solutions into one 
automated control system. ✖
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Saudi Arabia’s telecoms regulatory authority has launched a new 
framework to prevent data security breaches in cloud computing.

BETTER PROTECTION

IT IS OFTEN SAID THAT data is the most valuable possession of busi-
nesses and public-sector entities in this age of information that we 
live in. Safeguarding our precious data was relatively manageable 
when organizations relied on offline data storage solutions. With the 
rise of cloud computing, however, our data is now increasingly stored 
somewhere out of reach and control—completely defenseless in the 
event of a security failure on the part of the cloud service provider.

For a while, most did not worry much about the idea, optimistical-
ly believing that people in charge of data centers and cloud comput-
ing platforms “know what they’re doing.” However, a series of recent 
data compromises such as the Facebook-Cambridge Analytica scan-
dal in 2018 shocked the world, bringing many to the sobering realiza-
tion that even the best industry players are not immune to mistakes. 

It was against this backdrop that Saudi Arabia’s telecom regulator 
decided to bring some order into the current state of cloud com-
puting by launching the Cloud Computing Regulatory Framework 
(CCRF), which came into effect on February 6, 2018, and was revised 
later in 2019. The Communications and Information Technology 
Commission (CITC), as the Kingdom’s regulatory authority, has tak-
en it upon itself to make sure both cloud service providers and users 
abide by certain general regulations to always stay on the safe side. 
The regulatory framework states that cloud computing platforms 
directly serving Saudi-based customers or in any way handling con-
tents belonging to Saudi-based clients must be registered with CITC.

Providers of cloud services should also inform the regulatory au-
thority about the location and main features of their data centers and 
other cloud infrastructure inside the Kingdom and abroad.

And, in the event that the data will be stored or handled outside 
the country, this must be disclosed to customers in advance. This is 
likely a precaution in the interest of public-sector entities that have 

increasingly come to rely on cloud computing in recent years. The 
new cloud framework also sets forth some clear directions for when 
things go wrong.

IT companies have, at times, hushed up or downplayed the impor-
tance of major data breaches. Internet giant Yahoo was famously the 
victim of one of the biggest data thefts in history in 2013-2014, but the 
event’s full dimensions were not made public until 2017. Saudi Ara-
bia’s new cloud framework obliges service providers to report major 
violations of the Anti-Cyber Crime Law of 2007 without hesitation, 
thus giving a chance to data owners and authorities to take the ap-
propriate counteractive measures within the so-called golden time-
frame. There is no doubt some information stored on cloud services 
is by nature more sensitive than others, especially those belonging to 
public-sector and financial institutions.

While introducing a four-level classification system, the new 
framework states that all contents that fall into sensitive categories 
must be registered with CITC. There are also restrictions regarding 
the geographical location of servers handling or storing extremely 
sensitive data.

In addition to the registration requirement and the necessity of 
reporting mishaps, the framework includes a provision that is con-
cerned with the hosting of unlawful contents. According to the cloud 
framework, such contents should be taken down under certain con-
ditions, especially if they are publicly accessible by users in the King-
dom.

Though some stakeholders may run into problems with one as-
pect of the framework or another, all things considered, the new 
cloud framework sets the stage for the Kingdom’s cloud-first policy 
that encourages government entities to—if possible—opt for cloud 
technologies. ✖

F O C U S 
Data sovereignty laws
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Ahmed Alzaini 
C E O ,
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Turkish, Spanish, and Italian. We have a B2B 
marketplace where customers can add other 
third-party software to Foodics to help them 
scale at any stage. This includes accounting, 
loyalty, marketing, smart payments, an online 
ordering platform, and business intelligence. 
We see value in local and flexible integrations 
with any application systems or cloud applica-
tions, and it’s easy for clients to add anything 
they need with our open API. 

How are you revolutionizing the market with your 
restaurant management system?
In the past, opening a restaurant meant hiring 
an engineer to decrypt the complex back-end 
system to change pricing or add items. There 
was a lot of manual work, and your data wasn’t 
always safe. The heavy initial investment is one 
of the biggest challenges that F&B owners face, 
which is where technology and business sense 
can mitigate such problems. ✖

How has the company developed over its five years 
of operations?
We have developed a restaurant and retail 
management system, focusing mainly on the 
F&B and hospitality sectors. We provide a 
cloud-based management system platform 
and a restaurant management system that sup-
port cashiers, POS, and wait staff with digital 
applications like the Kitchen Display System 
and other great apps and add-ons. It offers cost 
management, dispatch and delivery manage-
ment systems, inventory and stocktaking, as 
well as purchasing management. Foodics was 
founded in 2014 in Khobar but today has offices 
in Riyadh, Jeddah, Dubai, and Egypt. Starting 
with small coffee shops, we now have a range 
of clients as well as bigger enterprise accounts. 
At present, we have more than 25,000 termi-
nals and customers in 17 countries and more 
than 120 employees in five countries. We have 
five supporting languages: English, Arabic, 

BIO 

Ahmad Alzaini is the co-founder and 
CEO of Foodics, an innovative, POS, 
and cloud-based all-in-one restaurant 
management system launched in 2014. 
He was acknowledged as one of the 
world’s high-impact entrepreneurs by 
Endeavor Global in 2018. In 2010, he 
co-founded his first start-up, ALWANS, 
which develops apps and investment 
opportunities for other start-ups. He 
has a bachelor’s degree in electrical 
engineering from KFUPM.
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What is your reading on the current transfor-
mation being undertaken by the government?
In the past year and a half, Saudi Arabia 
has started to move steadily toward the 
achievement of the goals set out in Vi-
sion 2030, and the business environment 
is witnessing concrete changes at the 
public-sector level. This shows a new lev-
el of maturity, especially from the public 
sector point of view, as the government 
is proceeding at a steady pace and of-
ten acts as the pioneer in the digital 
revolution we are currently witnessing. 
Some institutions, such as the Ministry 
of Housing, have undergone a proper 
transformation thanks to digitalization. 
The use of technology has definitely con-
tributed to achieving many targets laid 
out in Vision 2030. In addition, the Min-
istry of Labor has been greatly impacted 
by the advent of digitalization, and for 
the better. One substantial shift has been 
the way government officials and minis-
tries are held accountable for achieving 
specific targets, with clear KPIs in a spe-
cific timeframe. One of the biggest issues 
the government has had to deal with was 
the constant reshuffling of ministers, 
which has led to a change in strategy, 
approach, and goals. This prevented the 
implementation of a long-term strate-
gy in government ministries. Today, if a 
new minister is appointed, he can make 
changes, but the goals remain the same 
as those of his predecessor because a 
clear system of rules and boundaries has 
been set up. 

What aspects of IT will play a more relevant 
role in tomorrow’s Saudi Arabia and why?
A significant part of the transformation 
program as articulated in Vision 2030 is 
the role of technology in reshaping and 
advancing Saudi society, its people, and 
its institutions, both public and private. 
The Quality of Life Program, for example, 
is in perfect alignment with using technol-
ogy to improve the quality of life of Saudi 
citizens. Great strides have already been 
made in just a few years of the transforma-
tion program, as evidenced by the level of 
technology absorption and integration in 
the day-to-day lives of people and orga-
nizations. This trend is only going to con-
tinue into the future as technology and 
its uses become widespread. At Innosoft, 
we pride ourselves on being an integral 
component of this social transformation, 
robustly deploying a range of solutions 
to help organizations, both public and 
private, to achieve more through tech-
nology in realizing their objectives and 
enhancing and enriching both the user 
and beneficiary experience. We achieve 
these objectives by offering our many 
clients in the public and private sectors a 
dynamic portfolio of innovative solutions. 
InnoSoft has been a key partner of various 
public-sector institutions in realizing the 
key strategic goals of streamlining public 
service provisions to ensure efficient and 
effective service delivery and savings. We 
continue to work closely with our clients 
to realize the goals and aspirations of Vi-
sion 2030. ✖

By enriching both the user and beneficiary experience, Innosoft is 
playing a crucial role in helping the Kingdom harness cutting-edge 
technologies to improve its citizens’ quality of life. 

pursing
THE PUBLIC OPTION

Loai  Saleh Labani 
C E O  &  F O U N D E R ,
I N N O S O F T

“A significant part of the 
transformation program 
as articulated in Vision 
2030 is the role of 
technology in reshaping 
and advancing Saudi 
society, its people, and 
its institutions, both 
public and private.”
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What has been the evolution of Eye of Riyadh, 
and what role do you expect it to play within 
the country’s economic transformation?
When we started in Dubai, we started with 
the information in our database. Our web-
site was not a huge platform at that time, 
because not many companies in our re-
gion were using the internet. In 2010, we 
started Eye of Riyadh because many com-
panies in the region were interested in tar-
geting Saudi Arabia, either in terms of B2B 
or B2C channels. From there, we engaged 
in a journey of continuous transformation 
on multiple aspects. Before we were just 
a website and social media platform, but 
now we are focusing mainly on our data-
base as well as market behavior. In Saudi 
Arabia, it is all about assets, and we expect 
demand for our services to keep growing in 
2019 as a result of our understanding. 

How have you seen the media change, and 
how do players in this field remain relevant? 
Within the broader information services 
sector, each segment has a specific target 
audience that justifies its existence. At the 
same time, the broader trend is using social 
media channels to expand the reach and 
remain popular across different segments.

Abdullah Al-Harbi 
C E O ,
E Y E  O F  R I YA D H

How did Avanture come around, and what are your primary fields of expertise?
Our Kingdom is moving forward, and the drive for technology is everywhere. Vision 2030 is 
driven by technology as well, opening major opportunities in the sector. From 2016-2018, in-
vestments in IT slowed down slightly, which was when Avantura was established. We started 
contacting companies across the world about the market in Saudi Arabia, and for many of 
them, the Kingdom was not on their radar. I went to meet them and presented my business 
model of bringing their services in. After they understood the range of large-scale projects 
around the country, they were interested, and we established several partnerships. Today, 
we have eight of these partnerships to bring their technology, knowledge, and experience 
into Saudi Arabia, and there are more to come. 

Is this mainly demand-driven, or do you look internationally for what you think will create demand?
We selected companies that will add value to the Saudi market and provide solutions for 
Saudi-specific problems. Currently, we primarily serve the banking and healthcare sectors. 
In terms of budget allocation, after defense, healthcare sees the second-largest expenditures 
in Saudi Arabia.

What have been the major developments at LTS?
In the last two years, we have worked on shifting the company’s vision from a fleet manage-
ment to an IoT company since IoT and smart cities are major trends in Saudi Arabia. IoT 
is a new technology, and everyone is looking for ways to reduce their operation costs, for 
which IoT has huge potential. 

How can IoT be implemented in the sectors you work with?
The market is huge, which is why we work with partners. The country does not have the 
resources to develop solutions; however, there are significant opportunities. We have trav-
eled around the world and established smart partnerships. Many of the companies we 
partner with are the best in the world. In Saudi Arabia, we need to create solutions. For 
example, following the latest global trends, the National Water Company decided to “uber-
ize” its water tankers around the Kingdom, meaning that within one click a tanker will be 
at your doorstep. Being the pioneer of smart solutions in the region, we proudly represent 
ourselves as the solutions provider to NWC for this project.

Sameer Al-Humaidan 
C E O ,
AVA N T U R E

Bader H.  Juwaied 
C E O ,
L O G I S T I C S  T E C H N O L O G Y  S E R V I C E S  ( LT S )



169Digital Economy

What is currently your main portfolio of services? 
We have seen a real change from our beginnings up until now, espe-
cially in the past decade. Our main portfolio comes from banking and 
either trading or operating equipment. For the last four or five years, 
the banks have been pushed to outsource core banking activities out-
side of their abilities, especially their IT operations and cash handling. 
This has created an opportunity for companies like ours to grab this 
part of the business and manage it under the managed services model. 
Our banking portfolio represents 60%, with 25-30% coming from tele-
coms, and the remainder from retail. In telecommunications we do 
last-mile services such as fiber-optic connectivity for homes and offic-
es and special projects to improve Wi-Fi coverage for the government. 
We are not participating in field operations such as civil works projects. 

What major trends do you see in the financial sector, and how are you evolv-
ing?
The shift from cash handling to technology solutions has already be-
gun. Most banks started adopting digital branches over three years 
ago. These branches are becoming more popular in malls, for example, 
with touch screen services and interaction with call centers via video 
calling, 24/7. 

With your new concept, Barq, you 
have entered the fintech space. 
Could you tell us more about that 
program?
The concept of Barq is quite 
simple. We have a product 
that is B2B, a system where we 
can do cash collection. It is, of 
course, a challenge on many 
levels, especially since col-
lection can often be insecure. 
This application will be critical 
in Saudi Arabia. Compared to 
countries in Europe, people do 
not carry more than EUR50. If 
you want to go and buy some-
thing in cash, you can only buy 
so much. It is different in Sau-
di Arabia; here you can buy a 
car or apartment in cash. This 
is something that will help the 
country reduce its use of cash. 
This will also allow parents to 
manage money and expenses. 
This feature will also have an 
impact on the honor society. 
The first targets will be the 
major diary companies in the 
country. We know the business 
well, in addition to the people. 

Do you work with banks on the 
Barq concept?
In order to make this business 
successful, we need two things. 
The first is banks, who recog-
nize immediately the savings 
on their side, in terms of tens of 
millions of dollars. The second 
is businesses. 

Hamad A.  Al  Saleh 
C E O ,
C O D E L A B

What are some examples of your way of working and recent entrepre-
neurial success?
Up until 2018, we were mostly engaged in B2B activities, which 
is still an important element of our operations, though we have 
since expanded our services. When we were established in 2017, 
our mandate was to operate incubators and accelerators for the 
public and private sectors. Today, we also lead investment rounds 
for start-ups to professionalize, scale up, and raise capital through 
one-of-a-kind services in Saudi Arabia, a new service we started in 
2019. This has been extremely successful, and we have developed 
a waiting list of people wanting us to lead their rounds. There has 
been a great deal of interest on this side as well, and we have seen 
many investors keen to work with us. We are also helping public 
and private organizations manage strong investment portfolios in 
the technology domain. 

What are your expectations for the start-up landscape in 2019-20? 
We will see more growth in 2019 and 2020. We will also have more 
focus on entrepreneurship support projects in the industrial sector, 
work more closely with the Ministry of Energy on industrial proj-
ects, and focus more on Industry 4.0 and innovation. 

Nawaf Al  Sahhaf 
C E O ,
B U S I N E S S  I N C U B AT O R S  A N D 
A C C E L E R AT O R S  C O M PA N Y  ( B I A C )

Amr Abdulaziz  Al  Amr, 
D E P U T Y  C E O  &  

C H I E F  B U S I N E S S  O F F I C E R ,
A B A N A

How does Tawasol contribute to 
the digital transformation that Sau-
di Arabia is undertaking, and how 
are its strategic priorities aligned 
with Vision 2030? 
The digital transformation 
is a key pillar of Vision 2030, 
and Tawasol is one of the key 
parts of this transformation as 
a solutions innovator offering 
organizations of different sizes 
and sectors the right tools and 
strategies to digitalize their pro-
cesses according to today's and 
tomorrow’s market needs. One 
of the major aspects of the digi-
tal transformation is focusing on 
solutions that might not be avail-
able today because there is no 
current demand. Thus, the chal-
lenge lies in creating demand 
in the market. For example, we 
now know for a fact that fintech, 
blockchain, IoT, and AI are all 
key pillars of the digital trans-
formation; however, there are 
different ways these innovative 
technologies could be applied 
in the future and being aware of 
that to predict clients’ challenges 
will be crucial. 

Which technologies will have the 
biggest impact, and how exactly 
will it transform the business en-
vironment?
Fintech is set to deeply transform 
the business environment we 
currently operate in. Two years 
ago, everyone only associated 
fintech with cryptocurrencies, 
but now it has become a reality 
and a readily usable solution.

Yazan Abu Zannad 
C E O ,
TAWA S O L
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How has your service portfolio for HR solutions 
advanced in recent years?
Since its inception in 2002, Prestige has fo-
cused on and specialized in providing cus-
tomized application software that meets lo-
cal business requirements and government 
regulations. Prestige has been the exclusive 
business partner of several brands. Over the 
years, Prestige has marked a steady and con-
stant growth in the Kingdom by providing 
quality solutions to our clients. And our cli-
ent base has grown in every sector, including 
banking, financial institutions, healthcare, 
IT, manufacturing, trading, education, and 
more. We have positioned ourselves as a 
strong and reliable partner for our clients' 
business automation, especially employee 
security, attendance, payroll, and person-
nel management processes and procedures. 
Over the years, we have also added more 
products to our portfolio that complement 
our core solutions and add value to custom-
ers. 

What industries do you target?
Unlike other application software, the HRMS 
system is required by every business, big 
or small, to streamline their operations as 
smoothly as possible. In every industry, the 
best and most valuable asset is the employ-
ees. Hence, implementing the best support 
system to maintain the workplace harmony 
of employees has become the top priority 
of all healthy organizations. Our solution is 
customized to cater to the requirement of 
SMEs, and we have clients with 10 to 10,000 
employees.

Ayman Al  Khorayef 
C H A I R M A N ,
P R E S T I G E  I N N O VAT I O N 
S Y S T E M S

Can you briefly walk us through the evolution of Criteo’s business model across the years and the 
significance of this evolution? 
Over the last 14 years, Criteo has developed into a full-fledged advertising platform. Since start-
ing out as a lower funnel re-targeting company, we have been moving up the funnel with con-
sideration products for the mid-funnel and acquisition products for the upper funnel. The ma-
jor part of our business is conversion products from the upper to the lower funnel. Our goal is 
to capture users’ attention and convert them into buyers, as we do globally for 19,000 clients. In 
this region, we are working with 200 top clients in retail, travel, and classified online sites, which 
represent a healthy mix to remain competitive in the digital marketing industry. We also work 
with all the big global and regional publishers, including Google and Facebook, to help them 
better monetize their advertising space. 

What is your assessment on the current global online market, and what are some of the specific 
features and challenges of the Saudi online market?
The digital market is complex, as we have to merge three different kinds of technical chan-
nels—desktop computers, mobiles, and tablets—to recognize the user. At Criteo, we build a 
user graph across all these channels, as well as connecting them to the offline one. 

How does Waseela position itself in the local ICT market, and how does it seek to grow within the 
Kingdom’s digital transformation plan?
Saudi Arabia offers a semi tax-free environment and a strategic geographical location support-
ed by a relatively straightforward customs clearance process that significantly helps from a 
logistical point of view. Within these favorable external conditions, Waseela seeks to position 
itself as one of the main players in the Saudi ICT sector and strives to be a system integrator 
that provides end-to-end and full turnkey solutions to telecom operators, service providers, en-
terprises, and the public sector. As part of our early digital transformation understanding, we 
decided to deliver, through Penguin, concepts such as traceability, which facilitates the roll-out 
of the IoT, since being traceable means being connected. Following the launch of this solution, 
in 2013 we then built a cloud node, which is still running today, inside the Mobily data center in 
partnership with Zscaler. This service allows clients to maintain business continuity services in 
a secure way, guaranteeing clean data traffic and enabling us to be a partner both at a systems 
integration and sales levels. 

How has the relationship between traditional mobile network operators and ICT solutions providers 
such as Waseela changed over time?
MNOs have been extremely open to opinions and suggestions from both vendors such as Hua-
wei, Ericsson, Nokia, and ZTE and system integrators such as Waseela. Today, the consultancy 
business is growing in the Saudi market, and players like ourselves are playing a larger role in 
that transformation. 

Alexander Gösswein 
R E G I O N A L  M A N A G I N G  D I R E C T O R ,
C R I T E O

Rami Abu Alhiga 
C O U N T R Y  M A N A G E R ,
WA S E E L A
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Following the slowdown witnessed by the 
Saudi economy in 2016, how have operations 
evolved in the past three years?
Since the total devices market size has 
markedly shrunk since 2016, it made sense 
for us to adapt in two specific ways. The 
first was increasing our focus on efficiency. 
We worked aggressively on reducing over-
all expenses, cutting out less productive 
assets and investing in more productive 
ones. This meant that a lot of work had to 
be done internally as well as externally. 
Changes to customer and supplier agree-
ments as well as our own internal structure 
and ways of working were made. The sec-
ond was an expansion in portfolio. Because 
revenues were coming under pressure, new 
business was sought to alleviate the impact 
on margins. New categories that generate 
higher margins were introduced success-
fully, and the more diversified portfolio is 
showing promise.

How do you expect demand for your products 
to evolve in the medium term, and what will 
be the major trends affecting this evolution?
Demand for handsets has now stabilized. 
It is expected to remain at current levels 
until the roll-out of 5G is complete and its 
adoption picks up. When that happens, in a 
few years’ time, some changes are to be ex-
pected. Firstly, because of the significantly 
higher speed of connectivity and the very 
low latency of 5G, cloud computing and 
storage will pick up substantially. 

Mohammed Hassan 
C E O ,
A L - H A D D A D

Can you walk us through how your portfolio of services and solutions has evolved over time and 
this evolution reflects the changes in the Kingdom’s IT landscape?
Through the 25 years of Alnafitha our portfolio has grown into five different divisions: from 
IT infrastructure services such as traditional data centers and the private cloud to the latest 
public cloud technologies. We also do backup and data recovery solutions and infrastruc-
ture needs. Our largest partners in this area are Microsoft, VMWare, Veeam, and AWS. We 
also do IT support and managed services, which is one of the most in-demand and fastest 
growing services. We started here by offering our customers support and consultancy ser-
vices for Microsoft products before expanding to ManageEngine and some security prod-
ucts. Finally, we started offering managed security operation center and network operation 
center services.   

As part of Vision 2030, the Kingdom has formulated an ambitious economic transformation agen-
da, which includes digital. How will you take part in this transformation? 
All of our business units were redefined around the Kingdom’s 2030 vision, since we aim to 
help our customers adopt the best IT and management practices via our consultancy unit. 
That said, we also help drive customer business into digital with our business applications 
team, while our infrastructure and managed support services help maintain the digitally 
transformed services' availability. 

How has the current economic situation affected Virgin Megastores, and how have you adjusted 
to mitigate the cycle and take advantage of the new one?
The first key aspect of the Saudi market is that spending has dramatically changed over the 
last three years. Expats are no longer the target for retailers or F&B, because they are more 
conscious of their expenditure and because many of them have left the country. As such, 
businesses are focusing on young and middle-aged locals, who make up the majority of 
the population. Another important aspect is that the market has transformed from unorga-
nized retailers to organized ones, with more than 1,000 small mobile and electronics shops 
closing because of Saudization and increased costs. Virgin, as a customer-centric brand, 
was not affected directly, as it follows the latest trends and makes them available to cus-
tomers. Payment facilities and loyalty programs are now a must for any retailer; customers 
are becoming more price sensitive, and spending is now split between entertainment and 
F&B. Musical instruments, virtual reality, figurines and collectible items, drones, entertain-
ment, ticketing business, posters, women entering our stores, social media, and gaming: all 
these are new opportunities for us to capitalize on. Saudi Arabia’s customers are extremely 
tech driven. Everyone must have the latest mobile phone and will not accept anything else, 
regardless of their salaries. Social media and gaming are also huge here and cannot be com-
pared to any other country. 

Mohamed Algendy 
B U S I N E S S  A N D  M A R K E T I N G  D I R E C T O R ,
A L N A F I T H A  I N T E R N AT I O N A L  F O R  I N F O R M AT I O N 
T E C H N O L O G Y

Mohammed Ramadan 
C E O ,
V I R G I N  M E G A S T O R E
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New buildings being 
constructed in the King 
Abdullah Financial District
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REAL ESTATE PRICE 
CHANGES BETWEEN 
2Q18 AND 3Q19 (%) 
SOURCE: GENERAL AUTHORITY FOR 
STATISTICS

-4.8 Residential

-1.8 Commercial

-0.4 Agricultural

2019 1.5m

2021e 2.2m

TOTAL CAPACITY OF 
GREAT MOSQUE OF 
MECCA
SOURCE: ARCHITECTURE MAGAZINE

TOTAL ESTIMATED 
CAPACITY OF KINGDOM 
TOWER IN JEDDAH 
SOURCE: ADRIAN SMITH + GORDON 
GILL ARCHITECTURE

200+ Floors

750+ Residential units

3,190 Parking spots

60 Elevators

1km Total height
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Real Estate & Construction

KEYS TO SUCCESS
I

from the white land tax implemented last year, to 
the Ministry of Housing giving land away for free 
or at marginal costs to the private sector. This 
led to a higher floor-area ratio, a subsequent in-
crease in density, and a reduction in land costs.

For our 2019 edition, we decided to divide the 
Saudi market into three smaller segments—Ri-
yadh, Jeddah, and Mecca—as each geographical 
division features unique aspects. 

In Riyadh, we noticed greater demand for of-
fice space catering to SMEs and start-ups, in 
line with initiatives to stimulate private-sector 
growth. Residential housing supply stood at 
1,252,000 units in 2018, with an expected deliv-
ery of a further 130,000 units by 2022. In the re-
tail segment, oversupply is a challenge, but the 
growing entertainment sector presents promis-
ing opportunities for diversification. Hotel occu-
pancy was up 3% YoY.

In Jeddah, we noticed a focus on the addition 
of F&B outlets and retail space within office proj-
ects to support demand from corporate clients. 
Residential supply stood at 980,000 units in 2018, 
with an additional 45,000 units expected to enter 
the market by 2022. Average daily rates for hotels 
are up almost 10% YoY, while the growing enter-
tainment sector continues to drive diversifica-
tion of retail portfolios, much like in Riyadh.

In Mecca, mega-infrastructure projects com-
ing online will meet growing demand, set to reach 
30 million pilgrims per year by 2030. Change in 
leadership at Jabal Omar Development Compa-
ny and AlBalad Alameen, as well as the creation 
of the Royal Commission of Makkah, heralds a 
new strategic pathway for the development of 
the city. Moreover, we witnessed a decline in 
office rents and an increase in development op-
portunities for historic sites in Al Noor and Thur 
Mountains. Meanwhile, the Rou’a Al Haram Al 
Makki development will add 9,000 residential 
units after 2024. On the retail side, F&B offerings 
are growing as well. ✖

n our last edition we shed light on hous-
ing schemes and the refinancing sector, 
and this year we decided the bring our 

focus back to the construction industry, the next 
most important engine of economic growth in 
Saudi Arabia after the oil and gas industry.

Following the events of 2017, some projects 
were canceled by the authorities, leading to a gap 
between supply and demand in the market. Con-
struction firms have focused on breaking even or 
curbing losses  in the past two years, while still 
planning for the next economic cycle. An already 
price-sensitive market became an extremely 
price-sensitive market, with players pushing 
down prices to remain competitive.

Today, announcements of the new megaproj-
ects and the launch of new infrastructure de-
velopments are welcome news for a sector in 
transition. The real estate segment saw growth 
in 1Q2019, while contractors have yet to reap the 
concrete benefits of the new announcements. 
Nevertheless, they retain an optimistic outlook.

Indicators suggest an improving position for 
the real estate market in 2019. Aside from the 
macroeconomic factors we analyze across this 
publication, a number of sector-related trends 
have contributed to improving the outlook for 
the real estate industry. These include new 
funding for public transport, shifts from villas 
to apartments, goals to increase Umrah & Hajj 
pilgrims, government programs aimed to in-
crease transparency, public and private financ-
ing schemes, new taxes on unused “white land,” 
off-plan sales, and retail spaces turned into en-
tertainment spots.

The sector has witnessed a record-number of 
new regulations aimed at stabilizing the industry 
and restarting its development potential. Inter-
viewees lauded land reforms in particular. At the 
end of 2018, land value accounted for average of 
18% of development costs, down from 46% in 
2016. This decrease in land prices was due, aside 
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Thabet Mubarek Al-Sawyeed 
G O V E R N O R ,

S A U D I  C O N T R A C T O R  A U T H O R I T Y  ( S C A )

What is your mandate, and what are your main 
strategies to achieve it?
SCA was established in 2016 following a 
royal decree as a non-governmental au-
thority working under the supervision of 
the Ministry of Commerce and Invest-
ment. The initial decree identified 20 ob-
jectives, though the overall objective is to 
improve the contracting sector capabili-
ties and uplift its workforce skillsets. We 
decided to come up with a clear strategy 
and direction, and we identified all the 
key stakeholders, including constructors 
and contractors as well as the customer, 
which includes the government and en-
tities owned by the government, as well 
as the private sector and citizens. We 
also looked into the government and the 
entities working in the ecosystem, such 
as municipalities, utility providers, and 
the Ministry of Finance. Our fourth cat-
egory is the private sector as a suppliers 
of material and services needed by the 
contractors. We also looked into the legal 
system and met with other organizations, 
such as the Saudi Council of Engineers. 
We looked at their goals and coordinated 
with similar entities around the world, 
such as in Singapore and Australia. All 
these components have bolstered our 
strategy and vision, which is to build 
the future with confidence, something 
futuristic and inspiring. We went on to 
build our strategy and what we wanted 
this to be. We specified the key values 
that drive our day-to-day activities. One 
part of it was partnerships; we should 
partner with anyone who wants to coop-
erate. My role as a governor is to materi-
alize this challenging strategy, and I am 

very much focused on two key factors to 
make this happen: making our strategy 
crystal-clear to everyone who has a stake 
in the sector and to attract the best talent 
in the market.

What does the SCA membership involve?
This is a starting point for our journey. 
If a contractor wants to do business, it 
should obtain its license from us. If one’s 
contracting business category does not 
require any qualifications, we can pro-
vide the license based on the registration. 
If one’s business category is associated 
with some high risks, such as something 
with high voltage electrical activities or 
high rises, then they have to be qualified 
in order to be granted the license. They 
require a safety engineer, certain depart-
ments, procedures, and prerequisites. 
In the event of serious violations, we 
may revoke a license. Once someone is 
licensed, they are available in our data-
base. We make it easy for people to find 
contractors in specific regions. We will 
soon introduce features like ratings and 
digital contracts.

How do you intend to manage the coming in-
crease in business volume within the sector?
We have 150,000 organizations that are 
fully capable here; capability is not the 
issue. We want to build in a more collab-
orative way. The majority of companies 
here are small, so we want to encourage 
these to merge or build alliances. We also 
want to attract international contrac-
tors, which we hope to achieve through 
several initiatives. One is a forthcoming 
forum that we will host for 25 entities 

BIO 

Thabet Mubarek Al-Sawyeed was 
appointed Governor of SCA in 2016. Prior 
to that, he established his career within 
Saudi Aramco after being accepted 
into the Aramco Preparatory College. 
After obtaining his degree in mechanical 
engineering at KFUPM, he served in 
progressive roles, starting as project 
engineering and ultimately becoming 
Head of Enterprise Architecture. Al-
Sawyeed also holds a master’s degree in 
engineering science from the University 
of New South Wales.

KSA has many interesting construction opportunities,  
and SCA seeks to make it easier and more attractive for  
local and international companies alike.

to showcase their projects for the next 
three years. There will be more than 500 
projects shared at the forum, and their 
estimated value exceeds SAR450 billion. 
There is a huge wave of projects coming, 
and this number does not even repre-
sent all of them. We are trying to help the 
sector, and both local and international 
contractors understand what is in the 
pipeline in the country.

How are you working to promote a greener ap-
proach to construction?
Green construction is something we are 
working on. It will be introduced in a way 
that will not cause impact. Until then, we 
are working on enhancing awareness 
within the sector through our commu-
nication channels and various events. 
For example, we hosted a workshop with 
many of the important players in the sec-
tor where we looked into technology for 
multiple purposes. ✖

building blocks 
OF SUCCESS
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Fabrice Susini 
C E O ,
S A U D I  R E A L  E S TAT E  R E F I N A N C E 
C O M PA N Y  ( S R C )

You are set to debut in the bond market with a plan to raise 
SAR8.5 billion in 2019. Could you tell us more about this 
new avenue of funding?
In 4Q2018, we launched our sukuk program and started 
to issue. At this point in time, we target the domestic 
market, and although the volume is rather significant, 
we view it as a stepping stone toward a larger pres-
ence in the capital markets and our engagement with 
investors. We plan to have further issuances this year, 
probably toward the end of the year, and we may go in-
ternational after that. The sukuk issuances are part of 
our funding diversification agenda, for which we have 
other initiatives in the pipeline. This is in parallel to the 
increase of our balance sheet linked to the funding and 
liquidity we supply to the market. Thus far, we have de-
ployed SAR1.2 billion (USD319.968 million) in funding. 
We recently signed the guarantee agreement with the 
Ministry of Finance, which was part of the original pro-
cess that established SRC. This is a milestone in our re-
financing program and our pursuit of optimized costs 
of lending for the borrower. We also work on strength-
ening the links with the rest of the housing ecosystem, 
for example with the Real Estate Development Fund 
(REDF) and the National Housing Company (NHC). 
Now that the foundations have been laid, we can fine-
tune our individual proposals, and value proposition 
and reinforce the exchange amongst entities in the 
ecosystem. Further strengthening our partnerships 
will ultimately place us even more competitively in 
the global housing financing market. Already, there is 
a much stronger dynamic and trust at work, vindicating 
the initiatives that have been pushed across the board. 
There is traction, and the idea is to cultivate, nurture, 
and keep pushing this to long term.

How do you include the changing demographics into your 
mid- to long-term strategy?
First, the demographic is indeed changing, which in-

cludes a generation with a different mindset and ap-
proach to financing a house. At the ministry’s level, 
there is a great focus on digitalization and the use 
of all social media to reach out to this young gen-
eration to inform them about access to home loans. 
At the company level, we have launched an aware-
ness campaign about mortgages. Factoring in the 
demographics is an important element because of 
our long-term view. Second, the new generation has 
different ambitions and aspirations with a greater 
focus on careers as entrepreneur. For us, that means 
there must be logic and consistency in what we will 
offer them. Our vision is to ensure that entrepre-
neurs and employees in the private sector have ac-
cess to an affordable mortgage. 

What will the diversification of funding look like in the 
coming years?
We have a clear vision of what our ultimate goal 
is and what we want to reach; we have to bring li-
quidity to the market and contribute to shining the 
spotlight on the Kingdom’s mortgage market for in-
vestors internationally. SRC is a bridge between the 
need for liquidity in the Kingdom for mortgages and 
the capital market. If liquidity does not come to the 
market, there will be a chain reaction, and we will 
end up with less or no mortgages or mortgages that 
are detrimental to borrowers. The goal eventually is 
to provide the right product to borrowers with the 
right incentive whilst matching the expectations of 
investors. This requires a third chapter: raising the 
bar, increasing transparency, and addressing the 
questions of investors. We will tap into the inter-
national market beyond the GCC countries. We will 
look into different currencies, shapes, and forms 
and develop different products profile. Today, we 
will focus on corporate bonds destined for the do-
mestic market. ✖

BIO 

Fabrice Susini was appointed 
CEO of SRC in 2017, 
following the inception of 
the organization. Before 
that, he was Global Head of 
Securitization at BNP Paribas. 
Based in London since 2000, he 
managed teams in New York, 
London, Paris, Milan, Hong 
Kong, Tokyo, and Brussels and 
was involved in structuring, 
evaluating, trading, and 
managing ABS and structured 
securities. Susini holds an MBA 
from the London Business 
School, a master’s degree in 
finance from the University of 
Dauphine Paris IX, and a degree 
in law from the University 
Nanterre Paris X. He is a 
graduate of the Institut d’Etude 
Politique de Paris (IEP).
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between 
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liquidity and 
capital markets
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issuances

CHANGING 
with the times
SRC strives to bring liquidity to the 
market and to shine the spotlight on 
the Kingdom’s mortgage market for 
investors internationally.
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Abdulaziz  Al-Subeaei  
C H A I R M A N  O F  T H E  B O A R D  O F  D I R E C T O R S ,

J A B A L  O M A R  D E V E L O P M E N T  C O M PA N Y

What are the main challenges faced by Jabal 
Omar in adapting to the Makkah region?
Makkah’s historical status presents sev-
eral logistic and legal challenges that 
have historically prevented attempts to 
set up a development project of the scale 
of Jabal Omar. Meanwhile, the moun-
tainous terrain of Makkah itself makes 
construction projects challenging. In 
some cases, a small tract of land might 
be owned by 200 different individuals, 
which means getting a unanimous deci-
sion to sell the land is difficult. Natural-
ly, accommodating thousands of people 
throughout the year is a great logistical 
challenge, one that we have dealt with 
through the help of our subsidiaries. We 
have a safe track record with our devel-
opment. 

Can you walk us through the major highlights 
of the new strategy for Jabal Omar Develop-
ment Company? 
Within this context, the next step of our 
strategy is to transform the company 
into Saudi Arabia’s top-tier real estate 
developer by adhering to global stan-
dards while remaining mindful of lo-
cal tastes. Instead of following the old 
wholesale approach, we should respond 
to individual client demands, focusing 
on quality of service. We also need to 
deliver high-quality real estate develop-
ments and investments. In this sense, 
adopting the right approach in every as-

pect of the development project is cru-
cial. From the planning stage, you need 
to gather all the required data and in-
volve the right people on the team, while 
giving them appropriate incentives. We 
are keen to bring many components 
from the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and 
Makkah’s heritage to the forefront, in-
cluding culture, architecture, and the 
arts. While maintaining a focus on res-
idential, hospitality, and retail develop-
ments, we will also be adding historical 
museums, culture, wellness, and enter-
tainment-related areas so our custom-
ers spend more time in the region. 

What is your assessment of recent regulatory 
changes, including aspects concerning part-
nerships and private sector participation?
For many years, the real estate sector in 
Saudi Arabia has been weighed down 
by a lack of regulation in development 
and construction; however, we are now 
seeing a slate of appropriate regulations 
falling into place. These updates are 
contributing to the creation of a network 
that incentivizes professional global and 
national industry players. For example, 
at the heart of the Saudi Vision 2030, 
there is an emphasis on international 
partnerships. There are two reasons for 
this. First, the power of cultural integra-
tion is important. We can benefit from 
best international practices while main-
taining our Saudi culture. The presence 

BIO 

In addition to his role as the Chairman 
of Jabal Omar Development Company, 
Abdulaziz Al-Subeaei serves on the 
board of directors of Fajr Capital as a 
representative of Mohammed Al-Subeaei 
& Sons Investment Company (MASIC). 
He played a pivotal role in the creation of 
MASIC, of which he is a board member. 
He is also a founder and member of 
Jadwa Investment. Al-Subeaei serves on 
the executive committee of Bank Al Bilad 
and four other companies. 

The Jabal Omar Development Company is one of the leading 
real estate developers in the region.

of international players will lead to in-
novation. This is of great importance, 
as we lag behind in this area. Second, 
international cooperation is important 
in terms of capacity. Our vision is ambi-
tious. It calls for a great deal of construc-
tion and renovation. To achieve that, we 
definitely need the help of international 
players. In light of these developments, 
the opportunities for private-sector par-
ticipation are enormous. However, reg-
ulations have changed, and businesses 
need to adjust themselves to this new 
reality. This is the first time I have seen 
ministers and deputy ministers coming 
to private companies and pitching to 
them. The fact that these new channels 
of communication between the gov-
ernment and the private sector have 
opened up is an amazing development 
in itself. ✖

set in STONE
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Khalid Radwan  
C E O ,
S A U D I  A I R L I N E S  
R E A L  E S TAT E 
D E V E L O P M E N T  C O . 
( S A R E D )

How can the investor community regain trust in the 
Saudi real estate market?
The current market conditions, especially on 
the residential side, offer an excellent oppor-
tunity for both developers and investors alike, 
as prices were reaching all-time highs both in 
terms of land and property. In 2020, we will 
witness the final correction. Some actors will 
exit the market, others will re-enter, and many 
will be willing to take advantage of the new 
reality. The real estate market cycle likely hit 
the lowest point in 2018, with many foreign-
ers leaving the country, and is now starting to 
pick up. This means that this is the right time 
to buy because in four years we will witness 
another peak. These cycles are healthy for the 
market, and savvy investors should know how 
to position themselves accordingly. Saudi 
Arabia also provides them with the competi-
tive advantage of a proper structure until 2030 
and 2050 through the vision. ✖

Can you walk us through the company’s current port-
folio?
SARED manages all the properties owned by 
the holding group and is structured into two 
divisions: development and O&M. Through the 
development arm, we built Saudia City and are 
on hold for a new renovation masterplan that 
will be backed by feasibility studies by Colliers 
and JLL. Once these studies are finalized, we 
will present the plan to the board and engage 
in this new era, split into four phases to be de-
veloped in eight years. This represents our key 
strategic priority, although we remain active on 
other fronts too. Aside from Saudia City, we are 
currently working on a huge flight operation 
terminal development in Medina and the de-
velopment and renovation of several buildings 
in Tabuk and Al Baha. Outside the Kingdom, 
we are working now on real estate in London 
where we have a headquarters and a warehouse 
at Heathrow Airport. 
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Sekip Senturk 
D E P U T Y  C E O ,

S A U D I  A R A B I A N  B AY T U R  C O N S T R U C T I O N  C O .

What construction projects is the company 
currently working on?
The megaprojects, King Khalid Univer-
sity (KKU) Medical City and Jabal Omar 
Development Project, are continuing. 
We have four contracts at KKU worth 
over SAR3.5 billion, and we expect to 
complete them by 2019 or early 2020. 
The Jabal Omar project, which features 
luxury hotel towers and a shopping cen-
ter, should be completed in 2020. We 
have also completed a few projects re-
cently, including the Tabuk project for 
the Air Force. Saudi Baytur is proud to 
be the 2019 recipient of the Occupation-
al Excellence Achievement Award and 
the Perfect Record Award from the USA 
National Safety Council for the Tabuk 
project. In 2018, we completed Ithra in 
Dhahran for Aramco, where we came 
in at the end to make it operational. We 
have a project at the Rabigh Refinery that 
has been ongoing since 2012 and dou-
bled in value with additional contracts. 
That is at the closing stage, with all the 
construction and execution practically 
concluded. We also completed Aram-
co’s Dammam Housing Project. We have 
another major project at King Abdullah 
University of Science and Technology 
(KAUST) that will continue until 2025. 
We were also awarded a new contract 
for NEOM airport in March, and that is 
in progress. That is a fast-track contract 
that has to be completed within 2019. 
The scope is to upgrade the airport to the 
level where it can be certified for com-
mercial aircrafts to take off and land. At 
the moment, it is only authorized for use 
by private, charter, and military aircraft. 
That is an exciting project. Saudi Arabian 
Baytur Construction is also bidding for 
various other projects.

You work on infrastructure, logistics, residen-
tial housing, and even industrial design proj-
ects. Does the company seek to position itself 
as a diversified solutions provider?
We want to continue to be better at what 
we are doing rather than changing our 
base. Plus, we want to supplement cer-
tain activities, for example by bringing in 
facilities management services in addi-
tion to construction because that seems 
to be a service in demand right now. We 
are in housing, but not in the mass hous-
ing market because we cannot compete 
with the prices. We go for value-added 
projects. Our Aramco housing project 
was a special case where the high-end 
development could not be finished for 
years, and we made an offer that the cli-
ent found reasonable; however, general-
ly the prices being quoted by contractors 
in the mass housing market are not for 
us.

What is the split between your public and pri-
vate contracts?
We do more public projects; if we take 
into account Aramco, SABIC, and oth-
er semi-public companies, the split is 
around 70% public and 30% private. We 
do not want to have too many private 
projects in our portfolio; we want to con-
centrate on hospitality, healthcare, edu-
cation, and landmark public buildings. 
However, as the market is becoming 
difficult, we are being more aggressive in 
our pricing and bidding down the price 
of subcontractors and suppliers.

What are your expectations for upcoming 
megaprojects?
The Red Sea Coast projects are our focal 
point, because we have been in Tabuk 
for almost three years now for the Air 
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2010 following a long career within 
the construction sector. Starting with 
Baytur in 1982, he was based in Geneva, 
responsible for business development in 
Turkey, Iran, Iraq, India, and Pakistan. 
He then continued for 25 years as 
President of EPE, the US subsidiary 
of the Cukurova Group. In 2004, he 
returned to Baytur as the company’s 
US Country Director. Senturk holds a 
bachelor’s degree in economics and 
management and international relations 
from the US and a master’s from the 
Istanbul Academy of Economics and 
Commercial Sciences. He obtained his 
JD Law from New York Law School.

Saudi Arabian Baytur Construction Co. is known 
for delivering quality and is meticulous about 
how it manages and develops its projects.

Force project, so we know the market 
there. Then, on behalf of our affiliate, 
we managed construction in Sharma for 
the first initial Royal Hotel projects. We 
know the region, and that is where we 
want to concentrate. The projects there 
fit our expertise of high-end buildings 
and town centers. Sharma is the town on 
the Saudi Red Sea Coast that is closest to 
the NEOM Project. It is about a two-hour 
drive from Tabuk. We are also looking 
at the Qiddiya entertainment projects, 
though most of those are new to us, and 
we have never worked in the Riyadh re-
gion before. ✖

success through
DETERMINATION
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Faisal  T.  Bouzo 
C O - F O U N D E R  &  PA R T N E R ,
C O N S T R U C T I O N  &  P L A N N I N G 
C O .  ( C & P )

Tarek F.  Al  Aj lani 
C O - F O U N D E R  &  PA R T N E R ,
C O N S T R U C T I O N  &  P L A N N I N G 
C O .  ( C & P )

Mohamed AlBakri 
C E O ,
S A H E M

How would you describe your journey to be-
coming a leading contractor in Saudi Arabia?

FAISAL T. BOUZO C&P was founded with 
the sole mission of delivering high-end 
results that are both high in quality and 
competitive in time delivery. We spent 
the first few years working mainly on res-
idential projects; a corporate opportunity 
later presented itself, and we grabbed it. 
Since then, our focus has shifted toward 
fit-out in the private domain, and we 
began diversifying our portfolio in the 
healthcare, hospitality, real estate, and 
entertainment sectors. In terms of con-
struction, our focus is on base-builds, 
fit-outs of all types, and landscaping. Be-
cause we are confident in our ability to 
deliver top-quality projects and because 
of the vast experience we have gained 
over the years, we began venturing into 
the public sector in Saudi, and it has been 
met with pleasing results. We are current-
ly entering into a joint venture with large 
multinational design firms and will focus 
more on real estate development due to 
the rising demand for mid-end/low-cost 
residential projects.

MOHAMED ALBAKRI For 17 years we have 
been an architecture consultancy, seeing 
from a close perspective the direction of 
residential developments, working with 
developers to help them to build more 
effective housing for their clients. SAHEM 
was founded as a result of a thorough 
assessment of the Saudi housing market 
and the incorporation of the major trends 
in the sharing economy and technology. 
The goal is to help bring different sectors 
or different business players to partici-
pate in building housing options for the 
end user through one source. The end 
user interacts with the land developers, 
master planners, banks for the mortgage, 
architecture consultants, and construc-
tion companies all through one player. 
Traditionally, many of the available op-
tions in the market are already built. That 
means the customer does not have the 
chance to do the customizations. More-
over, many of the current offerings today 
have inefficiencies that are inadequate for 
today’s market.

CONSTRUCTION 
ENGINEERING
Working closely with clients on real estate development, planning, 
design, and consultancy, these firms are keen to bring new 
innovations and standards to the local market.

What do you consider your signature projects, 
and what is your approach toward them?

TAREK F. AL AJLANI The new Apple head-
quarters in Riyadh and other internation-
al firms like Deutsche Bank, Strategy&, 
and Deloitte are several of our significant 
projects in the design and fit-out domains. 
We recently delivered the new headquar-
ters for the Ministry of Communication & 
Technology (MCIT), in which we changed 
its traditional offices that were built in 
1980 to a space that resonates with moder-
nity and innovation, helping it achieve its 
desire to move in line with its new visual 
identity as per Vision 2030. Just like we 
do with any project in the kick-off phase, 
we first gain a deep understanding of the 
work environment the client is looking for. 
Based on that, we begin the design process 
that demonstrates the area from every 
angle and highlights all the components 
down to the smallest detail. The ministry 
sought to be one of the top places to work 
and to be ahead of others in terms of work-
space efficiency and functionality.

What is your growth strategy for the medium 
term?

MA SAHEM can provide turnkey solutions 
and work alongside the customer through 
every step of the process. This model will 
be successful all over the country, and not 
only Jeddah. We started here because all 
the big vendors and players are here. If a 
company can make it in Jeddah, they can 
make it anywhere, because it is highly 
competitive. Land prices are high, and the 
client always seeks something different. In 
the future, our intention is to actually enter 
the Saudi market and perhaps the GCC. 
Every time we move to a new city, we plan 
to work with local architecture consultan-
cies and contractors who meet our stan-
dards. However, to get there, one needs 
to work on certain things themselves. If 
we want to hedge for a heavy penetration 
in the market, we need to adopt a light 
business model where we can bring in 
partners. For these partners, we do a great 
deal of prequalification, knowing that our 
model works in cities that have cheaper 
land prices. ✖
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Raed Atari 
M A N A G I N G  D I R E C T O R ,
A B D U L  L AT I F  J A M E E L  L A N D

Mowaffaq Al  Hashimi 
E X E C U T I V E  C H A I R M A N ,
S A Q I FAT  A L  S A FA

Haitham Hussain Hakeem 
C O - F O U N D E R  &  C E O ,
R A K A L  R E A L  E S TAT E  C O M PA N Y

IN 2012, ALJ Land was formed to develop 
and improve the head company’s infra-
structure in terms of facilities that sup-
port the automotive industry; in total, we 
invested over SAR2 billion. In 2013, we 
purchased plots of land and worked on 
developing them for two projects: J1 and 
a building with 21 apartments. We are 
now starting the third project, a develop-
ment that will provide genuine commu-
nity life. Saudi Arabia grew by 1 million 
people in 2017-2018, and we will see an 
even greater expansion. In the last few 
years, living spaces in Saudi have evolved 
in line with customs and culture. Our 
definition of community is a habitat that 
provides the inhabitants with excellent 
lifestyle facilities and offers basic needs 
in a secure environment. The new gener-
ation of Saudis wants a living communi-
ty that integrates all these diverse com-
ponents, and now that regulations have 
changed, we have much greater freedom 
to develop the projects customers are 
asking for. There is a strong demand for 
service-oriented developments, which 
was not the case in the past. Within Sau-
di, we have the three major cities that 
still require a great deal of development, 
and now the government is placing ef-
forts on accelerating economic activity 
in secondary cities as well.

WE COMPLETED THE DARB AL HARAMAIN 
PROJECT, which involved infrastructure 
construction and land development, and 
then handed it over to the municipality. 
Hopefully we will start selling the land 
by October 2019. We are not undergoing 
any major real estate investment projects 
at present. We are moving toward facili-
tating purpose-built projects. We can fa-
cilitate an entire project, which we have 
done before with specialized malls. That 
is a concept that we marketed and found 
to be successful. We are also increasing 
our property management portfolio, as 
many have started to realize the impor-
tance of professional property manage-
ment. Every week, we get two or three 
requests to manage property. The market 
will learn through evolution, but I seek 
to increase the pace. The property man-
agement side of the business now covers 
about 40% of our business at least. I am 
shooting for 50/50 in terms of annual 
revenue, but not in volume. We are tak-
ing a more cautious role at the moment, 
as there is a great deal of suspense. The 
problem is that for many years we have 
been accustomed to having the govern-
ment do everything, always carrying the 
burden. The relationship between the 
government and the private sector is 
changing, and we are adapting and look-
ing for opportunities within this change.

RAKAL REAL ESTATE COMPANY is one of 
the leading companies in the field of real 
estate investment, focusing on residential, 
commercial, and tourism in Saudi Arabia. 
The company was established in 2013 in 
alignment with Vision 2030 and operates 
accordingly to achieve the strategies and 
goals in the real estate sector. Rakal has di-
versified investment in various fields, with 
the largest share in real estate develop-
ment, aimed at commercial and leisure ac-
tivities. Throughout the years, the invest-
ment portfolio has expanded and includes 
operation, marketing, and management 
of properties, and currently the company 
manages a number of commercial and 
residential projects inside and outside Ri-
yadh. Among the most important projects 
of Rakal Real Estate is the Rakal Plaza Mall, 
as well as the marketing of the Carolina 
Palms residential compound. Projects out-
side Riyadh include Al Maha Mall in Abha. 
Rakal Real Estate is owned by a number of 
partners that have extensive experience in 
the field of investment, such as the well-
known Tharawat Holding. These relation-
ships give us the confidence to use our ex-
pertise as needed. This is in addition to the 
great support we obtained, the investment 
methods we use, and the leadership guid-
ance we always receive from the owners of 
Rakal Real Estate. We provide our services 
based on extensive experience. 

DEVELOPERS
The rapidly evolving construction industry has opened the doors for developers  
to introduce greater innovation and provide better products.

F O R U M
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C E O ,
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Aykut Kaya 
C E O  &  B O A R D  M E M B E R ,
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C O N S T R U C T I O N  C O .  ( TA M E A R )

Riyadh Front is reaching its final stage. Could 
you tell us more about the latest develop-
ments?

ABDULLAH ALFASSAM We consider the 
current stage to be the soft opening of 
phase one, and already some of our ten-
ants have moved in. In 2019, we expect 
the entire project to be opened officially. 
When we look for tenants, we are truly 
focused on the quality, both for shop-
ping and office space. On the shopping 
front, we have signed to open the largest 
cinema in Saudi Arabia and the largest 
Virgin Megastore in the Middle East. 
Aside from flagship stores, we are look-
ing at the customer experience, especial-
ly in terms of entertainment, F&B offer-
ings, and a variety of fashion and luxury 
brands. We plan to provide a 360-degree 
environment in terms of structure, ar-
chitect design, landscape, and surface. 
The facility has been built to host dif-
ferent types of activities and events. We 
have a dedicated area for art exhibitions 
and aim to become a cultural hub and 
meeting point for artists in Riyadh. One 
of these plans is to have competitions 
among artists to temporarily design 

this space during special events in the 
Kingdom, such as New Year’s Eve, Eid, 
or Ramadan. We have built an arcade 
along an entire side of the project. The 
technique used here to open and close 
the whole area is modeled after Zorlu 
Center in Istanbul. The climate control 
systems here are unique to Saudi Arabia. 
To develop our office spaces, we have 
signed up global accounting firm KPMG, 
Jolly Chic, and Saudi Arabia’s Noon.

How have your operations advanced since 
launching the business in Saudi in 2016?

AYKUT KAYA TAMEAR is a joint venture 
company between Al Akaria (60%) and 
Kaya Homes (40%). We are a contracting 
company focusing primarily on residen-
tial buildings using the latest technolo-
gy in the sector, for example steel and 
aluminum formwork systems that are 
faster and costs less. In the last three 
years, we have completed construction 
in the diplomatic quarter to include 21 
buildings and 68 apartments as well as 
162 compound project apartments in 
the Al Najaz area. After six months, we 
will have completed 567 villas in Thu-

PROJECTS
Despite the booming local construction sector, 
companies are looking beyond success to also 
give something back to the community.

mamah. We are currently negotiating 
a project deal in Medina for 768 apart-
ments and finalizing a further 800 villas 
in Taif. I am grateful to Al Akaria, as it is a 
reputable Saudi brand that has given us 
a great advantage. We are the executive 
arm of this JV. Over the last three years, 
we have adapted ourselves to the mar-
ket and quickly gained a reputation for 
being fast and high-quality contractors. 
My goal is to strengthen our presence 
in Saudi Arabia, to be useful both here 
and also in my homeland Turkey. We 
also want to educate, train, encourage, 
and develop trainee programs for young 
Saudi engineers here. We want to give 
them the opportunity to be part of our 
success and something bigger. 

How do you approach environmental sustain-
ability in the Riyadh Front?

AA For all our projects, we rely heavily 
on green and open areas. This is a sig-
nificant challenge in a country like Saudi 
Arabia, but it gives great added value to 
the projects. For example, the coverage 
area for both projects, which is how 
much we build on a plot, is less than 
20%. This is a low rate, with 80% open 
and green. This is an environment that 
requires a great deal of investment and 
operational costs, which is a key part of 
our master planning.

How did you enter the Saudi market?

AK From the beginning, Saudis favored 
the fact that we kept to our deadlines, 
kept costs low, and produced high-qual-
ity designs, so we were soon approached 
to project manage 28 villas using form 
work system. At that time, no one was 
using this system for residential proj-
ects, though we had in Turkey and re-
ceived great accolades for doing so. We 
were offered the contract, and this was 
a great first experience for us and intro-
duced us to the market. Turkey is well 
known for construction and advanced 
interior design, which has given us a 
big advantage in quality, finishing, and 
discipline. After this first project, we 
were approached to form a joint venture 
company, which has been a healthy and 
successful association. We are grateful 
for the opportunities Saudi Arabia has 
presented us. ✖
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C E O ,
A L  S A F WA  C E M E N T  C O M PA N Y

The Saudi cement industry witnessed a con-
traction of 57% in the last few years. What is 
your current assessment of the market?
This is a market correction period; de-
mand for cement will not go beyond or 
below this point, as we have reached the 
bottom line. In the cement market, like 
in any other, the business has a normal 
lifecycle. In the last few years, we were in 
the saturation phase, though now new 
projects have been announced such as 
NEOM and the Red Sea and Sakani proj-
ects, which will bring new demand and 
areas to tackle. We have several projects 
and megaprojects in our region that will 
start soon or have already started, so we 
will definitely benefit from those, bring-
ing our quality and range of products 
to serve different demands. At the same 
time, the government has taken sup-
portive measures by lifting the export 
fees of the cement sector, giving us the 
opportunity to export and capitalize on 
our competitive advantage in terms of 
production costs. There are some mar-
kets near the Saudi borders like East Af-
rica and even Central Africa that are now 
growing markets in regard to cement.

Regarding the export strategy, what is the key 
to gain access to these markets?
We are trying to look around for suitable 
markets and have found two main areas, 
Africa and Southeast Asia, although we 
also have Bangladesh as a hub for other 
countries. Demand is always dynamic in 
the cement sector. For example, Libya 
is absorbing a competitive market like 
the Egyptian one from the export stand-
point, and if Libya is open and develops 
aggressively, that will leave us with other 
countries such as Kenya, Mozambique, 
and others that can be supplied by the 
Saudi market. Iraq, Jordan, and Syria 

will also provide an opportunity for the 
northern region in Saudi Arabia, while 
Yemen represents an opportunity for the 
southern one.

What main challenges are cement companies 
facing in Saudi Arabia today?
The market is correcting itself; transpor-
tation costs are one of the main prob-
lems facing players in the industry. In the 
last few years, with the liberalization of 
the transport sector, our costs will soon 
be positively affected. If we have high-
er domestic demand, that will lead to a 
self-correction in the market. We have 
been in a survival mood for the last few 
years. The fuel price revision will impact 
the industry in general, and we should 
be ready for that, not by increasing the 
quantity of produced cement but by en-
hancing our cost performance. Having 
said that, we have a long-term strategy 
that started five years ago to optimize our 
fuel mix strategy to enhance our compet-
itiveness and increase our autonomy. ✖

BIO 

Yasser Zayed was appointed CEO 
of Al Safwa Cement in July 2018, 
after working in executive roles at 
LafargeHolcim for more than 20 years, 
most recently as CFO. He holds an MBA 
from ESLSCA Business School.

BUILDING the future

With new mega construction 
projects on the way in Saudi 
Arabia, Al Safwa Cement 
Company has reasons to be 
optimistic that demand will 
increase domestically.

“We have several 
projects and 
megaprojects in our 
region that will start 
soon or have already 
started, so we will 
definitely benefit from 
those, bringing our 
quality and range of 
products to serve 
different demands.”
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thyssenkrupp built one of  
the largest  cement plants in  
Saudi Arabia on a turnkey basis
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Shoeil  J .  Al  Ayed 
B O A R D  M E M B E R  &  C E O ,
S A U D I  W H I T E  C E M E N T 
C O M PA N Y

JOTUN SAUDI HAS BEEN per-
forming extremely well in 
the last few years despite the 
changes in market dynamics. 
We have been operating in 
Saudi for more than 30 years 
with three manufacture units, 
five hubs, and more than 500 
dealer networks. As one of the 
leading paint manufacturers 
globally with solid foundations 
locally, Jotun will benefit from 
this market transformation, 
which will improve products, 
service quality levels, and 
overall market standards. Our 
company strategy in Saudi is 
long term, on which Vision 
2030 will enable high-quali-
ty companies such as ours to 
compete fairly to provide the 
best products and service for 
the benefit of end users. Con-
struction and industrial proj-
ects contribute a substantial 
amount to our revenues, while 
our retail segments still ac-
count for the major part. Since 
the projects sector has wit-
nessed a slowdown in the past 
few years, the government has 
announced new megaprojects 
in addition to many new infra-
structure and oil and gas proj-
ects. The market is picking up 
gradually, with more activity 
all around, which means more 
money in the economy.

CONSTRUCTION IS one of the 
largest sectors here, and large 
construction projects are the 
fuel of the economy. The Sau-
di economy is heavily depen-
dent on revenues from oil, and 
those revenues are redeployed 
into the economy in the shape 
of construction projects. The 
new government regulations 
have contributed positively, 
albeit indirectly, to the over-
all status of the sector. The 
whole value cycle of the supply 
chain leads to a high quality of 
work, controlled by high-qual-
ity equipment and tools. The 
pre-qualification of equip-
ment is also important, since 
the government demands cer-
tain specifications and models. 
This has created great demand 
for new, top-of-the-line road 
equipment with specs that 
Bakheet is able to provide. 
We have various levels of in-
novation and technology; the 
most important are telematics, 
which are sensors that provide 
an overview of the condition 
of one’s equipment. We can 
also install a simpler 1D or 2D 
system in excavators to save 
time or money. The third level 
of innovation has to do with 
sustainability, namely provid-
ing solutions that have greener 
applications.

FOR 2019, we have made the 
decision to diversify, and al-
most three years ago we nego-
tiated new business lines with 
European and American com-
panies, which will keep devel-
oping into a niche high-value 
market where we can be a 
leader of new technologies in 
our business. Tough competi-
tion on prices leads companies 
to develop either a broader ex-
port strategy or niche products 
with high value. As the Saudi 
government is making in-
roads in playing an active role 
in the reconstruction process 
of Iraq, we are targeting this 
market and looking for a local 
distributor, though the mar-
ket still lacks some attractive-
ness, as construction projects 
are few. In East Africa, we are 
looking for opportunities in 
Kenya, Rwanda, and Ethiopia, 
which are growing faster than 
their neighbors. We also target 
West Africa. Later, we want to 
introduce our construction 
material to North Africa and 
possibly Morocco and Sene-
gal. Our typical markets are the 
UAE, Oman, Jordan, Bahrain, 
and Yemen. In the long term, 
we are looking at Syria and 
Yemen. Our core market is 
the GCC, with Kuwait our top 
market today.

WE PRODUCE 3,000 TONS of 
white cement per day and 
11,000 tons of gray cement. 
In July, we finished our lat-
est project to transfer one 
production line from gray 
cement to white. We can pro-
duce 2,000 tons of white ce-
ment per day or as much as 
5,500 tons of gray per day. It 
is a dual production, and to 
my knowledge, it is one of the 
largest lines producing white 
cement in the world. We ex-
pect to see growth in 4Q2019 
or 1Q2020 as megaprojects 
are expected to start then, 
and we will see demand for 
gray and white cement as 
early as 2020; however, we 
are still importing white ce-
ment from abroad. Our plan 
is to satisfy all the local de-
mand for white cement. As 
we currently have more than 
double the capacity for local 
demand for gray cement, we 
plan to also have almost dou-
ble the capacity of local de-
mand for white cement. For 
the latter, we hope to have at 
least 60-70% of market share 
after we localize our produc-
tion. For gray cement, we are 
at 5.5% and hope to reach as 
much as 6%.

CONSTRUCTION SUPPLY CHAIN
With the construction market picking up gradually, activity is expected to rebound all around as  
suppliers of construction materials are developing more innovative, higher value products.
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F O C U S 
Economic cit ies

Futuristic oases are appearing here and there across the desert in Saudi Arabia, 
driving the Kingdom’s non-oil economy forward.

CITIES IN THE SUN

WITH THE AIM OF SPEEDING UP ECONOMIC DIVERSIFICATION, Sau-
di Arabia has been regularly announcing futuristic megaprojects for 
some years now. And, since the launching of Vision 2030 by Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman, the government’s investment in large 
scale construction has gone up even further.

This makes perfect sense: building new ports, airports, and roads 
and railroads will stimulate the Kingdom’s economy, fostering the 
development of several non-oil sectors including finance, real estate, 
construction, and transportation, among others.

Not satisfied with single development plans in one area or anoth-
er, the Kingdom came up with the idea of building entire cities from 
scratch in the early 2000s, long before the launching of Vision 2030.

King Abdullah Economic City (KAEC), which was announced by the 
late King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz in 2005, is one result of such mea-
sures. Located on the coast of the Red Sea, at a distance of 100km from 
Jeddah—Saudi Arabia’s main economic powerhouse—and at a rea-
sonable flying distance from all important cities in the Middle East, 
KAEC is well positioned to fulfill its duty as the future business heart of 
the country. Or, as the megaproject’s official website puts it, to create 
“a new world city to benefit business, citizens, and the entire Kingdom 
of Saudi Arabia.”

Although the construction work is closely regulated by the Econom-
ic Cities Authority (EAC), the UAE-based master developer, Emaar 
Properties, is entrusted with the task of building the city, and the final 
bill will likely be in excess of USD55 billion. 

It is hoped that even more funding will be directed toward the con-
stellation of projects under construction in the city through direct for-
eign investment as well as investment by Saudi Arabia’s private sec-
tor—a process that could also generate up to a million jobs.

Different phases of the KAEC have been inaugurated since 2010, 

with 2015 marking a high point in terms of the number of projects 
coming to an end. If all goes according to plan, 2020 will see the com-
pletion of the megaproject. 

The city comes complete with over 210,000 residential units in the 
form of apartments and villas and a chic central business district; 
however, as KAEC is—more than anything—the Kingdom’s attempt 
at economic diversification, the city is designed with an emphasis on 
fostering industrial and trade activities.

The Industrial Valley, which will be the focal point of manufac-
turing plants, hosts approximately 2,700 industrial units, focusing in 
particular on high-end plastic production given the availability of oil-
based ingredients in the country.

Located along the coast of the Red Sea and with an ideal access to 
both the Indian Ocean and the Mediterranean Sea via the Suez Ca-
nal, KAEC is also well positioned to become the country’s next hub of 
maritime transportation. 

In this context, King Abdullah port was built with private funding 
and will soon be able to handle 20 million containers per year thanks 
to the installation of state-of-the-art facilities, including 28 ship-to-
shore cranes in 2019.

The port is already active and was announced as the world’s sec-
ond-fastest growing port in 2018 by Alphaliner, a global maritime 
transportation intelligence firm.

KAEC is not the only futuristic city under construction; there are 
at least three other equally ambitious megaprojects in progress, 
such as the Jazan Economic City, that are following KAEC’s formula. 
Meanwhile, it was formally announced in 2017 that over 50 Saudi 
islands in the Red Sea will be turned into centers of tourism. Recent 
social reforms and market liberalization are key to the success of 
these new projects. ✖

Illustration: Aleksandra Fabia
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What are Amaken International Group’s current business divisions?
Amaken International Group works in marketing of real estate, 
valuation, property management, and feasibility studies. Due to 
new rules in Saudi, we have had to separate out our real estate and 
construction equipment-related businesses. Amaken International 
Group started around nine years ago in the loans business.

Under Vision 2030 the Ministry of Housing has an ambition to increase 
home ownership to 75% by 2030. What role can Amaken International 
Group play here?
Amaken International Group can provide excellent services to peo-
ple looking for properties. Potential clients can use our website to 
refine their search in terms of property size, number of bedrooms, 
and location. We can help them find what they are looking for. We 
can also help people by valuing a property for them before they 
approach the bank for finance, or to ensure the developer has 
completed the house properly before the customer agrees to buy 
it. We can give these kinds of services to house purchasers. At the 
megaproject level, the Ministry of Housing is doing a great deal of 
work to develop housing projects to meet the home ownership tar-
get. Providing brokerage services is one part of our contribution; we 
also deal with other brokers.

How is the valuation practice or-
ganized in Saudi Arabia, and how 
would you position Tathmen in 
this field?
The valuation practice is im-
portant for every business. In 
Saudi Arabia, the practice has 
been around for only three 
years. The standards at play 
are world standards, but here 
in Saudi Arabia the valuation 
period is about six months and 
therefore it is still a maturing 
and developing industry. Tath-
men is a leading firm in this 
field, and we are extensively 
growing our operations. We 
have an experienced team of 
local and international valuers 
with extensive knowledge of 
valuation theory and experi-
ence in assessing the value of 
various types of assets includ-
ing real estate, industrial and 
commercial assets, and intel-
lectual property rights.

In 2017, Saudi Authority for 
Accredited Valuers (Taqeem) 
published its first Internation-
al Valuation Standards report, 
translated into Arabic, tailored 
for the Saudi market. Can you tell 
us about your collaboration and 
cooperation with Taqeem?
Taqeem is vitally important 
for all companies in the indus-
try, and we engage with it on 
a daily basis. Its standards are 
at the basis of our day-to-day 
work, and its manual is an es-
sential document for valuation. 
To work in valuation requires 
both training and licensing, 
and Taqeem is an instrumental 
partner of both.

Ahmed A.  Assery 
C E O ,
S A U D I  A S S E T 
VA L U AT I O N  C O M PA N Y 
( TAT H M E N )

Could you give us a brief introduction to the services you provide?
We work in the field of IT engineering with a strong focus on geog-
raphy, across the spectrum of geophysics of the earth to topogra-
phy, structures and hydrology, planning, zoning, climate, and the 
environment, and we provide geospatial data for all of those. We 
also provide services for building information management mod-
eling (BIM) for structures. This is advanced technology, and we are 
moving in the direction of intelligent 4D data. To gather this, what 
we call smart geospatial data, we utilize satellites, aircrafts, drones, 
mobile mapping systems, navigation, and GPS. While previously all 
these were manual processes, today we use AI, computer facilities, 
and graphics cards. Medina will be the first example of a smart city 
in Saudi Arabia, and we serve as the consultant. We have mapped 
15,000 archaeological sites in Al Ula at a 3- to 5-cm level, in an area 
that is entirely smart geospatial. Within these smart cities, we use 
data sensor analysis, which can be applied for multiple purposes. 
We also work on smart city management. In another area, we work 
on complete archival automation and government portals. We are 
also working on renewable energy services.

Kamil  Eren 
P R E S I D E N T  &  C E O ,
G E O T E C H  G R O U P

Khalid Al  Jasir 
C E O ,

A M A K E N  I N T E R N AT I O N A L  G R O U P

Which aspect of the Vision 2030 
reforms will impact the industry 
and TDC?
The vision laid the ground-
work for new government 
projects and processes that 
are less bureaucratic and more 
transparent in addition to the 
privatization of certain pub-
lic companies and agencies. 
These provide great opportu-
nities for the private sector to 
get involved in the country’s 
infrastructure such as power 
stations, airports and sea ports, 
hotels and resorts, railways, 
medical centers, and industri-
al cities. This will ensure the 
country has a bright and prom-
ising future.

What are your ambitions and pri-
orities for the future?
We focus on Vision 2030. The 
Red Sea Project will be the main 
new project for us, with a sub-
stantial number of hotels set to 
be constructed. All this should 
be fair enough for us. We are 
assured by the number of gov-
ernment-planned projects that 
have already begun. Activity is 
certainly picking up. One new 
project, Qiddiya, recently un-
veiled its master plan, which 
is something we might look at 
moving forward. However, we 
need to focus on our core ex-
pertise. We will announce more 
projects at the end of 2019. We 
are focusing on building up the 
energy sector, as are some of 
our partners.

Hassan Al-Qahtani 
C E O ,
T E C H N I C A L 
D E V E L O P M E N T 
C O M PA N Y  ( T D C )
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The Riyadh Metro project is due to 
become fully operational in 2021
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Food & Agriculture

FOOD  
FOR THOUGHT
F

and strategic location. The Saudi F&B market 
is headed in two directions: fine dining and fast 
food. Fine dining is not price sensitive, but a fast-
food purchase hinges on a customer’s decision to 
spend a few more riyals.

On the agricultural side, the decision by the 
government to reduce the amount of water for ag-
ricultural purposes has had several consequenc-
es. There are various new cultivation techniques 
being tested in Saudi Arabia, including indoor 
hydroponic cultivation. The most recent ventures 
include using grow towers in abandoned facto-
ries, shorter growing cycles, new germination 
technology, filtration for light, water and air, nu-
trient delivery systems, and automated harvest-
ing. These developments are slowly taking hold 
in Saudi Arabia, thanks to the efforts of entities 
like Saudi Agricultural and Livestock Investment 
Company (SALIC) and Agricultural Development 
Fund (ADF), which not only support new tech-
nologies, but also ensure agricultural operations 
are commercially viable and in line with the King-
dom’s agricultural and water policies. SALIC is re-
sponsible for investments in agriculture outside 
of the Kingdom, while ADF invests domestically.

Meanwhile, on the export front, political in-
stability, concentration of production, high in-
surance costs, and protectionist measures all 
contributed to a tougher economic reality for lo-
cally processed commodities. Internal demand 
still brings the highest percentage of revenues, 
although most companies that TBY met with 
said they want to bring more products to foreign 
markets. ✖

or our food and agriculture chapter, 
we noticed two divergent trends in the 
growth of the food and beverages sector 

and the slow decline of agriculture. 
The F&B sector has seen many new regulations 

focusing on quality, safety, performance, and en-
vironmental standards, which in the short term 
created quite a few hurdles for firms in the indus-
try. Interviewees noted the cost of maintaining a 
business has increased dramatically, with labor 
costs and fuel prices all growing. However, the 
biggest issue for the sector was new fees for expa-
triate families, a regulatory change that affected 
both revenues and costs, with the market under-
going a reduction in size.

With foreigners leaving Saudi Arabia, it is not 
only the demand side that will be affected. In-
deed, the jobs of the departed will be filled by 
Saudi citizens, but only a handful of Saudis  are 
interested in pursuing careers in the food service 
industry, which requires long hours and does 
not necessarily offer a glamorous environment. 
Local interest in the segment is apparent in cof-
fee shops, with new places opening up at a rapid 
pace. Each claim to offer a different product or 
experience from their competitors, with some 
shifting toward fresh, organic products. 

These trends demonstrate how Saudi Arabia’s 
F&B market has become more mature and com-
petitive, focusing on details to attract more cus-
tomers. We noticed that the most successful con-
cepts across the customer segments tend to rely 
on three main features: superior hygienic stan-
dards, a pleasant and comfortable environment 
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SAUDI
SELF-SUFFICIENCY,
PER VEGETABLE
SOURCE: SAUDI GREENHOUSES

100% Cucumbers 

100% Potatoes

100% Onions

100% Melons

60% Tomatoes

TOTAL FISH FARMING 
CAPACITY (TONS)
SOURCE: AGRICULTURAL 
DEVELOPMENT FUND (ADF)

1987

1996

2018

2030e 100,000

45,000

2,960

140

TOTAL AGRICULTURAL 
SELF-SUSTAINABILITY 
SOURCE: AGRICULTURAL 
DEVELOPMENT FUND (ADF)

2016

2020e 60%

42%
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Hisham Saad Aljadhey 
C E O ,
S A U D I  F O O D  &  D R U G  A U T H O R I T Y 
( S F D A )

SFDA introduced its Healthy Food Strategy in Septem-
ber 2018. Can you brief us on the main policy points and 
their progress over the last year?
Improving diets is extremely important, as we 
implement the government’s Vision 2030 in 
terms of improving health and business oppor-
tunities in the Kingdom. For example, there are 
recommendations by the WHO to eliminate in-
dustrial trans fats, prevent the use of partially hy-
drogenated oils in the food industry by 2023, and 
reduce the consumption of sugar, salt, and fat in 
food content in order to prevent NCDs. We have 
moved from hunger and a lack of food toward 
food security followed by food safety. Today, we 
are moving to healthy foods in order to prevent 
diseases. Furthermore, in 2018 we were able to 
reduce allowable levels of trans fats to around 
2% in oil products and 5% in other food prod-
ucts with an outstanding 95% industry compli-
ance level for both local and imported goods. Our 
main goal now is to reduce industrial-produced 
trans fats in foods to 0%, as recommended by 
WHO. Compliance levels are excellent; neverthe-
less, we are constantly improving the processes 
and providing guidance toward the main stake-
holders and beneficiaries. By 2020, SFDA also 
intends to improve the food-labeling system to 
declare any added sugars, trans fat, and sodium. 
It will take years of collaborative work to achieve 
all these goals, though the cornerstone for this is 
to educate the public to select their food wisely 
and introduce healthier food choices to their dai-
ly intake.

Would you tell us more about SFDA’s dialogue and en-
gagement with the private sector?
SFDA has signed agreements with several allianc-
es and nine major companies, encouraging them 
to reduce salt, sugar, and fat content and improve 
their products. We work closely with these com-
panies in providing ideas for successfully pro-
moting a healthier product and responding to 
their concerns over losing current or potential 
customers. We think about this more in terms of 
an open dialogue, rather than having it present-

BIO 

Hisham Saad Aljadhey was 
appointed President of SFDA 
in 2016. He was previously 
the dean of the college of 
pharmacy and Vice Dean for 
graduate studies and research 
at the college of pharmacy at 
King Saud University (KSU). 
He received his BA from 
KSU, his pharmacy doctorate 
from Purdue University, and 
his philosophy doctorate in 
pharmacy-epidemiology from 
the University of North Carolina 
at Chapel Hill.

Among other things, SFDA is 
responsible for observing the safety, 
security, and effectiveness of food and 
drugs in Saudi Arabia.

ed to the industry as a requirement, encouraging 
them to move toward healthier products as we do 
not intend to cut products out of the market un-
less they present a hazard.

How is SFDA working with other agencies on food secu-
rity and healthy consumption goals?
We work closely with the relevant stakeholders, 
such as the Ministry of Environment, Water, 
and Agriculture (MEWA), especially in the aqua-
culture part. Our number-one goal is to ensure 
reasonable pricing for products together with 
MEWA. We are also working on educating the 
public and increasing awareness. For instance, 
we focus on the health benefits of consuming 
fish, as fish consumption is currently low in Sau-
di. We also have initiatives to ensure high quality 
standards for all imported fish. We also banned 
products from a number of countries due to com-
pliance issues with SFDA’s standards and regula-
tions.

In 2018, Saudi Arabia produced 30% of its pharmaceu-
ticals locally, and SFDA seeks to increase this to 40% 
this year. What is your vision and strategy to produce 
more medicine locally?
In the last few years, SFDA has activated a num-
ber of encouraging practices to boost the local 
production of medication. One factor is on the 
registration side, where we help companies reg-
ister products as much as possible from here. The 
government entity NUPCO was established to be 
responsible for purchasing pharmaceuticals and 
medical devices on behalf of the public sector. 
SFDA reviews all products to ensure at least 50% 
of generic medication is manufactured here. We 
are also bringing in local manufacturing of medi-
cines where there is a worldwide shortage, for ex-
ample because manufacturers are not interested 
in producing a particular medication, as the price 
is too low. We will guarantee a price that will cov-
er their costs with a reasonable profitability. Ma-
jor companies are ready to start production again 
and supply the Saudi public health sector with 
these pharmaceutical products. ✖

eating 
SMARTER

 

Plans to increase 
amount of 
pharmaceuticals 
produced locally 
to 40%

 

Implementing 
Healthy Food 
Strategy
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Fozan Al  Harthy 
C E O ,
R AY D A N  R E S TA U R A N T S

How was your performance in 2018 in terms of profits and 
revenue?
Revenues and our share of the market remained 
the same from 2017 to 2018; however, 2018 was 
extremely competitive, and many new compa-
nies entered the market, so we largely consider the 
year a success. Profit was affected by new expens-
es such as increased utility and regulatory costs, 
which meant the bottom line fell from 15% to 18%, 
although sales did not decline. We also included 
the calorie counts of all of our products, which was 
expensive, though it allows us to categorize our 
products. There was an extra cost of SAR8 million 
(USD2.13 million) for our manpower compared to 
three years ago, and this will affect our bottom line 
as well. Costs continue to rise for everyone in our 
sector. We employ 1,300 people, and most are ex-
patriates. We are 22-23% Saudi.

What is the current state of the food sector in Saudi?
The food market is booming, and there are many 
start-up businesses. There are firms supporting 
start-up businesses to build the brand, and every 
day there is competition with a new brand that will 
take some market share. The boom is affecting the 
sector. Perhaps after five years, the market will be 
stable, though today everyone believes F&B is a 
great sector to invest in, and this affects the sector 
itself. This phase is like a test for businesses, and 
many will fail. Many companies are looking at ac-
quisitions, so there are many opportunities in the 
market.

You have expanded your franchising model. What is the 
future of that process?
We are working hard, and perhaps by the end of 
2019 we will have a franchise in three or four cities 
in Saudi Arabia. This will not add costs, so it will 
be easy to grow and maintain our market share. 
We intend to enter smaller cities and the main 
countries around the Middle East. We have started 

in the UAE and will open a franchise in Dubai in 
March.

How do you use technology to reduce your costs?
We are working on a plan for new central kitch-
ens that allow us to minimize the space required 
for running the operations. This also saves on the 
bottom line as we build new branches and help us 
standardize the taste and quality and make pro-
cesses efficient in rush times and low times. We 
cannot change the government regulations, so we 
have to work to enhance our bottom line. We are 
finished with construction and will begin opera-
tions in 2020, as it is not a small project.

How many locations does Raydan currently own?
We have 24 branches and plan to open eight more 
in 2019. We have two branches in Egypt and one in 
Dubai, and by the end of 2019 we will reach more 
than 30 branches.

Have you seen a change in the number of orders made 
through applications?
Yes, though this change is based on the support 
we give to this area. More than 18% of our sales 
come from our application, while 82% comes from 
dine-in customers to the restaurants or orders via 
phone. The costs of certain third-party applica-
tions are high, and we stopped some of them after 
prices increased this year. We decided to concen-
trate on our own application and the cheaper ap-
plications available. Currently, we need to cut costs 
everywhere to survive and maintain the same KPIs 
for the company.

What are your expectations for Raydan in 2019?
We will open eight branches in 2019 and increase 
our manpower by 10%. Our total space will also 
increase by 15%, and we will cover another two or 
three new cities to support our business with new 
markets. ✖

BIO 

Fozan Al Harthy has been the 
CEO of Raydan since 2014. 
He was previously the human 
resource and administration 
director at Sawani Group 
in Saudi Arabia. He holds a 
PhD in philosophy business 
administration and public 
administration from the 
American University.

 

8 new branches 
in 2019

 

Maintained 
market share 
in a growing 
market

 

Increasing 
efficiency 
through a new 
central kitchen

TASTE OF 
success

With competition in the F&B sector at 
an all-time high, Raydan Restaurants is 
focusing on increasing efficiencies and 
enhancing its bottom line to stay ahead.
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Matthew Jansen 
C E O ,
S A U D I  A G R I C U LT U R E  & 
L I V E S T O C K  I N V E S T M E N T 
C O M PA N Y  ( S A L I C )

Muneer Fahad Alsahali 
G E N E R A L  M A N A G E R ,
A G R I C U LT U R A L  D E V E L O P M E N T 
F U N D  ( A D F )

Can you elaborate on your mandate and the 
role you play in the local agricultural sector?

MATTHEW JANSEN SALIC was established 
with a two-fold mandate. It works on 
food security for Saudi Arabia, ensuring 
there are strategic investments in agricul-
tural production, livestock, and the sup-
ply chain. Second, it strives for around 
5-6% returns on these investments for 
its shareholder. Today, the Kingdom im-
ports 80% of its food, and we are focused 
on acquiring assets in this food produc-
tion value chain to provide food security. 
Some 75% of all imports are made up of 
12 food items—wheat, barley, corn, soy-
bean, rice, sugar, edible oil, fodder, red 
meat, aquaculture, milk products, and 
poultry—and we have decided to focus 
on them for the coming five years. All our 
investments abroad are within that strat-
egy, and we are interested in acquiring 
stakes in companies or accessing the vol-
ume for the importation into Saudi Ara-
bia. For these 12 earmarked categories, 
we aim to achieve more than 50% import 
coverage.

MUNEER FAHAD ALSAHALI ADF’s man-
date since its inception is to support lo-

cal farming production, and given that 
it is under the purview of the Ministry 
of Environment, Water, and Agriculture 
(MEWA), its funding and policies are 
aligned with MEWA’s objectives. Our 
major activities include funding in poul-
try, aquaculture, and greenhouse activi-
ties as well as marketing activities for all 
our agricultural producers. To date, we 
have given out loans amounting to SAR50 
billion (USD13 billion), mostly for local 
farming production. We conduct fea-
sibility studies and ensure agricultural 
operations are commercially viable and 
in line with the Kingdom’s agricultural 
and water policies. ADF supports new 
technologies, provided the project uses 
technology that conserves water and en-
ergy while increasing productivity. Such 
technologies that can be adapted include 
hydroponics, aquaponics, greenhouses, 
or poultry cage systems that can achieve 
better efficiency and greater productivity.

How do you envision technology transforming 
the Saudi agricultural industry?

MJ Technology is a large space, with 
many different applications, and there 
are many exciting and challenging op-

AGRICULTURE 
INVESTMENT
A major objective of the Kingdom is addressing food security, 
and SALIC and ADF each play a key role in investing in local 
and overseas food initiatives. 

portunities ongoing. We focus on invest-
ing in agricultural technology, agro-tech, 
and food technology. Saudi Arabia can 
take the lead in the advancement of 
technology in this space, and SALIC is 
heavily focused on companies that pro-
duce higher yields for agricultural pro-
duction or improve operations in other 
ways. We work closely with universities, 
agri-tech companies, and other advisory 
institutes to identify new technologies 
and applications.

MFA As Saudi Arabia currently faces 
acute water shortages, MEWA has been 
advocating for the use of new farming 
technology among farmers to address 
this issue. One example is the new green-
house technology using hydroponics 
technology to reduce water consumption 
by 80%. In line with MEWA’s strategy, 
ADF encourages investors and farmers to 
adopt these agri-tech by giving favorable 
financing margins. As a result, the major-
ity of ADF’s loan portfolio is associated 
with agri-tech. In addition, farmers also 
attend various local and overseas confer-
ences, exhibitions, seminars, and work-
shops where they are exposed to new 
ideas, techniques, and innovations.

What is on the table for the coming years?

MJ SALIC is changing rapidly, and it has 
several projects on the table currently 
in new geographies as well. As we grow 
and continue to invest around the world, 
SALIC has become a more recognizable 
name with a greater presence in the food 
security space. It is seen as a strategic in-
vestor with a disciplined approach and 
focus on providing food security to Saudi 
Arabia and the Gulf as well as providing 
returns to its shareholders. SALIC aims to 
be a world-class food security agribusi-
ness investment company.

MFA One of ADF’s main goals is to sup-
port Vision 2030. ADF's main focus is ad-
dressing the food security issues as part 
of the National Transformation Program. 
As a result, ADF’s new direction is ex-
tended toward supporting both domestic 
and overseas production by Saudi inves-
tors and companies. Moving forward, 
ADF will play a major role in food secu-
rity by supporting Saudi investors to in-
vest abroad in different crops that are not 
suitable for growing in Saudi Arabia. We 
are also trying to come up with new fund-
ing products for different kinds of prod-
ucts in different areas for working capital 
requirements. We are also supporting 
food security in order to achieve our KPIs 
with MEWA in poultry, aquaculture, and 
greenhouses. ✖
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“To date, we are the 
only local supplier in 
the Kingdom with a 
capacity that exceeds 
60% of the market 
consumption.”

Bandar Tashkandi 
G E N E R A L  M A N A G E R ,
U N I T E D  S U G A R  C O M PA N Y  ( U S C )

the demand remains generally stable and 
relatively predictable. Having said that, 
we expect the anticipated oversupply in 
the local market to result in strong com-
petition, as a result of which exports will 
become necessary. In the local market, 
innovation capability, higher efficiency, 
and superior customer service will make 
the difference.

What major challenges does the manufac-
turing sector in Saudi Arabia face today, and 
what strategies are you adopting to mitigate 
them?
There is no doubt the sector is witness-
ing several changes. Operating costs are 
increasing, and we are investing heav-
ily to mitigate the risks associated with 
these changes. On the labor front, in ad-
dition to our Saudization efforts, we seek 
to reduce our costs through automation, 
replacing manual work where feasible 
with robotics, and improving our pack-
aging materials. On the energy side, we 
have major energy projects in place to 
reduce our fuel consumption. More ini-
tiatives are being undertaken to enhance 
our efficiency and regulatory compli-
ance, pushing the operating model for-
ward to have the best offering and the 
best service in the industry.

What are your strategic priorities for 2019 and 
beyond?
We are working to provide great offer-
ing in the market and to cut costs on 
all fronts. We are focused on being ex-
tremely competitive to ensure we meet 
our customers’ demand for the highest 
possible standards. Furthermore, we are 
investing significantly on the innovation 
side to make sure we have up-to-date 
products and marketing strategies. On 
the B2B side, we want to have a real end-
to-end operating model in place, where 
we are involved in all aspects of the re-
lationship. We are working with our cus-
tomers to partner with them throughout 
their supply and manufacturing pro-
cesses, including the after-sales service. 
We work hard to meet our customers’ 
needs. ✖

Can you give us a brief overview of your op-
erations over the last two years and how they 
have been affected by the economic uncer-
tainty facing the Kingdom?
USC was established in 1997 with a pro-
duction capacity of 500,000 tons. Since 
then, several expansions have taken 
place to elevate our scale and cope with 
local and regional demand. Our cur-
rent capacity is 1.3 million tons, making 
us one of the largest sugar refineries in 
the world with full integration to inter-
national future markets to secure our 
hedging position. Our products meet in-
ternational standards, and we are proud 
to be a preferred supplier of many mul-
tinational companies, both in Saudi and 
the region. Local market sales represent 
70% of our business, while exports cover 
the other 30%. In the past two years, we 
have encountered many challenges as 
well as opportunities. In addition to the 
macroeconomic factors that continue 
to impact the whole market, the sugar 
industry has an additional challenge to 
deal with: potential production over-ca-
pacity. To date, we are the only local sup-
plier in the Kingdom with a capacity that 
exceeds 60% of the market consumption. 
Soon, the whole market will have to cope 
with the imminent start-up of two new 
refineries, which will potentially create 
a significant oversupply in the local and 
regional markets. On the export front, 
factors such as political instability, con-
centration of production, high insurance 
costs, and protectionist measures have 
all contributed to the creation of a tough-
er economic reality. However, our scale 
and experience in the region make us 
well equipped to weather such challeng-
es, as we’ve done in the past 20 years.

How do you expect demand to evolve in the 
medium term?
Demand is anticipated to be under pres-
sure, though we expect it to stabilize in 
the medium term. We maintain a pos-
itive view on market demand and ac-
knowledge the overwhelming need to 
cut cost and elevate product offering. 
Sugar is a basic commodity; therefore, 

SWEET success

Given the ubiquity of sugar in 
the region, as one of largest 
sugar refineries in the world, 
USC is focused on meeting all 
the needs of its customers.



UNITED SUGAR COMPANY
الشركة المتحدة للسكر
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United Sugar Company’s sugar refinery has a 
capacity of 1.3 million metric tons, making it 

one of the largest sugar refineries in the world
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Arif  Al-Shehri 
F O U N D E R  &  M A N A G E R ,
Y E M E N I  V I L L A G E

Aziza Sayema 
F O U N D E R  &  C H E F,
U G U R  R E S TA U R A N T

Wassim Halwani 
C E O ,
S H AWA R M ATA C

14 YEARS AGO, we decided to capitalize 
on our long-standing experience in the 
food sector to enter the Yemeni food 
segment. We will launch our next restau-
rant in the north of Jeddah, and the new 
space will be bigger and better than the 
first. We will avoid the mistakes that we 
made here and will add new features, 
such as valet parking. Subsequently, the 
goal is to open a branch in Riyadh and 
then, perhaps, London. Saudi Arabia’s 
F&B market has become much more ma-
ture, and clients today are mostly driven 
by quality. There is stiff competition, 
and we have to look after the details. The 
fine dining segment is not necessarily a 
price-sensitive market; if clients decide 
to eat at a high-level restaurant, they are 
not looking at costs, but at the value. Our 
customers seek traditional food, which 
is why we cannot modify the menu too 
much, as it would mean changing the 
identity of the place as well. That being 
said, there are still a few Yemeni dishes 
that we will add, and the challenge will 
be putting the same amount of effort in 
the current dishes to ensure the same 
quality. In this sense, the selection and 
quality of primary resources is para-
mount: we need high-quality meats and 
cheese to maintain our high standards.

THE IDEA FOR THE RESTAURANT CAME 
ABOUT IN 2015, when we started devel-
oping the idea of setting up a proper 
restaurant specialized in Turkic food 
that would offer a homemade feeling. 
For an authentic experience, we use lo-
cal materials, ingredients, and distribu-
tors. We are still in the process of build-
ing the franchise, and we are looking at 
every detail to improve our operations. 
The restaurant started off with 10 work-
ers, and now we have 15. Along the way, 
we have looked into improving kitchen 
operations, such as changing the type of 
food, while not compromising on the way 
we cook it at home. In the short term, we 
are looking into expanding our kitchen. 
Then, we have a plan to establish a cater-
ing unit by the end of 2019. We are also 
trying to get into the Riyadh market. On 
top of this, we want to establish our pres-
ence all around Saudi Arabia. Riyadh is a 
natural choice for two reasons. There is a 
demand for this kind of food, and there 
are lots of potential customers. Our price 
offering is perfect, and can appeal to all 
segments of society, from lower-middle 
classes to the upper levels of society. 
In Jeddah, people are interested in the 
restaurant’s environment, whereas in Ri-
yadh they focus more on the food.

THE MARKET IS FAIRLY UNPREDICTABLE. 
We have witnessed some businesses 
closing down and others expanding to 
other markets. One major issue we faced 
was the increase in fees for hiring expats. 
The main factors that affect and deter-
mine our pricing strategies are the cost 
of raw materials, which is increasing at 
a rapid pace, and the workforce, wheth-
er it is government fees or hiring Saudis 
with at least double the salary of a foreign 
worker. Our main advantage at present 
is that shawarma is considered a cheap 
substitute for a nice meal on the go. So, 
our main competitors are fighting to keep 
their prices steady to attract more cus-
tomers and keep the cash flow healthy. 
We predict a higher volume of sales, as 
customers are looking for a budget meal, 
and shawarmas at their present prices 
are unbeatable. We will continue to com-
pete with other fast food restaurants be-
cause of the availability and the price. We 
are about to join a new application that 
has B2B capabilities. This will connect us 
with small buyers who want to buy sha-
warma but do not have the capability or 
know-how to do it. At the same time, we 
will continue to expand organically, and 
we expect to continue opening shops as 
opportunities present themselves. 

RESTAURANT INDUSTRY
With the economy on the rise and growing purchasing power,  
restaurants are all set to fully benefit from the potential of the Saudi market.
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Delivery apps are in competition to bring different  
foods to the doorstep of Saudis.

IT’S ON ITS WAY

F O C U S 
Food delivery apps

increasing number of Saudi restaurants are now connected to one or 
more delivery platforms.

More players are making an appearance thanks to the present en-
abling conditions; however, competition is getting fiercer. Although 
the market size for internet-based food ordering services is large, 
making money in the market for individual players is not as easy as 
it used to be. Market players have to fight hard to defend their place 
in the market. Jazzly, owned by Al-Jazirah Ecommerce and Distribu-
tion Company, is a rising platform that allows the citizens of Riyadh to 
order not only food but also dates, confectionery, and fruits. Talabat, 
owned by Delivery Hero, is one of the largest platforms for ordering 
food online, though Uber Eats also has operations in Riyadh, Jeddah, 
and Dammam.

Apps from elsewhere in the region, too, are expanding into the King-
dom. The Dubai-based transportation company, Careem, launched 
its food-delivery service in Riyadh a few months after the service first 
went online in Jeddah; however, the impact of widespread food deliv-
ery on the health and lifestyle of the population should not be neglect-
ed. Eating out is already a major trend in Saudi Arabia, and the ready 
availability of delivery apps can make overeating easier than ever, 
leading to obesity and heart problems.

There are also some apps in the market that try to address this 
very concern by delivering healthy but popular meals such as home-
cooked traditional Arabic dishes, whose nutritional value is superi-
or to fast food, while having lower fat, sugar, and salt contents. The 
award-winning Mathaqi app is one such innovative attempt. Since its 
launch in 2017, the app has partnered with talented home cooks to 
deliver genuine home recipes to its customers—the sort that “you will 
never get in your neighborhood restaurants.” ✖

FOOD DELIVERY APPS ARE GAINING POPULARITY IN SAUDI ARABIA. 
As of 2019, food delivery apps are used by over 6 million people across 
the Kingdom, which is 21.5% up YoY. This expanding user base has 
directly translated into higher revenue. With an annual market size of 
USD1.17 billion, Saudi Arabia currently has the largest food delivery 
market in the MENA region, with the UAE (USD834 million) and Tur-
key (USD666 million) in the next slots.

If the current trend, especially since 2017 is anything to go by, there 
is every sign that the online food delivery industry will continue to 
grow, registering an annual revenue of USD2 billion by 2023. To put 
things in perspective, back in 2013 certain analysts had—in optimistic 
tones—predicted that the online food ordering sector would balloon 
up to around USD220 million in size by 2020, whereas it will reach 
USD1.4 billion based on currently available data.

In addition to lifestyle considerations and Saudi Arabia’s climate, 
the sector’s stellar performance has been driven by several factors such 
as the recent increase in the internet penetration rate, the Kingdom’s 
population makeup, and the relatively high spending power. The rise 
in smartphone ownership and the ubiquity of 4G connectivity in the 
early 2010s had set the stage for the dawn of uberization across several 
industries. Saudi Arabia’s young and urbanized population was quick 
to embrace the smartphone revolution and the myriad of other digi-
tal byproducts that came along with it. According to Newzoo’s Global 
Mobile Market Report, smartphone penetration was at 46% in 2018, 
which was higher than the world average. Meanwhile, over 80% of the 
population have access to the internet in one form or another.

Many entrepreneurs in the region rose to the occasion by launch-
ing delivery apps that offer uberized couriers, connect restaurants, 
fast-food chains, cafes, and catering services to the end customers. An 

Food & Agriculture
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V O I C E S  F R O M  T H E  S E C T O R

What are the mandate and main activities of 
NCPD?
Our main mission is to promote and en-
hance the quality of dates, reduce the us-
age of water in date growing, and boost op-
portunities for by-products such as syrup, 
paste, sugar, and others. Our main activi-
ties will focus on marketing and quality to 
become the number-one exporter of dates 
by 2025 in terms of value. We are working 
with leading consulting firms worldwide 
to build new marketing strategies and 
programs as well as a solid infrastructure 
to fulfill the high demand for Saudi dates 
worldwide. We work closely with the Dep-
uty Minister of Agriculture and receive a 
great deal of support.

How should the date industry move up in the 
value chain?
NCPD seeks to create a solid integrated 
supply chain, starting with planting and 
farming inputs, and we provide support to 
grow high-quality dates and increase effi-
ciency, collection, sorting, cleaning, grad-
ing, and storage. We are working with our 
partners, including farmers of all sizes, to 
produce dates in a safe, efficient, and eco-
nomically viable manner. We have 123,000 
farms in the Kingdom producing 1.3 mil-
lion tons and have 28.5 million palm trees. 
We export SAR750 million in value.

Mohammed Al-Nuwairan 
C E O ,
N AT I O N A L  C E N T E R  F O R  
PA L M  A N D  D AT E S  ( N C P D )

What is your assessment of the new regulatory measures impacting the food industry in Saudi 
Arabia?
There are many new regulations focusing on quality, safety, performance, and environ-
mental standards, which are much more comprehensive and stricter than before. Initially, 
businesses may face some difficulties in meeting all the requirements, but once they have 
all these rules covered, the industry will be in a much better shape. There are also more 
expenses in the labor sector now, such as the cost of getting visas for workers. Some adjust-
ments might have to happen to avoid these costs going onto the price of products, although 
quality-wise the Saudi market is significantly ahead.

How will e-commerce affect Saudi Arabia’s food market?
Online commerce is cheap compared to the retail business, and logistics have also become 
much cheaper. Therefore, e-commerce will become the testing ground, and the bulk of 
purchases will be through sites such as Amazon in the future rather than traditional re-
tailers like supermarkets. The most important development is that the cost of logistics has 
gone down, and the service quality has improved greatly. The cost of distributing food 
across the GCC is still expensive, 

Could you introduce Franway and its core strategies?
Franway is the first closed joint-stock company and advisor in Saudi Arabia in the field of 
franchising. We have two business lines: investment, where we look for franchising op-
portunities to acquire businesses as a master franchisee and work out their development 
plans in Saudi Arabia, while also developing local brands with the aim of expanding over-
seas in the region; and advisory services, where we help businesses develop their infra-
structure in terms of operation manuals, policies, procedures, and guidelines. For that, we 
keep our eyes on performance, financial strategy, and business models.

What have been some of your success stories?
One of the concepts we are proud of is Shrimplus. We developed its entire system of fran-
chise solutions and marketed it. Shrimplus opened its second store and is set to open 
another two in the near future. We helped it find another franchisee, and it has already 
signed one contract. We are working with it to develop four units in Jeddah. We also have 
emerging brands that we are proud of, such as Lord of Fries as well as success stories from 
brands from abroad, such as Republic Chocolate from Dubai and Gourmet Popsicle from 
Mauritius.

Ziad Rayess
C E O ,
I N T E R N AT I O N A L  F O O D  S E R V I C E S  C O .

Abdullah M. AlKobraish 
M A N A G I N G  D I R E C T O R ,
F R A N WAY
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C H A P T E R  S U M M A R Y

Health

HUB AND SPOKE
T

involved in. This includes primary healthcare, re-
habilitation services, pharmaceuticals, long-term 
care, radiology, lab services, day surgeries, and day 
services. Furthermore, commissioning partially or 
fully operating hospitals is another domain that 
the private sector can explore. For international 
stakeholders, there are many opportunities, with 
a great deal of regulatory overview under the na-
tional privatization program. In the private sector, 
we feature some of the Kingdom’s local pharma 
and medical equipment manufacturers to exem-
plify their experiences.

In addition, the technological drive in health-
care is best served by increased private-sector 
participation, including initiatives in telemedicine 
and medical equipment. According to the Sau-
di Food and Drug Authority (SFDA), the country 
aims to increase the ratio of locally produced med-
icine to 40% in 2020. 

The Council for Cooperative Health Insurance 
(CCHI) is, together with SAMA, the regulator of 
the health insurance sector, and largely respon-
sible for the technical aspects. One of their main 
initiatives set to go live in 2020 is the Saudi Health 
Information Bus (SHIB), a national data exchange 
platform that will allow the organization to mea-
sure performance and ensure compliance, reduce 
waste, and improve value. ✖

he healthcare industry is key area under 
the Kingdom's transformation plan. It is 
moving toward a ‘hub-and-spoke’ model 

for the provision of care, centered around a med-
ical city and a network of primary care facilities, 
boosted by an initiative toward building a unified 
patient records system to make healthcare provi-
sion more transparent.

Through the establishment of medical cities, 
a central location will be created within this new 
model of care, surrounded by a network of 400 
primary or family care facilities that will serve as 
referral system for secondary, tertiary, and other 
specialist care provided in the cities.

The Saudi Health Council (SHC) is overseeing 
this transition from a regulatory perspective and 
is working closely with LEAN. The SHC is also 
responsible for the practical implementation of 
the digital initiatives. Another key body that was 
recently incepted is the Saudi Patient Safety Cen-
ter, initially a part of the accreditation authority 
CBAHI, but is now an independent monitor and 
enforcer of patient safety and staff safety.

As the responsibilities of the Ministry of Health 
and its surrounding authorities and councils shift, 
the potential role of the private sector is growing 
as well. While PPPs have been around for a long 
time. There are new areas for private sector to get 
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I N T E R V I E W

Dr.  Shabab Alghamdi 
S E C R E TA R Y  G E N E R A L ,
C O U N C I L  F O R  C O O P E R AT I V E 
H E A LT H  I N S U R A N C E  ( C C H I )

BIO 

Dr. Shabab Alghamdi was 
appointed Secretary General 
of CCHI in 2019. He joined the 
organization from the Ministry 
of Health, where he earlier 
established and headed the 
medical services purchasing 
department. While there, he 
was also advisor to the vice 
minister and founding head 
of the strategic purchasing 
department at the Program 
for Health Assurance and 
Purchasing (PHAP). Alghamdi 
is a certified family physician 
and has practiced in various 
capacities at Saudi Aramco 
since 2002. In 2012, he was 
appointed medical director at 
Saudi Aramco Medical Services 
Organization, following other 
executive positions. Alghamdi 
received his bachelor of 
medicine degree from King 
Saud University and followed 
this with a residency program 
at the University of Toronto.

CCHI seeks to be a pioneer in 
enhancing the quality of health 
services in the Kingdom by raising 
the efficiency of private health 
insurance.

level of transparency and quality of data available 
will be enormously important in understanding 
where we need specific changes and improve-
ments and how best to do so. More importantly, 
processes will move faster, with lower costs over-
all and greater efficiency and quality. We can also 
significantly reduce waste, fraud, and abuse of 
the private health insurance system because ev-
erything will become significantly more transpar-
ent. We can identify beneficiaries, for instance, 
through biometric and other digital means. In 
turn, this will again improve the efficiency and 
quality of the overall sector, which will benefit the 
employers and end beneficiaries.

How do you envision consolidation in the insurance sec-
tor, and what should be the conditions for private insur-
ance firms to operate in Saudi Arabia?
The private health insurance sector in Saudi 
Arabia currently has a gross written premium 
(GWP) of around SAR20 billion annually, through 
around 11 million end-beneficiaries. This ex-
cludes the Umrah and Hajj pilgrims who are now 
covered with health insurance through their vi-
sas. Our estimates indicate that by 2030, the pri-
vate health insurance sector will cover around 
60 million people, including citizens, residents, 
pilgrims, and tourists. This will mean a GWP of 
around SAR60 billion annually, which shows the 
healthy growth potential for the sector. The payer 
has an important role to play in introducing in-
novation and products that add value to benefi-
ciaries. SAMA is now considering allowing more 
international firms to enter the market, which will 
increase competition. We welcome this news and 
support this direction, because it will help build 
a market that is more mature, efficient, and of a 
higher quality. Together with SAMA, we will con-
tinue working to ensure the private health insur-
ance sector remains healthy and sustainable for 
all stakeholders. ✖

How do you envision strengthening the health insurance 
landscape in Saudi Arabia?
CCHI’s mandate is to regulate the technical as-
pects of the private health insurance sector in 
the Kingdom. We do this together with the Saudi 
Arabian Monetary Authority (SAMA), which reg-
ulates the financial aspects of insurers. CCHI’s 
remit is the technical aspects of private health 
insurance including coverage, access, quality, 
efficiency, and transparency. We aim to be a pi-
oneer in enhancing the quality of health services 
by raising the efficiency of private health insur-
ance. To achieve this, we will catalyze the private 
health insurance sector to the highest standards 
of access and care via four levers. The first is 
working together with SAMA to deliver a vibrant 
regulatory sector that focuses on outcomes, ef-
ficiency, and transparency. The second is digital 
transformation, and a major aspect of this will be 
the upcoming national private health insurance 
data exchange platform, formerly called Sau-
di Health Insurance Bus (SHIB), which will be a 
game changer in increasing the transparency and 
quality of health insurance information. The third 
is fostering innovation to strengthen the qual-
ity of healthcare services. This will be achieved 
through the drive towards value-based health-
care (VBHC), where the individual forms the 
center of the process, and results are the basis for 
performance of the health insurance system. The 
fourth is an internal one but just as crucial—CCHI 
having a thoroughly motivated and professional 
workforce. Our teams are our greatest asset to 
enable the transformation of our organization to 
help build the private health insurance sector to a 
significantly higher state of quality, transparency, 
and efficiency. We thus serve our key stakeholder 
groups—the end beneficiaries, their employers, 
the payers (insurance firms), and the providers 
who deliver the care—by encouraging and facil-
itating higher standards in every aspect and by 
ensuring a sustainable and vibrant marketplace.

Could you tell us more about the digitalization of the 
healthcare insurance infrastructure?
SHIB and Saudi Arabian national electronic 
health records (SeHe) will form the digital uni-
fied platform. When launched, all private health 
insurance transactions will be on this system. The 

improvements 
ACROSS THE 
BOARD

“Our estimates indicate that by 2030, the 
private health insurance sector will cover 
around 60 million people, including citizens, 
residents, pilgrims, and tourists.”
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Nahar Mezki  Alazemi 
S E C R E TA R Y  G E N E R A L ,
S A U D I  H E A LT H  C O U N C I L  ( S H C )

Mohanned Alrasheed 
C E O ,
L E A N

Could you tell us more about your activities?

NAHAR MEZKI ALAZEMI SHC is mandated 
to implement the National Healthcare 
Strategy that was approved in 2009. We 
identified five major strategic directions 
that we have translated into the following 
policy objectives: to support the newly es-
tablished Center for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC); support developing 
an integrated law for this public health 
protection; and focus on the continuous 
monitoring of causes and risk factors for 
priority public health problems. Related 
to that, we provide an annual assessment 
of road accident problems, prepare the 
national survey to measure public aware-
ness and degree of the participation in 
public health protection programs, and 
organize periodic public health press 
conferences.

MOHANNED ALRASHEED Our portal for 
healthcare providers is now completely 
different, since we decided to open up 
three gateways, one each for patients, 
providers, and practitioners. It is a one-
stop shop for each of those. The provid-
ers’ gateway now has more than nine ser-

vices, and we expect to reach 15 in 2019. 
We are working on more services with 
the Ministry of Health. We are working 
with the Saudi Central Board for Accred-
itation of Healthcare Institutions (CBA-
HI), the Council of Cooperative Health 
Insurance (CCHI), and the Saudi Food 
and Drug Authority (SFDA), and some of 
the providers’ services are found through 
there. It is more for the health sector at 
large. We moved up one executive lev-
el, since the services we are working on 
now are more national based. We want 
to serve the health sector, rather than the 
Ministry of Health itself.

What role do you play in the digitalization of 
the healthcare sector?

NMA SHC harbors the National Health 
Information Center (NHIC), which is re-
sponsible for the nationwide digitaliza-
tion initiative within the NTP. One of the 
most critical and far-reaching initiatives 
are unified health records. NHIC is work-
ing closely with all service providers, in-
cluding the Ministry of Health and CCHI, 
to support this project. The other land-
mark project is the data observatory that 

HEALTHCARE
TRANSFORMATION
The healthcare sector in the Kingdom has witnessed significant 
improvements in indicators for the past three decades and has 
passed advanced milestones in terms of improving quality and 
patient safety.

will help the Saudi healthcare system 
produce national-level KPIs and monitor 
the progress and improvements on criti-
cal indicators.

MA The way to work on technology trans-
formation is by providing healthcare 
clusters with services that only serve 
them, all while using the same service 
management that we provide to oth-
ers. The solution within the gateways is 
sometimes national for everyone and 
sometimes customized for clusters. For 
example, we are working with the East 
Cluster to identify the service we can add 
on the portal. We are also working on a 
referral system for only the East Cluster, 
using the same portal. If it works for other 
clusters, we could then deploy it for oth-
ers as well. That is really one of the key 
features of our platform.

What are your main strategies to achieve the 
public health objectives of Vision 2030?

NMA In addition to our general mandate 
of implementing the national public 
health strategy, we recently established a 
health economics unit that works closely 
with the World Bank to conduct nation-
al economic studies to understand the 
economic impact of diabetes, cancer, 
heart diseases, and other diseases. Such 
studies will entice the production, revi-
sion, and monitoring of national policies 
and address the burden of disease. In 
addition to health economics, SHC has 
worked on health education and early 
detection national programs and is work-
ing on establishing a collaboration center 
for evidence-based policy.

What can you offer the private sector moving 
forward, and what public-sector projects have 
room for private involvement?

MA Lean plays a major role in enabling 
the private sector, and much of it already 
benefits from the services we provide. In 
terms of telemedicine, we enable the sec-
tor to gain access to specialized doctors. 
We also give the public sector images that 
can be read by private-sector specialists 
for further analysis. We are working on 
improving the quality of rehabilitation 
services across the board, transferring 
patients from the public sector to the pri-
vate sector. We are also working on ways 
to outsource radiological imaging. There 
are other projects we are working on such 
as delivering and dispensing medicine to 
the private sector. We want to encourage 
the private sector to dispense medicine 
to the public sector as well. ✖
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Dr.  Abdulelah Alhawsawi 
D I R E C T O R  G E N E R A L ,

S A U D I  PAT I E N T  S A F E T Y  C E N T E R  ( S P S C )

In March 2019, the fourth Global Ministerial 
Patient Safety Summit took place in Jeddah. 
What were some of the outcomes?
The concept is simple: to have subject 
matter experts in patient safety and pol-
icymakers under one roof. We had 45 
countries participating, and half of them 
sent their ministers of health, while the 
director-general of WHO also attended. 
One of the significant outcomes was the 
Jeddah Deceleration on Patient Safety, 
which has been endorsed by 21 coun-
tries. This declaration included a com-
mitment to encourage patient safety in 
low- and middle-income countries and 
to use digitalization to improve patient 
safety. At the summit, the Saudi Minister 
of Health launched the MedConsult App 
to help healthcare professionals connect 
with one another. Another major out-
come of the summit was a whitepaper 
written by SPSC and the International 
Council of Nurses. One of our policy rec-
ommendations was a safe nursing ratio, 
namely that a recommended number of 
patients that should not be exceeded. 
Other countries are now adopting our 
recommendations as well.

Could you tell us more about your engage-
ment with WHO to promote patient safety?
A significant step in the global patient 
safety agenda was WHO passing the 
global action patient safety resolution 
with the unanimous support of mem-
ber states, which, amongst other policy 
directives, established September 17 as 
World Patient Safety Day—the first one 
to be in 2019. In addition, our applica-
tion to become a WHO collaborating 
center for patient safety is in the process, 
and once ratified will be another mile-

stone. Another important step toward 
internationalization is the coming G20 
summit, which will take place in Riyadh 
in 2020. We seek to place patient safety 
on the agenda.

How have you advanced on your four main 
priorities: medication safety, infection control, 
maternal and child safety, and patient empow-
erment?
Our vision is safer healthcare for all, and 
by all, we mean both patient safety and 
healthcare staff safety. Our mission is to 
eliminate preventable harm by working 
with two main stakeholders: patients 
and their families, and healthcare pro-
fessionals. We are in the second year of 
the center, with still a great deal of foun-
dational work to be done at a national 
level. We also have other priorities as 
well through our engagement with the 
global patient safety community. One 
of our current practical priorities is the 
establishment of our national patient 
safety platform, SAWTAK, which in Ar-
abic means "your voice," as a learning 
system for adverse events in healthcare. 
SAWTAK will be a big game-changer for 
patient safety management and change 
the way reporting is done. We have 470 
hospitals within the country, and over 
the coming seven years, the system will 
be implemented throughout those hos-
pitals as well as in primary care centers 
and pharmacies. A key differentiator of 
this platform is that it will focus on what, 
not who. It will be a learning platform, 
not a shame-and-blame platform. We 
are building two reporting applications 
for this: one for healthcare profession-
als and one for the public, and it will 
be available in both English and Arabic. 

BIO 

Dr. Abdulelah Alhawsawi is a healthcare 
quality and patient safety expert who 
was appointed director-general of 
the newly established SPSC in 2017. 
Previously, he served as assistant 
secretary-general for technical affairs 
at the Central Board of Accreditation for 
Healthcare Institutions. Dr. Alhawsawi is 
a double board (American and Canadian) 
certified transplant and hepatobiliary 
surgeon. He also serves as an assistant 
professor of surgery at King Abdulaziz 
University Hospital in Jeddah. He did his 
general surgery residency at Dalhousie 
University Medical Center in Halifax from 
2004-2009.

Above all else, SPSC’s vision is safer healthcare for all,  
including patients and healthcare workers.

There are many moving parts within and 
outside the healthcare system, and we 
want this system to align with all the rel-
evant stakeholders and smooth the sec-
tor’s digital transformation.

How will the SAWTAK platform drive further 
digitalization in healthcare?
For the development of the platform, we 
partnered with Datix, a system used by 
80% of healthcare facilities in the UK for 
adverse events reporting. As the back-
bone of SAWTAK, we have developed 
the Saudi Patient Safety Taxonomy over 
the past two years. The issue with ad-
verse events reporting is that there is no 
standardization in reporting, and people 
have different interpretations. This ad-
verse effect monitoring effort will bring 
us all sorts of insights to improve the 
healthcare sector. ✖

better outcomes
FOR ALL
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How have operations evolved across your 
three business lines of medical centers, diag-
nostic laboratories, and hospitals, and what 
are the major factors impacting them?
Once Vision 2030 was unveiled, as a 
private-sector player we decided to 
participate in this highly positive trans-
formation, aligning our plans with the 
Kingdom’s strategy. We added the third 
line of business, represented by hospi-
tals, through the acquisition of the Ghas-
san Najeeb Pharaon (GNP) group, a well-
known brand which, was going through 
some operational challenges. As such, 
we completely restructured the various 
facilities both physically and operation-
ally, adding the latest technology and fo-
cusing on patient service. We are devel-
oping these hospitals to become mainly 
tertiary care hospitals in sync with the 
goal of becoming a top-level, end-to-end 
healthcare service provider. So far, we 
have doubled bed capacity, introduced 
new technological breakthroughs, and 
launched 11 state-of-the-art ICU rooms. 
We are also in the final stages of to be-
come active in the imaging/radiology 
field, a segment which will further im-
prove our positioning as the partner of 
choice for the transformation of both 
the government and military sectors. 
It is essentially a matter of alignment, 
and although there is a general consen-
sus, such massive plans require time to 
unfold. I can see clearly that the timing 
is right, targets are being met, and out-
comes are positive and encouraging. 
From a financial point of view, Q32018 
showed a surplus in the country's budget 
for the first time in over five years. 

Where do you see the opportunities for pri-
vate-sector engagement?
It will be a partnership with the Ministry 
of Health (MoH), which will start out-
sourcing most of its services to JVs be-
tween public and private companies so 
as to provide a wider range of services at 
a higher quality. Technology in this sense 
is opening up many interesting opportu-
nities for collaboration within the goal of 
healthcare digitalization. Elaj has been 
active in this digitalization process, espe-

cially in the diagnostics business, where 
Al Borg is the first medical lab outside 
the US to have an FDA-approved digital 
pathology unit in the Middle East. This 
will supplement the lack of availability of 
doctors at a certain time, since no phys-
ical presence is now required. Indeed, 
technology will truly impact the entire 
healthcare spectrum.

What is the key to balancing profitability for 
players in delivering these services and af-
fordability for end users?
With the implementation of national in-
surance plans and price monitoring by 
the regulator, we will achieve benefits 
in three components of the equation: 
price, end-user, and quality of service. 
The new approach is patient-centric, 
which proves to be beneficial because 
earlier approaches, such as cutting costs 
through digital practices, ended up ben-
efiting only the providers without any 
tangible or long-term effect on the qual-
ity of service or benefit received by the 
end user and wider society. A second 
supportive approach should be to foster 
a culture of prevention, which has the 
benefit of cutting long-term treatment 
costs. The third element to play an im-
portant role in guaranteeing quality of 
services at affordable prices is the cur-
rent operational shift from the public 
sector to the private, which is more ad-
ept at managing costs. ✖

BIO 

Dr. Mohammed Fawaz Al Bishri has 
more than 25 years of experience as an 
entrepreneur in the field of healthcare 
services. He is a founding member and 
chairman of the board of directors of 
several healthcare companies such as 
Elaj Medical Services Company, Saudi 
Health Investment Company, and Alborg 
Saudi Arabia Holding. He has a PhD in 
healthcare management from AlAzhar 
University.

LABOR 
of lab
Elaj Group is helping to 
enhance Saudi Arabia’s medical 
sectors by bringing world-class 
techniques and technologies 
with the goal of becoming a 
full-service care provider.

“With the 
implementation of 
national insurance plans 
and price monitoring 
by the regulator, we 
will achieve benefits 
in three components 
of the equation: price, 
end-user, and quality of 
service.”
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KFMC has grown to become one of the leading 
tertiary care facilities, now within the Riyadh 
Second Healthcare Cluster. What opportuni-
ties are there to increase efficiency and better 
serve patients in the new structure?
The concept of “cluster” is a popula-
tion-based entity that serves from 1.5 to 
3 million people —rather than a specific 
geographical area or location. We are 
moving from the previous service-cen-
tered approach toward implementing a 
patient-centered approach. Within the 
clusters, all levels of care are provided; 
primary, secondary, and advanced care. 
The system is driven by outcomes so the 
patient will have easy access to consis-
tent quality and efficient care. We are 
empowering primary healthcare centers 
to take the lead in providing all prima-
ry and chronic care, which will offload 
the tertiary care centers. This care will 
be provided at the new and revamped 
primary care facilities, which will allow 
them to act as the vendor for triaging 
and referral to specialist care. Primary 
healthcare will be the hub for all access 
to care, which is a major transformation. 
In fact, it should deliver around 60% of 
the total healthcare provided. The grand 
vision is to have a healthier population 
and increase the life expectancy from the 
current 72 years to 80 years by 2030. 

How do you envision to enhance how trauma 
care is provided today?
Trauma is fragmented today, which is 
why it is not yet on par globally. In fact, 
trauma is the leading cause of death in 
Saudi Arabia for the younger population. 
In other countries, the leading cause of 
death are cancer and chronic diseas-
es, with trauma between fifth and 10th 

place. Therefore, it is one of our three 
primary focuses under our national pro-
grams along with stroke and coronary 
disease. We require an integrated effi-
cient system that will provide a high lev-
el of trauma service. We want to deliver 
quick access to post-trauma care. 

What is your vision on the application of tele-
medicine, both for consultations and even 
long-distance treatment, and what do you 
think of using technology for advanced med-
ical care in general?
The country’s healthcare administration 
has realized that without investing in 
e-health we will have redundancy in the 
system, so it is certainly a priority for all 
the stakeholders involved. Today, we are 
understaffed in terms of ICU and oncol-
ogy physicians for which there is big de-
mand. Therefore, it would be impossible 
to establish such a tertiary care center 
somewhere in the north of the Kingdom, 
but what we can do is strive to provide a 
similar service utilizing technology, tele-
medicine, tele-ICU, tele-emergency, and 
tele-oncology. 

What are the primary ambitions for the com-
ing years?
When we shared our experience with the 
other clusters, we realized we had many 
of the same issues in common. There is a 
robust infrastructure in place, but there 
is a large gap between the level of care 
provided by the primary system and the 
services delivered at the tertiary level, 
which are in great demand. The coming 
three years will be dedicated to building 
a robust primary healthcare system. This 
will offload our outpatient departments 
by 20%. We should be able to cut our 

BIO 

Dr. Fahad S. Al-Ghofaili was appointed 
as CEO of KFMC in September 2018, 
after serving in progressive roles within 
the organization over the past 13 years, 
including as medical director for the 
King Salman Heart Center and executive 
director of Medical Affairs. Dr. Fahad 
is also a practicing cardio thoracic 
surgeon, licensed through the Royal 
College of Physicians and Surgeons, 
Canada and SCFHS. He obtained his 
bachelor of medicine and surgery at 
King Saud University and continued his 
post graduate residency and fellowship 
programs at the University of Ottawa, in 
addition to a master’s in public health at 
the University of Minnesota.

KFMC is on the frontlines of the Saudi medical system's 
transformation under Vision 2030, increasing access to primary care 
doctors to fulfill urgent healthcare needs. 

waiting lists by 25%. At the same time, 
we can provide specialized treatment for 
chronic illnesses in the primary health-
care setting. In terms of financial man-
agement, we strive to develop a better 
data collection and data banking sys-
tem. That will enable us to utilize a more 
transparent method of calculating costs. 
Over the last 10 years, we have invested 
heavily in certain disease groups, and we 
have become proficient in neuroscience, 
cardiac care, and oncology. Before com-
mitting and making new investments in 
specific areas, we need to have in place 
our value-based healthcare system 
and integrated practice units. Patients 
should be comfortable knowing that 
when they come for heart surgery, they 
will be taken care of from the moment 
they are admitted to the hospital until 
they are discharged. ✖

waiting ROOM
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BIO 

Dr. Ahmed Al Enizi is the CEO of KSMC 
as well as a pediatrics pulmonary and 
sleep medicine consultant. Dr. Al Enizi 
is an accomplished physician who is 
KSMC’s homegrown leader. In his 
role as CEO, he steers KSMC with the 
aim of becoming a model in patient 
experience. KSMC’s goal is to become a 
center of excellence and effectiveness 
in the Kingdom. Dr. Al Enizi earned his 
bachelor’s of medicine from King Saud 
University. He went on to complete 
his fellowship training in pediatric 
respiratory medicine sleep medicine 
from Alberta Children’s Hospital, at the 
University of Calgary, Canada. 

KSMC is part of a world-class medical cluster that is pioneering  
new strategies for delivering trauma care in the Kingdom.

of procedures; however, we are planning 
now to perform cardiac service around 
the clock, rather than only during day-
time working hours. We also want to 
add cardiac surgery to the cluster. It has 
not been available for a long time at our 
hospital. The cardiac service will expand 
both on the medical side and the sur-
gical side, which will start soon. We are 
also performing ear implants for people 
who have difficulty hearing. We may 
need to expand the service according to 
the need. The bariatric service is already 
established. ✖

KSMC has grown to become one of the leading 
tertiary care facilities in the Kingdom—while it 
is now also being incorporated into the Riyadh 
First Healthcare Cluster. What is envisioned 
by the organizational restructuring?
In total, the cluster has around 16,000 
employees, of which 9,200 are with 
KSMC—around 60% of the employee 
volume. In addition, around 60% of the 
care is provided within our facility. The 
task of the cluster is to better align pri-
mary, secondary, and tertiary care and 
to improve our services in terms of ac-
cess, quality, and patient experience. 
Within the cluster, KSMC is the tertiary 
care facility, surrounded by a secondary 
care hospital and a number of primary 
healthcare centers. 

How have you succeeded in putting all facili-
ties under one cluster?
The first thing we have to know is that 
whenever you facilitate access for the 
patient. You need to facilitate the service 
and utilize the resources at the cluster 
level. For example, a patient that is wait-
ing for a CT scan or for a surgery has now 
more options. We are also focusing on 
preventative care, as Saudi Arabia has 
a high rate of non-communicable dis-
eases, such as diabetes. We are trying to 
prevent communicable diseases as well, 
in part through public awareness cam-
paigns. Our staff also receive guidance 
from our infections disease experts. 

KSMC partnered with Alfred University in Aus-
tralia for the development of a trauma care 
center. How is the effort progressing?
Collaboration started in 2013. It is an 
excellent opportunity for everyone to 
learn how the system of trauma works; 
management, pathway, and guidelines. 
The bulk of trauma cases were usual-

ly referred to KSMC, as we are an open 
door for all the hospitals in the Kingdom. 
We also accept patients who arrive in our 
emergency department. Achieving this at 
the level that you feel is satisfactory and 
at the same time meets standards is chal-
lenging for everybody. Alfred University 
helped a lot to organize trauma service 
at KSMC. We have four or five objectives 
wherein each branch of these goals have 
their own sub objectives. In February 
2019, the first ever Saudi trauma confer-
ence was held in Riyadh. This conference 
reached out to all healthcare providers 
across the Kingdom. We had 45 speakers 
from the Kingdom and the Gulf. Experts 
from around the world were invited too. 
Attendees at the conference discussed 
all the solutions, risk factors, and what 
has already been done to improve trau-
ma services in the Kingdom. We have 
trauma training, which has been ongo-
ing for the last two years. We do training 
for staff with physicians and nurses who 
are skilled in dealing with trauma cases. 
The other thing which is important is the 
registry of trauma cases, where you can 
document all cases from major to mi-
nor. This will help give you a clear vision 
of what has been done and what needs 
to be done to prevent and avoid all the 
morbidity, i.e. sickness, and mortality is-
sues related to trauma. 

What are your ambitions for development over 
the coming years?
We need to expand the clusters we al-
ready have in Riyadh; that will help in a 
big way. The support we have from the 
minister, the CEO of the cluster, and 
all other concerned parties is already 
there. We have a cardiac service, which 
began in 2018. The case load was more 
than what was expected. We have a lot 

check UP

“We do training for 
staff with physicians 
and nurses who are 
skilled in dealing 
with trauma cases.”



Inaugurated in 1396H (1976G), King Abdulaziz University Hospital (KAUH) is a leading governmental academic institution in the 
Western Region of Saudi Arabia and the largest tertiary healthcare hospital in the country, providing almost all of the advanced 

care facilities with a 1,067 bed-capacity and modern and state of the art technologies. It extends over an area of 118,000m2 
with 4,788 rooms, 132 classrooms, 2,233 parking lots and 1 helipad. 

From the old building with a 150 bed-capacity, it relocated to its present site in 1416H (1996G) with an initial 845-bed 
capacity. Eventually, it expanded to its present 1,067-bed capacity. The increase in hospital bed capacity was in 

parallel to the ever-increasing needs of the community it serves as well as the increase in the number of inter-
disciplinary qualified staff. All of the medical services in the hospital cover the core clinical specialties and sub-

specialties apart from organ transplantation and trauma.   

Affiliated with the Faculty of Medicine, Centers of Excellence and Scientific Chairs, it is worth mentioning 
that the hospital is an integral part of the King Abdulaziz University Medical City.

Since 2006, the hospital has committed itself to continuously improving and enhancing its rendered 
services by enrolling itself to accreditation programs as a tool for improvement. It has been 

accredited three times by the Accreditation Canada (Diamond Level), the Joint Commission 
International (JCI), the American Association of Blood Banks (AABB), and the College American 

Pathologists (CAP). Presently, it is preparing for its first accreditation survey by the Saudi 
Central Board for Accreditation of Healthcare Institutions (CBAHI). 

P.O.B. 80215, Jeddah 21589
Tel:  +966 12 6408222
Fax:  +966 12 6403975

hospital@kau.edu.sa
hospital.kau.edu.sa

Twitter:  @kauhospital

Mission - to provide distinguished medical and research 
services that will contribute toward improving healthcare 
in the community 

Vision - To be among the best 100 hospitals worldwide 

Core Values - Leadership, Humanity, Quality, Cooperation, 
Commitment, Productivity, and Professionalism

The University Hospital is 
governed by the Ministry of 
Education. Its services are 
directed to achieve goals 
and objectives of medical 
education for Saudi medical 
students without overriding 
nor underestimating its:
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How is KAUH positioned at an international 
level?
Opened in 1996, KAUH is the largest 
hospital outside of Riyadh, with a max-
imum capacity of 1,067 beds. For such 
a high-impact facility, we developed a 
strategy that aims to improve healthcare 
in the community. We seek to be recog-
nized as one of the best evidence-based 
health centers in the Middle East, as well 
as among the best hospitals in the world. 
We used to be a student-oriented hos-
pital, but now we are a patient-centered 
hospital. This change is based on our 
strategic plan, Shifa’, which focuses on 
acquiring more international accredita-
tions to reach a higher level of service. 
The hospital was recognized by Accred-
itation Canada in 2009. In 2015, we were 
also accredited by the Joint Commission 
International, as well as the American Ac-
creditation Body. Even our blood bank is 
certified by several American accredita-
tion authorities. 

How does the hospital position itself with re-
gard to partnerships with other institutes?
As part of Vision 2030 and the NTP 2020, 
government institutions should rely on 
their incomes and resources. As such, 
we plan on expanding our private offer-
ings. We are looking at the potential of 
PPPs. We are also considering working 
with some major companies, such as the 
Islamic Bank for Development and Sab-
ic, to secure donations of SAR40 million 

(USD10.6 million). This money would 
be aimed at opening new facilities, es-
pecially those related to pediatrics. 
Partnerships play a fundamental role in 
maximizing the use of facilities. We are 
collaborating with other hospitals and 
insurance companies on advanced and 
complex cases.

How many patients does the hospital see an-
nually?
We had more than 45,000 admissions 
in 2018 and saw more than 56,000 pa-
tients in our emergency department. In 
our clinics, we have seen a total of more 
than 214,000 patients. We performed 
more than 10,000 operations last year. 
The number of patients is increasing 
because more people now seek medical 
assistance than ever before. This is part-
ly due to social media, which has helped 
educate people and raise awareness of 
healthcare options. We did more than 
100,000 X-rays and more than 6 million 
lab tests in 2018. However, these num-
bers are not necessarily a sign of good 
practices, as they may mean physicians 
are ordering unnecessary lab tests. We 
are evaluating the reason for such a surge 
in 2018. We had 10% more patients, but 
it did not justify the increase. We are also 
looking into reducing expenses as well.

Can you provide an example of how technolo-
gy directly improves the quality of healthcare 
services? 

KAUH is participating in Vision 2030 by increasing its 
recruitment of local nurses while investing in technology 
and resources management. 

Diabetes is a big problem in Saudi Ara-
bia. Using our new technology, we can 
treat more patients better, using state-of-
the-art techniques. We recently acquired 
a mobile blood donation unit to increase 
the number of blood donations. We can 
get the mobile unit anywhere, even to 
workplaces to do blood drives. In the 
summer of 2020, we will take it to malls. 
The blood bank system sends donors a 
text when their blood is used to save a 
life.

What are some of the challenges you face?
One of the challenges is nursing staff. 
We now have 700 beds, but 300 of those 
beds are closed because we do not have 
nursing staff. This is a global problem. 
One of the plans we developed to tack-
le this problem was the Saudization of 
our nursing staff. Most of our nurses 
come from the Philippines or India. They 
spend three to five years and eventually 
go home, which poses a huge challenge. 
At present, around 14% of our nursing 
staff is local. In order to increase that, 
we are improving our recruitment pro-
cesses, shifting from a 12-hour shift to an 
eight-hour one. Another challenge has 
been estimating our needs through di-
rect purchasing. Most of our purchasing 
goes though tenders. Once our orders are 
announced, companies present their of-
fers. With better planning, we hope to re-
duce waste by buying the right amount of 
a product, and not more than we need. ✖

heart of THE MATTER



In building up 21st-century medical cities, the Ministry of Health is 
digitalizing unified patient records to streamline medical care.

THE DATABASE

THE KINGDOM OF SAUDI ARABIA has been hard at work to revamp 
every aspect of its society as it moves to diversify its economy away 
from petroleum exports in line with its Vision 2030. One of the pil-
lars of the nation’s efforts to bolster a 21st-century economy comes 
in the form of modernizing and introducing state-of-the-art health-
care for its 33 million residents. 

To do so, the Saudi Arabia Ministry of Health is pursuing a bold 
initiative to digitize medical data and create unified patient records 
to facilitate next generation health services in the country, as it ex-
pands medical cities throughout its most densely populated areas. 
The aim is to increase the efficiency of health services by reduc-
ing the amount of time doctors and healthcare providers spend on 
managing and updating individual health records.

Until recently, patient data has been mostly managed by hospi-
tals and doctors’ offices, requiring release forms and lengthy wait-
ing periods in order for separate institutions to disclose medical 
records. Now, health officials are seeking to streamline health ser-
vices by creating a national patient portal where data can be stored 
and accessed without unnecessary bureaucracy.

“The digital transformation is one of the major steps to a better 
and more efficient patient care,” Milko Jovanoski, international 
healthcare marketing manager, Nuance Communications, told 
the Saudi Gazette. “KSA has a strong vision and has launched great 
initiatives to make this happen. A digital transformation is also a 
change management exercise, where all stakeholder need to work 
together. Clinical speech recognition supports healthcare profes-
sionals significantly to achieve their goals, reduce the administra-
tion's burden, and capture narrative patient data.”

Demand for such digital health care tools is growing organically 
from doctors’ offices. A recent study by Nuance Communications 
found 48% of respondents in healthcare services plan to improve 
their current clinical documentation protocol, with 46% looking to 

invest in digital dictation and speech recognition tools. Such trends 
reflect a growing desire for paper-free workflow solutions in the 
medical sector. 

Cloud-based computer servers will facilitate electronic med-
ical records (EMR), which will play an important role in unifying 
patient data in accordance with the government’s plan to make 
patient records available to any health facility a patient might vis-
it in Saudi Arabia. The shift toward digital record keeping will re-
duce the amount of time doctors spend writing observations and 
prescriptions, which can occupy nearly half of the working hours 
healthcare providers are in their offices, reducing time for face-to-
face consultations with patients.

“Our research into the EMR adoption across Saudi Arabia re-
vealed that healthcare institutions see Vision 2030 as a key driver 
for the healthcare sector development, especially in relation to IT 
implementation,” said Frank Fritzsche, a research and advisory 
services manager at the Healthcare Information and Management 
Systems Society Europe. “Given its current EMR adoption, with ad-
vanced EMRs in major cities and handwritten records in rural clin-
ics, the country overall has still some way to go to achieve the goals 
set for 2020 in this respect.” 

The initiative comes as Saudi Arabian leaders invest billions in 
creating 21st-century medical cities that will serve domestic and 
international patients. In Riyadh alone, Saudi Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Salman has launched nearly 1,300 development proj-
ects worth USD22 billion, which include seven medical cities and 
hospitals. 

Such projects are designed to attract a large number of GCC res-
idents who spend millions in pursuit of medical services abroad. 
With a mix of modern healthcare facilities and streamlined medical 
records systems, the Kingdom is planning to distinguish itself as a 
leading medical services provider in the Gulf region. ✖

F O C U S 
Unified patient  records

220 Saudi Arabia 2020



221Health 

I N T E R V I E W

Dr.  Ahmad Al  Zubaidi 
F O R M E R  C E O ,

P R I N C E  M O H A M M E D  B I N  A B D U L A Z I Z  H O S P I TA L  ( P M A H )

How would you position PMAH within the 
healthcare landscape of Saudi Arabia, and 
what is your main expertise?
PMAH is a 500-bed general hospital that 
caters to surgery, medicine, and emer-
gency care. We have a large emergency 
room with about 96 beds. The room is 
divided into two areas: the main emer-
gency department and the respirato-
ry zone. This is for patients who suffer 
from communicable respiratory diseas-
es such as MERS-CoV and tuberculosis. 
We have stringent criteria about keeping 
patients who might have communicable 
respiratory diseases away from other pa-
tients. Our emergency room is extreme-
ly busy, and we receive about 150,000-
200,000 patients per year. The hospital is 
fully digitalized and paperless. We have 
14 operating theaters that utilize seven 
rooms in the hospital, which opened six 
years ago. We have a medical depart-
ment, a surgical department, a fami-
ly medicine department, and an ICU, 
which has 34 beds. It will have 95 when 
fully operational. Currently, the entire 
hospital has 334 operational beds, and 
we hope to have the entire hospital op-
erational by the end of 2020.

What levels of care do you currently provide?
We provide everything from tertiary care 
to specialist care. The department of 
surgery is divided into eight subdivisions 
including plastic surgery, orthopedic, 
neurosurgery, and urology. Our entire 
staff is trained in these specialties and 
provides care up to the tertiary level. We 
are the first hospital in the eastern part 
of Riyadh to provide care to polytrauma 

patients, for which we specialize. PMAH 
is known as a trauma and coronavirus 
hospital. We receive almost all corona-
virus patients from across the Kingdom 
and have excellent outcomes, with lower 
mortality rates than other hospitals. We 
recently formed an agreement with the 
Ministry of Health to be the ECMO cen-
ter for patients with low oxygen levels. At 
present, we provide care to a maximum 
of four patients at the same time, and 
this program is extremely successful.

What are some of your best practices in terms 
of how you built up your capacity in trauma?
We want to make people passionate 
about trauma care, which is a challenge 
because it encompasses more than just 
providing medical care. PMAH runs one 
of the medical lead programs as part of 
the national trauma program. Our peo-
ple have contributed at the ministry in 
terms of trauma development. Trauma 
care, for us, is not a choice. It is some-
thing we have to do because our hos-
pital is easily accessible and is close to 
the highway. For that reason, we receive 
many victims of motor vehicle accidents. 
We must be ready to treat them. We seek 
to become a Level-1 trauma hospital 
with a consultant in-house 24/7. 

What are the strategic priorities to get every-
thing up and running by 2021, and what are 
the ambitions of the hospital?
Our plan is staggered in terms of open-
ing more beds and having more facilities 
operational depending on the budget 
that the government provides, while at 
the same time attracting physicians, as 

BIO 

Dr. Ahmad Al Zubaidi is the former CEO 
of Prince Mohammed bin Abdulaziz 
Hospital and a professor and consultant 
of colorectal and general surgery at King 
Khalid University Hospital in Riyadh. He 
is a graduate of King Saud University, 
College of Medicine and received his 
master’s of science in gastrointestinal 
science from the University of Calgary, in 
Alberta, Canada. He is a member of the 
Saudi Colorectal Association.

PMAH wants to expand its operations to include a Level-1 Trauma 
center, capable of treating the most severe types of injuries. 

they are the cornerstones of the pro-
cess. Hiring and acquiring them is not 
easy right now as there is a great deal of 
competition. In the last three years, we 
have improved the hospital in terms of 
the working environment, which has 
changed the way physicians look at the 
hospital. They look at the hospital as 
a trauma and coronavirus center, but 
want to work on their own field of ex-
pertise. After changing the image of the 
hospital, people now understand we 
perform elective procedures and have 
elective admissions. We worked hard on 
the lab to provide all the different tests 
and worked on the radiology depart-
ment where we do radiological imaging. 
Right now, we are working on attracting 
doctors to work in the hospital. One of 
the obstacles we face right now is sup-
ply, which should improve with the clus-
tering of hospitals. ✖

ready for ANYTHING
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Sanjay Shah  
E X E C U T I V E  V I C E - P R E S I D E N T,
D R .  S O L I M A N  FA K E E H  H O S P I TA L

Mohammed Alungal 
P R E S I D E N T,
A B E E R  M E D I C A L  G R O U P

Can you tell us a bit about your organizations 
and their roles in the Saudi healthcare mar-
ket? 

SANJAY SHAH Dr. Soliman Fakeeh 
Hospital seeks to improve well-being 
through the provision of compassion-
ate, integrated, and innovative health 
services within an academic care model 
to deliver the best outcomes for patients. 
It is the largest private hospital facility in 
the country. It has a capacity of 500 beds 
and is an acute tertiary referral center as 
well. The hospital was established by the 
late Dr. Soliman Fakeeh in 1978. In 2009, 
we opened a trading operation that sup-
plies medical equipment and supplies 
to other hospitals. We also established 
an exclusive distributor, becoming the 
first healthcare institution in the Middle 
East to publish its social responsibility 
report. We were also the first ambulato-
ry care center in the Middle East to re-
ceive the HIMSS6 Award. Earlier in 2019, 
we became the preferred bidder for the 
first privatization of healthcare facilities. 
Overall, we believe coordination, aware-

ness, and continuity of care extended to 
the whole family are all extremely im-
portant factors that will lead to superior 
outcomes.

MOHAMMED ALUNGAL Abeer Medical 
Group has been in the Saudi market 
since 1999. We currently own and oper-
ate 17 centers and three hospitals across 
Saudi Arabia, where we treat 4.5 million 
lower- and middle-income patients ev-
ery year. This is a segment in which we 
are the market leaders in the GCC. Mov-
ing forward, we plan to further grow 
our number of facilities, with six more 
centers opening up by the end of 2019. 
Our focus on volume gives us an advan-
tage in purchasing power and affordable 
care. We have also initiated multiple 
projects in our current facilities to serve 
upper middle segments, extending our 
service to a broader base of care seekers. 
Another segment Abeer Medical Group 
is entering is “daycare” surgery. With the 
advancements in healthcare technology 
and the increase in the prevalence of 
lifestyle diseases, there is a higher de-

PRIVATE OPERATORS
Vision 2030 seeks to expand healthcare services across the Kingdom in 
terms of quantity and quality, with Abeer Medical Group and Dr. Soliman 
Fakeeh Hospital taking on the responsibility of this transformation. 

mand for such surgery centers. 

How has the roll-out of the Vision 2030 affect-
ed your group’s operations?

SS Considering Saudi Arabia has an 
aging population, primary and home 
healthcare has become an important 
part of Vision 2030. At present, almost 
70% of the population is under 40, but 
by 2035 that demographic will change, 
and the majority of the population will 
be over 40. That means an increasing 
percentage of people will be dealing 
with cardiovascular problems, obesity, 
and diabetes. Primary care has always 
been at the forefront of our operations, 
providing a one-stop shop service sim-
ilar to Western Europe where the fami-
ly medicine concept allows hospitals to 
save costs and provide more accurate 
care. At the same time, the need to im-
prove tertiary care outlined by Vision 
2030 pushed us to expand beyond Jed-
dah into the western region and Dubai, 
with a university and hospital. The 
Dubai smart hospital will be a 280-bed 
facility that will provide a unique offer-
ing within the medical spectrum. 

MA Healthcare is a huge sector. Vision 
2030 promotes greater participation 
of the private sector in healthcare. The 
government is privatizing it in phases to 
ensure proper and effective transition. 
This will create many opportunities 
across the healthcare delivery domain, 
especially for medical devices market, 
and open doors for international associ-
ations. Encouraged by recent regulatory 
changes, medical device manufactur-
ers and service providers will now be 
able to make significant inroads in the 
KSA healthcare market. An expert could 
come in and help the government in ar-
eas where it lacks sufficient strengths. 
That is where we immediately see an 
opening in the primary and secondary 
levels of care. We are not in the tertiary 
segment yet. That is where the govern-
ment is concentrating on big players in 
medical cities, clusters, and associations 
with well-known overseas healthcare 
providers. Another part of the govern-
ment’s vision is developing primary 
healthcare in rural areas. ✖
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Eli  A.  Chedid 
C E O ,

C A R E  A N D  P L A N N I N G  F O R  H O S P I TA L S  C O .  LT D .

BIO 

Eli A. Chedid was appointed CEO of 
CARE and Planning for Hospitals Co. 
in 2011. Chedid has over 35 years of 
experience in the healthcare industry 
in the US and MENA region and served 
as president of HBO Middle East in 
Dubai from 1999-2008. Prior to that, 
he was founder and CEO of STS/AMCO 
Healthcare and regional manager for 
the Middle East for Hill-Rom. Chedid 
holds a degree in clinical pharmacy from 
Creighton University.

Since its establishment, CARE and Planning for Hospitals has 
become a leading provider of IT-backed medical equipment 
solutions for healthcare facilities in the Kingdom.

currently do business with over 180 cus-
tomers and are extremely well known for 
the successful turnkey projects we have 
completed at King Saud University and 
the National Guard Health Affairs. We are 
currently working on delivering the largest 
medical equipment turnkey project in the 
Kingdom at King Khalid University Medi-
cal Center in Abha and have recently been 
awarded significant business from NUP-
CO as well.

What strategic priorities are you following in the 
market in preparation for the future?
As the market becomes more sophisti-
cated, the value-for-money equation be-
comes ever more important. Our strategic 
priorities are focused on ensuring that we 
lower our cost of doing business while 
continually improving our customers’ 
outcomes. In our initial years, we focused 
solely on delivering the turnkey projects 
we had at hand. We did not expand to en-
sure we served our current customers well. 
We followed the market demand as we 
slowly expanded our portfolio without los-
ing focus of our customer happiness. We 
will continue to follow the same strategy 
in the coming years of controlled growth 
and satisfied customers. We will continue 
to invest in activities that add value to our 
customers and improve their outcomes. ✖

What is CARE’s business philosophy and its key 
differentiators?
CARE was built on a philosophy under-
pinned by a moral compass that guides 
every employee’s daily business decisions. 
At the heart of the moral compass is the 
principle of always making sure we bal-
ance the interests of all our stakeholders: 
our shareholders, customers, employees, 
and suppliers/service providers. Funda-
mentally, no stakeholder should benefit 
on the back of another. We must balance 
the interest of all stakeholders in every 
decision we make. This is CARE’s moral 
compass and how we run our business. 
Our second and extremely important dif-
ferentiator is our focus on our customers’ 
happiness. We believe in making our cus-
tomers happy, even if it means delivering 
a solution to their urgent problem expe-
diently and having to figure out a fair way 
to get compensated for our efforts in due 
course. This is rare in our industry.

Could you tell us more about your service port-
folio and your positioning within the healthcare 
ecosystem?
Strong project management and delivery 
are our core expertise. CARE is unique in 
that since its inception it was developed 
for the “on-time, on-budget” delivery of 
complex healthcare projects. Because 

healthcare is evolving at a rapid rate, and 
our mission is to deliver advanced tech-
nology solution to our customers, we 
knew we needed to partner with a strong 
technical support arm that can feed us the 
latest developments in healthcare tech-
nology so we can incorporate them into 
our services and share them with our 
customers. In this context, we formed 
a joint venture called CARE-RTKL with 
CallisonRTKL, one of the leading health-
care architectural design firms in the US. 
Having RTKL as part of our team in a for-
mal JV in-country ensures we remain up 
to speed with the latest developments, 
since it is at the forefront of healthcare 
design and medical equipment plan-
ning in the US. Our solutions portfolio 
ensures we can cater to turnkey projects 
or address specific areas where we can 
make a difference or where highly engi-
neered solutions are required.

Who are your target customers within the King-
dom, and how do you plan to respond to their 
changing needs?
Ours is a customer-centric consulta-
tive approach. We spend an enormous 
amount of time upfront trying to under-
stand our customers’ real problems and 
challenges before designing and recom-
mending a range of solutions for their 
consideration with our various partners. 
Today, we have more than 100 profes-
sionals on our team serving our custom-
ers with an IT infrastructure to keep track 
of KPIs, capture customer satisfaction 
through questionnaires, and even enable 
our engineers to get sign off on service 
visits on iPads. We prefer fewer custom-
ers rather than many customers that we 
struggle to serve. Our key metric is not 
market share but customer satisfaction. 
Although we serve most governmental 
and large private-sector organizations, we 

industry EXPERT

“We must keep 
the interest of all 
stakeholders balanced 
in every decision we 
make. This is CARE’s 
moral compass and how 
we run our business.”
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Ayman Tamer  
C H A I R M A N ,
TA M E R  G R O U P

What are the main implications of the new 
model of care advanced by Vision 2030, and 
where should healthcare providers place their 
focus to align themselves with the govern-
ment plan?
One of the main implications of Vision 
2030 is the separation between the role 
of healthcare provider and regulator. The 
Ministry of Health is moving to become 
the regulator, with state-owned enter-
prises being the providers, once they are 
established. In this new care model, the 
government created an office whose job 
is to design, operate, and monitor this 
transformation. As such, the focus will 
be on prevention, primary healthcare 
services, and, of course, early detection 
of non-communicable diseases. In Saudi 
Arabia, 73% of deaths are from non-com-
municable diseases related to lifestyle 
and eating habits. The main NCD af-
fecting the Saudi population is diabetes. 
About 30% of the population is affected 
by an eating disorder and lack of exer-
cise, and other 15% is near borderline. 
Moreover, Saudi Arabia also has a high 
rate of cancer and cardiovascular dis-
eases. These make up the biggest share 
in deaths. The focus should be on early 
detection through constant and regular 
diagnostics, and that should be available 
for everyone along with screening for 
lung, breast, and colon cancer. 

As the private sector is expected to play a ma-
jor role in the healthcare sector, what is the 
key to balance profitability and affordability?
Today, the CCHI does not offer diagnos-
tic coverage, whereas in other countries 
they understand the importance of ear-
ly detection to manage the disease and 
reduce the cost and its negative impact. 
The concept of prevention and manda-
tory public health insurance through 
CCHI should be advanced and imple-
mented. If all Saudi patients are able to 
be monitored regularly, at times through 
self-screening, there will be a lot of pre-
vention and unnecessary costs would 
be avoided, especially if these practices 
are covered by local insurances. Prima-
ry care centers see visits only rarely, and 
nobody has a home healthcare provider. 
Hospital services have become too ex-

pensive, and primary care services have 
become more affordable, more accessi-
ble, more accurate, and safer. 

Where do you expect technology to have the 
highest impact on the healthcare sector look-
ing forward?
AI, the Internet of Things (IoT), and ori-
ented applications will play a major role 
in both FMCG and healthcare because 
we need to have decisions based on in-
formation. Moreover, with the advent of 
digitalization, the importance of infor-
mation and supply chain will grow even 
more. The healthcare industry is moving 
toward a corporate model based on prof-
itability and sales. Still, the biggest num-
bers in the balance sheets and books are 
assets: inventories, materials, and goods. 
Managing these assets will see a steady 
optimization through the IoT, minimiz-
ing waste at the Ministry of Health. In 
this sense, we are already working with 
the ministry and NUPCO to manage 
their logistics services for a fee, reducing 
waste and improving utilization, effi-
ciency, and safety. 

Can you walk us through Tamer Group’s recent 
restructuring and its strategic priorities for the 
short-to-medium term?
Five years ago, Tamer Group separated 
its chairmanship from the CEO function, 
marking a new era in the family business, 
working with KPMG and Ernst & Young 
for a full year to adopt international cor-
porate governance standards and cre-
ate a holding company that owns all the 
affiliates. We will separate ownership 
from management, in order to continue 
our drive to expand regionally with our 
capabilities in manufacturing, health-
care, distribution, and aftersales service. 
Aside from vaccines and medicines with 
our Japanese partners, we seek to con-
tinue our efforts in medical equipment, 
pharmaceutical products and nutrition, 
beauty and wellness, as well as prestige 
products. The challenging following 
step, however, will be moving from B2B 
in business services and logistics to B2C 
mode, which means we have to build up 
scale at a very fast pace to meet consum-
er demands. ✖

BIO 

Ayman Tamer is the Chairman and 
Managing Partner of Tamer Group. He 
is a member of the Pharma Committee 
at Jeddah Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry as well as the Family Business 
Community and the Healthcare Industry 
at the World Economic Forum. Tamer 
is also a member of Effat University’s 
advisory honorary board.

FEVER 
pitch
The Tamer Group is in the 
process of adopting international 
corporate governance standards 
that will help it play a role in 
realizing Vision 2030. 

“We will separate 
ownership from 
management in order 
to continue our drive 
to expand regionally.”
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Dr.  Alaa Gamal 
G E N E R A L  M A N A G E R ,
P F I Z E R  K S A

Ahmed Serag 
C O U N T R Y  C H A I R  A N D  G M ,
S A N O F I  K S A

What are the major trends affecting your com-
pany in Saudi Arabia? 

DR. ALAA GAMAL I see the impact of the 
pharmaceutical pricing policy and the 
privatization of health services as the 
major market trends in Saudi Arabia. 
One of the key goals of Saudi Vision 
2030 is to increase biopharmaceutical 
manufacturing capacity, expanding 
to advanced manufacturing and R&D. 
Pfizer has been a major contributor to 
the vision, manufacturing many of its 
medicines locally and adhering to the 
highest quality standards. Meanwhile, 
we are exploring the potential of future 
expansion if market dynamics and con-
ditions allow. This investment is helping 
to meet Saudi Arabian patients’ health 
needs in many therapeutic areas. We 
currently employ Saudi talent at all lev-
els. One of the basic and fundamental 
building blocks for the biopharmaceu-
tical sector is the availability to marshal 
highly skilled and technically trained 
human capital. Hiring and training of 
Saudi nationals has been a cornerstone 
of Pfizer’s strategy in supporting Vision 

2030 and the National Transformation 
Plan. 

AHMED SERAG The Ministry of Health 
has been making a significant effort to 
expand access to healthcare over the 
last 10 years, and will continue to do so, 
evolving positively in terms of reach and 
quality, as witnessed by the number of 
hospitals and medical cities planned. At 
the same time, there is a rapid and con-
sistent increase in investment from the 
government for quality medicine, which 
is why we need to significantly increase 
our investment in R&D. At the same time, 
a great deal of attention must be placed 
on non-communicable diseases (NCDs) 
and prevention, which is an important 
aspect. Despite considerable improve-
ments, there is still a long way to go, es-
pecially in terms of educating the public. 
Overall, Saudi Arabia’s fundamentals 
point to future growth, and the question 
is how pharmaceutical companies can 
provide additional value moving for-
ward, since there is increasing attention 
to efficiency, safety, and savings when 
looking at healthcare.

FOREIGN BRANDS, 
LOCAL FOOTPRINT
Vision 2030 seeks to transform the delivery of healthcare in the 
Kingdom. Pfizer and Sanofi are foreign companies aiding in this 
effort with world-class know-how and digital solutions. 

Can you highlight some trends or challeng-
es your company has faced in the Kingdom? 
What have you learned from them? 

AG Similar to the digital transformation 
happening in the retail and banking 
industries, digital is now transforming 
the pharmaceutical industry entirely, 
especially in the way patients interact 
with their healthcare. At Pfizer, we have 
formed a digital agency to accelerate 
drug discovery for the unmet patient 
needs. We intend to enhance health 
outcomes and patient experience by 
using digital technologies. The greatest 
imperative for Pfizer—with a “Patients 
First” mindset—is to understand the 
end-to-end patient viewpoint, so that we 
can provide truly effective support and 
services tailored to individual patient’s 
values and needs. Subject to obtaining 
the right regulatory approvals, especial-
ly with patients undergoing therapy, we 
want to build healthcare support and 
engagement models that offer tools and 
programs to connect patients, doctors, 
and a whole range of healthcare stake-
holders. We start any digital solution 
concept by considering patient experi-
ence. In Saudi, after fulfilling the regu-
latory requirements, we have started the 
digitalization program by offering more 
advice via smartphone. 

AS Challenges are not specific to Sanofi 
but to the healthcare sector in general. 
The Ministry of Health is moving toward 
more corporatization, which is spelled 
out clearly in Vision 2030. The market 
is increasingly moving away from tradi-
tional medicines and toward high-tech 
products that can offer better value. Leg-
acy products at all companies still have 
tremendous value. However, knowing 
that profit margins on those are lower, 
it is more difficult to defend those prod-
ucts. Making a copy or a generic version 
is not that difficult anymore. Overall, it 
is a matter of how fast the industry can 
adapt to the changes. The direction is 
clear, and the commitment to staying on 
course is strong. Many opportunities for 
partnerships have opened. For example, 
there are companies working with gov-
ernment hospitals and the ministry on 
joint projects to enhance diagnosis, im-
prove treatment, or better measure the 
success or failure of treatment. ✖
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Mohammad Al-Badr 
C E O ,

S A U D I  C H E M I C A L S

Can you walk us through how your recent de-
velopments are linked to trends in Saudi Ara-
bia’s industrial sector since 2018?
We are improving our warehousing and 
transport operations to ensure a healthy 
and hygienic environment from end to 
end. During this process, we have seen 
more than 25% growth, and we will con-
tinue to move forward in the distribu-
tion segment. This is a key element in 
the supply chain for the pharmaceuti-
cal market. Aja Pharma’s new factory in 
Hail has started commercial production 
of tablets, capsules, liquid, and creams. 
A sterile production line, in the Bosch 
factory, is currently under development. 
We expect it to be finalized by early 
2020. Aja Pharma is now active across 
the whole GCC market, with its own 
products as well as contract manufac-
turing for five international companies. 
It is currently negotiating with other 
companies to sign more manufacturing 
contracts. While we see great potential 
in the Saudi market, we are increasing 
our capacity for exports and seeking to 
expand in the international markets. We 
see opportunities in generics. In order to 
sign these partnerships, we have devel-
oped standard operating procedures in 
every aspect of our services. These pro-
cedures guarantee the quality of our ser-
vices. In 2019, we will see more growth, 
although we would like the government 
and the private sector to be working to-
gether and not competing against each 
other.

What is your assessment of the localization 
efforts currently undertaken by the Kingdom?
The government has major plans to 
localize the pharmaceutical industry, 
though perhaps it should give more sup-
port to local players rather than foreign 
ones, even if their products are more 
expensive. For the time being, some 
government hospitals are not buying 
from the local market. At the same time, 
counterfeits have been eliminated with 
the new system. Each product has a 
unique serial number. Everything is now 
under control. The next step will be en-
suring quality regardless of the brand. 
What is inside the product is what mat-
ters. We already apply EU- and US-level 
regulations to our pharmaceutical facil-
ity, which distributes within the King-
dom and the Gulf. Our certifications are 
also being upgraded.

How are industrial cities contributing to the 
economic development of the Kingdom?
Industrial cities and hubs are being es-
tablished to help develop localization 
efforts and boost the manufacturing 
capacity of the Kingdom. We want to 
build excellent facilities for factories. At 
the same time, logistics remains an issue 
that needs to be addressed. We need to 

BIO 

Mohammad Al-Badr has been with Saudi 
Chemicals since 2010. Prior to this role, 
he worked in the telecommunications 
and IT sectors. Al-Badr is a graduate of 
Southern Illinois University.

Saudi Chemicals is ready to receive new regulations on 
manufacturing that will help spur local growth of the chemical 
sector and allow for the export of Saudi chemical products. 

see the establishment of an authoritative 
body, to serve as a licensing reference 
point. Logistics and manufacturing go 
together. Warehouses need to be locat-
ed in easily accessible places for trucks, 
all while avoiding congestion. Factories 
require stability. Their owners need to 
know the infrastructure that supports 
them is there to stay.

What are the next steps to make sure the pro-
grams and targets are met?
In other countries, there are long-term, 
minimum 10-year contracts based on 
service level agreements that allow for 
factories to be built. Currently, supply 
contracts here cannot be signed for be-
yond three years. We need to enhance 
standards and ensure quality, invest in 
warehouse capacity, and adopt regula-
tions. ✖

mix MASTER

“While we see great potential in the Saudi market, 
we are increasing our capacity for exports and 

seeking to expand in the international markets.”
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What role does your hospital play in the pri-
vate healthcare landscape of the Kingdom?
We work mostly with day surgery proce-
dures, moving toward shorter-stay, fast-
track surgeries. We are experienced in this 
field, regardless of the surgery. This offers 
patients faster recovery time, less pain, and 
the ability to return to normal life more 
quickly. Much of our emphasis is on pain 
management and recovery. We are push-
ing to best utilize the resources we have to 
earn fast-track hospital status. We run all 
departments for general surgery, plastic 
surgery, urology, orthopedics, gastroenter-
ology and endoscopy, pediatrics, and car-
diology. 

How do you distinguish yourself in the medical 
sector?
We found a way to do fundraising for the 
public side on a multi-million dollar proj-
ect for simulation training for physicians. 
This is similar to the simulators pilots use. 
The time is coming for the private sector 
to move forward. The government is also 
moving to sell services. It is selling all of its 
critical care units. Some of the cardiac care 
units are being moved to the private sector. 
It is time for the private sector to expand in 
a steady way.

What are your ambitions?
We created new services in 1Q2019. We 
achieved more than 200 surgeries and 
look to close the year with 2,500. For an 
institution our size, that is very challeng-
ing. Hopefully next year will see at least 
two new buildings. Our dream is to have 
a second branch specialized in something 
unique, for example orthopedic surgery, 
fractured bones, or physiotherapy.

Dr.  Alhassan Alnaamy 
C E O ,
A L N A A M Y  S P E C I A L I S T 
H O S P I TA L

Could you tell us more about the general mandate of NCCAM? 
NCCAM was established by the Council of Ministers in 2009, as the national reference for all 
aspects of traditional and complementary medicine (TCM) in Saudi Arabia. In addition to 
regulations and licensing of TCM practices, NCCAM is involved in promoting research, train-
ing, professional development, and public awareness. The regulatory mission of NCCAM is 
fulfilled through coordination with the other health regulatory bodies in Saudi Arabia, includ-
ing the Saudi Food and Drug Authority (SFDA), the Saudi Commission for Health Specialties 
(SCHS), and regional authorities of the Ministry of Health. Our main strategic goal is to pro-
mote the potential contribution of complementary medicine in healthcare. 

How do health standards in Saudi Arabia compare with other countries? 
Compared to other GCC countries, the establishment of NCCAM made Saudi Arabia the first 
state with a center focusing on alternative medicine. However, different policy and regula-
tions in the region regarding complementary and alternative medicine may add complexities 
to such comparisons. WHO reports compare the GCC states in terms of health infrastructure 
and regulations, rather than their actual applications and contribution to healthcare.

Yaser  Alahmari 
C E O ,
N AT I O N A L  C E N T E R  F O R  C O M P L I M E N TA R Y  & 
A LT E R N AT I V E  M E D I C I N E  ( N C C A M )

What is your assessment of the current challenges in the healthcare sector in Saudi Arabia?
Although we are headed toward a more Western-style system, there are several obstacles 
along the way, including the sudden change from a closed sector to an open one. There has 
been a great shift in women’s integration and interaction in the medical community. Still, 
there are problems in adapting to this situation for both women and men; such a big cul-
tural shift takes time. The second obstacle is the lack of qualified nurses, which is a major 
challenge right now. 

What is the reason for the current staff shortage? 
Nursing is a difficult position. It requires a great deal of knowledge and skill; without a 
properly educated nurse, a physician cannot do much, as treatments require nurses to im-
plement and follow up on treatments prescribed by physicians. Since the plan is to localize 
the majority of the workforce by 2030, foreign investors will immediately face the difficulty 
of finding the qualified manpower to cover all the needs of a hospital, including nurses, 
technicians, and physical therapists.

Dr.  Youssef  Rahbani 
C E O ,
M U TA B A G A N I  H E A LT H  S E R V I C E S 
( M H S )
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How can healthcare providers, such as Dentalia Clinics, align their 
strategic priorities with the areas of focus outlined by the government?
Patient-centered care, at its core, involves aligning healthcare 
decisions with patient preferences and needs. Applying this for-
ward-thinking mindset when it comes to healthcare can lead to 
increased engagement among all stakeholders, including practi-
tioners who can provide higher quality care and greater transpar-
ency. Patients will not be seen as a number, and institutions will 
use their experiences to convert what they learn into refined pro-
cesses. There needs to be a significant focus from the Ministry of 
Health on disease prevention rather than treatment after diseases 
have taken hold.

What is the status of Saudi Arabia’s medical education system?
Overall, there are many medical schools that are not up to stan-
dard, whether in curriculum or infrastructure. Public schools are 
better than private schools generally. That has been the case for a 
long time; however, some private schools here are quite excellent. 
In terms of career paths, any student, immediately upon gradua-
tion, needs to have a road map. They need to decide whether they 
will go into academia, the private sector, or the public sector. The 
number of graduates has risen recently, mostly as a result of a sud-
den increase in enrollment in dental schools.

As the private sector is expected to play a major role in the provision 
of healthcare, what is the key to balance profitability and affordability 
in the dentistry segment?
The key to balancing profitability and affordability lies in putting 
patients’ interests first. There is a delicate balance between what 
patients want and what they need. Doctors must be mindful of the 
fact that success is not measured in profitability, but rather utili-
ty. There should be an element of humanity and trust that doctors 
build with their patients to maximize their impact as physicians 
and not their profit margins. To meet the potential rising costs of 
medical care, insurance should be an integral part of the system, 
and insurance companies have to be more helpful in this drive. In-
surance policies are still limited to scaling, fillings, and root canal 
treatments.

Dr.  Motaz Ghulman  
C E O ,
D E N TA L I A  C L I N I C S

What role does the Shoaa Medical Complex play in the Saudi healthcare 
system?
Shoaa Medical Complex has positioned itself to be competitive by 
following regulations, laws, and standards set by the government 
and accrediting authorities regarding healthcare services and man-
agement. We always aim to improve our services through patient 
and customer feedback. In 2012, we decided to build a new medi-
cal building to house the Shoaa Medical Complex. We designed the 
building according to the regulations of MOH. We will expand our 
expertise through exploring other ideas and also plan to launch a 
one-day surgery unit for quick procedures. 

What has been the impact of new liberalization reforms under Vision 
2030? 
Thanks to these reforms, there will be healthy competition. It will 
strengthen the healthcare market. As long as we provide excellent 
quality, people will come. It encourages us to work harder to pro-
vide quality medical services to patients. There are currently long 
waiting lists at times. For this reason, MOH has started to transfer 
patients to private hospitals and medical centers as part of the clus-
ter program.

What role do you see for the medical group to address public health 
issues like heart disease?
People need to be more aware about promotion of health and dis-
ease prevention. We have many chronic diseases like hypertension, 
heart diseases, and diabetes mostly due to obesity. Education will 
give people preventative measures to stop the prevalence of such 
chronic diseases.

What are your strategic priorities and ambitions for the coming year?
We are not limiting our operations only to Riyadh; there are many 
opportunities in Saudi currently. MOH is opening many investment 
opportunities, which we are studying, and we have plans to expand 
locally. We are considering targeting more cities in Saudi Arabia. 
We are also looking at additional investments at the moment.

Ahmed Saad Al-Muammar 
E X E C U T I V E  M A N A G E R , 
S H O A A  M E D I C A L  C O M P L E X 
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both small, new ventures in the education sphere, 
which consider flexibility their core strength, and 
old, large universities with an established aca-
demic culture, are faring better than middle-sized 
schools.

Moreover, we also noticed a strong change in 
attitude when discussing vocational training. A 
few years ago, the educational sector was head-
ed in the direction of centers of excellence, with 
a strong focus on vocational training for Saudis to 
take over manual jobs. Today, the whole concept 
of vocational training is being revisited, as Sau-
dis struggle to accept taking jobs they considered 
lower-rank, jobs that had before been held by for-
eign workers. Now, a compromise between living 
off of boundless, oil-backed state subsidy and 
enduring the Kafkaesque drudgery of working for 
money seems to be cycling through academia and 
entrepreneurship.

Last but not least, the education sector needs 
extensive investments both to enhance the re-
search aspect and in the technology sphere. Rath-
er than distance learning, leaders believe blended 
learning could be the way forward. Blended learn-
ing means students have the physical presence 
of an instructor but also online support. Another 
key area set to impact the education sector is ad-
vancements in AI, which lets teachers track the 
engagement of students, even by using facial rec-
ognition algorithms. Saudi students should learn 
new skills that help them better cope with the rise 
of the machines. ✖

t is difficult to conduct research on the 
Saudi education sector. Saudi Arabia is a 
big country, with many schools, so trav-

elling is a must. More than that, however, is the 
pace and frequency at which the Ministry of Edu-
cation adopts new policy paths, complicating the 
process of trying to figure out what impact they 
have.

This year was no different, with a new minister 
appointed in early January 2019. A new head of 
the Education and Training Commission implies 
a new shift in Saudi Arabia’s strategic shift on pro-
viding education. There are age-old challenges, 
including lack of higher-education institutions, 
big disparities in quality between these institu-
tions, and a gap in employee demand and grad-
uate skills. But a new challenge is finding how the 
Kingdom fits in the system of international educa-
tional accreditations and rankings.

Indeed, a large number of educational institu-
tions and universities TBY interviewed described 
that the hardest task as keeping up with and com-
peting on a global stage, which demands making 
adjustments to their course offerings. Interview-
ees stressed how assessments need to be institu-
tionalized to ensure they meet key performance 
indicators on a regular basis. The entire academic 
culture needs to be overhauled, sometimes, to 
meet internal goals and keep up with competition.

Across our conversations, flexibility and aca-
demic culture came up as the key assets to main-
tain high standards. It is therefore no surprise that 
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King Abdullah University of Science and 
Technology’s campus along the Red Sea houses 

one of the world’s most advanced collection of labs 
spread out across 2 million square feet
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“ETEC’s strategic priorities and ambitions 
for the coming year are driven by its strategy 
developed in alignment with assigned goals, 
Vision 2030 objectives, and the Human Capital 
Development Program.”

Husam Zaman 
P R E S I D E N T,
E D U C AT I O N  &  T R A I N I N G  
E VA L U AT I O N  C O M M I S S I O N  ( E T E C )

Amongst the primary objectives of Vision 2030 include 
having five Saudi universities in global top 200 rankings. 
What role do you see for ETEC to drive this agenda?
ETEC has considered three strategic objectives 
to leverage the academic excellence and support 
these national efforts. These include enhancing 
learning outcomes by increasing the coverage, 
scope and quality of national assessments and 
tests; promoting excellence between education 
and training institutions and programs by de-
velopment and expansion of evaluation and ac-
creditation; and establishing a culture of quality, 
continuous improvement, and innovation in the 
education and training system. Each objective has 
been translated through KPIs, targets, and strate-
gic initiatives. The strategic initiatives associated 
with each strategic objectives include developing 
and enforcing national assessments and tests for 
higher education learning outcomes and readi-
ness of graduates; guiding and promoting excel-
lence between higher education institutions and 
programs through evaluation and accreditation; 
improving education and training by monitoring 
and reporting the quality and status of education 
and training system; and engaging stakeholders 
to promote excellence and improve the education 
and training system.
 
How do you help improve graduate employability, and 
how should critical thinking and other soft skills be in-
stilled in students?
Aligning graduate employability with Vision 2030 
is essential to achieve the national masterplan. 
Our children entering schools today will become 
youths in 2030, and we will have to prepare them 
for jobs that have not yet been created, technolo-
gies that have not yet been invented, and problems 
that have not yet emerged. To address these chal-
lenges, ETEC has involved all stakeholders from 
the public, private, and third sectors to identify 
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Husam Abdelwahab Zaman 
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and campus president at Saudi 
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at Taibah University. Zaman 
holds a PhD in administration 
and policy studies from the 
University of Pittsburgh. 

Part of ETEC’s efforts revolve 
around establishing a culture of 

quality, continuous improvement, 
and innovation in the education 

and training system.

the skills and values that students need to devel-
op and shape their future. We incorporated these 
skills and values into the K-12 curriculum frame-
work and standards, which include, for example, 
critical thinking, problem-solving, and ICT skills, 
communication, self-learning, and collaboration. 
Also, schools’ evaluation standards place more 
emphasis on the teaching and learning practices 
that equip students with 21st-century skills. For 
higher education, we stress the importance of em-
ployability skills through accreditation standards 
and processes for both institutional and program 
accreditations. 

What are your strategic priorities and ambitions for the 
coming year?
ETEC’s strategic priorities and ambitions for the 
coming year are driven by its strategy developed in 
alignment with assigned goals, Vision 2030 objec-
tives, and the Human Capital Development Pro-
gram. The assigned goals for ETEC are to design, 
set up, and deploy the assigned initiatives within 
the development program; enhance standards 
and frameworks for assessment, evaluation, qual-
ifications, and accreditations; develop capacity 
for assessment and evaluating of education and 
training programs and outcomes; support nation-
al efforts to promote and deploy licensing of edu-
cation and training system professionals; and take 
forward the ongoing work of enhancing ETEC’s 
efficiency as an integrated entity as decreed by the 
royal resolution. ✖
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Mohanad A.  Dahlan 
C E O ,
U B T  C O M PA N Y

How does UBT regard technological advancements in 
its work?
Technology in education is essential. It has cre-
ated efficiency on a large scale. We introduced 
technology at all levels, from curriculum to op-
erations, and our next international advisory 
board in November 2019 will discuss the so-called 
“technolution,” or technology evolution. It is all 
about how technology will take the level of educa-
tion from where we are today into the future. We 
have around 20 chairmen, chancellors, directors, 
and global experts coming to discuss the role of 
technology and how we can move beyond stan-
dard, classic, instructional-type education to a 
new model, and how that will look in 2030. This 
advisory board will address what we need to start 
now to be able to lead tomorrow. The interna-
tional advisory board is dedicated to UBT, and at 
every session we have a different topic for which 
UBT seeks answers. The question on technology 
will be dealt with in November under the frame-
work of technolution.

UBT designed an activity-based costing module called 
Quswa Academics to measure its performance. How has 
that product influenced your work?
The word Quswa means “maximization,” and we 
maximize the output of the five following factors: 
the book, the classroom, students, teachers, and 
the curriculum. This process of internal standards 
is significantly more difficult than accreditation. 
Every program at UBT is reviewed every semes-
ter, and we track those five factors. We track the 
evaluations of students against the faculty and 
faculty against senior faculty. We also track the 
relevance of the curriculum against local needs. 
Projects that are related to Vision 2030, for exam-
ple, are being introduced to provide greater rel-
evance and bridge the gap between theory and 
the actual requirements in the job market. Crown 
Prince Mohammad bin Salman has emphasized 
he wants to focus on local content and increase 
it, and we take that to mean local military man-
ufacturing, local plastic manufacturing, and also 
not to exclude local case studies for the academic 

sector to use. In many universities, data like that 
which we have from Quswa is only compiled for 
accreditation purposes, not actually taken into 
consideration. They do not drive a strategy or cre-
ate a vision. We are keen to develop that strategy. 
Because one cannot develop something without 
measuring it, we had to come up with Quswa Aca-
demics, Quswa Operations, and Quswa Manpow-
er. Everything must be challenged, and the only 
qualification is data; it drives everything. We have 
followed market practices and intuition more 
than data in the past, though that has no longer 
been the case for UBT since 2015. 

How does Vision 2030 inform your viewpoint and ap-
proach in the sector?
Vision 2030 shifts the weight from the public sec-
tor to the private, enabling the latter to become 
a giant by 2030, introducing many new industries 
including sports and entertainment for both men 
and women to boost the economy, and creating 
holdings that fund other projects where the pri-
vate sector can contribute. Personally, I have nev-
er been more optimistic in my life. The solutions 
may not be there yet, though the decisions will be 
made quickly. The higher education sector needs 
drastic change, and we truly need the Crown 
Prince’s intervention, especially when it comes 
to educational loans. We do not need open-end-
ed scholarship programs for the majority of high 
school graduates. They help the business model 
but have a long-term negative impact on educa-
tional quality. 

Looking to the future, are there any challenges you want 
to highlight?
Despite the efforts and attempts made by con-
cerned ministries and government bodies to 
enhance the quality of private education and 
training institutions, private education still faces 
challenges and is burdened by outdated bureau-
cratic procedures, overlapping regulations, and 
duplications in authority from and between dif-
ferent regulation bodies related to private educa-
tion and training. We need to resolve this. ✖
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Mohanad A. Dahlan is CEO of 
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Calling 
for private 
education and 
new training 
authority to 
enable industry

 

Investing in a 
new campus, 
several new 
programs, and 
technology

TEST 
of time

Overhauling Saudi Arabia’s education 
system is central to Vision 2030 and 
could involve the introduction of student 
loans, which has been implemented 
elsewhere in financing education.
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Sahel  N.  Abduljauwad
R E C T O R ,

K I N G  FA H D  U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  P E T R O L E U M  &  M I N E R A L S  ( K F U P M )

KFUPM registered a total of 237 patents in 2018. 
Could you tell us more about your strategies in 
place to have this ecosystem where research 
leads to new ideas?
After KFUPM completed development of 
its research infrastructure and processes, 
it embarked on developing an ecosystem 
for innovation that helps in translating re-
search outcomes into economic impact. 
To achieve this, KFUPM planned to spread 
the culture of academic innovation at its 
campus. The plans included increasing 
awareness about intellectual property, 
providing training in patenting to faculty, 
researchers, and students, and stimulating 
them to innovate through recognition/
reward system. Additionally, the univer-
sity established a technology transfer 
system according to best practices of US 
universities, which included an effective 
invention/discovery disclosure system 
that linked every research activity with a 
patenting process. These are major factors 
behind positioning KFUPM among the top 
universities in the world in terms of num-
ber of annual issued patents. Research 
excellence and a focus on KSA’s strategic 
technological challenges and needs, qual-
ity, and commercialization of research 
outcomes are other important aspects of 
KFUPM’s research system. 

What kind of research does KFUPM do? 
With regard to research excellence, though 
KFUPM started by building its capacity 
locally through providing training to its 
faculty, it collaborated internationally 
on specific research programs with MIT, 
Stanford, Caltech, and Cambridge. We es-
tablished Dhahran Techno-Valley (DTV) 
Science Park to bring in some of world’s 
most advanced industrial expertise. DTV 
Science Park succeeded in attracting the 
R&D centers of some of the world’s largest 

multinational corporations in energy, pe-
troleum upstream, and industrial instru-
mentation, automation, and control. This 
was a major approach toward strategically 
focusing KFUPM’s research and creating a 
platform for collaboration with industries 
on topics of the utmost importance to KSA. 
Creating impact out of research outcomes 
is another area KFUPM gave special atten-
tion to in developing the innovation eco-
system. This is why the university invested 
in building a system and an environment 
for technology commercialization. 

Originally focused on the extraction and pro-
cessing of natural resources, you have ex-
panded your scope across a range of programs 
including renewables. Could you tell us more 
about those?
The KFUPM research agenda includes 
programs for both conventional and un-
conventional energies. Though KFUPM 
established the College of Petroleum and 
Geosciences with the aim to position it 
among the top petroleum schools globally, 
no less attention is being given to renew-
ables and sustainability. The university has 
a research excellence center for renewable 
energy, and there is a critical level of re-
search activities in the renewables field. In 
the same direction, KFUPM signed a ma-
jor agreement with King Abdullah City for 
Atomic and Renewable Energy (KACARE) 
to collaborate mainly in the field of renew-
ables. Additionally, the university has an 
advanced center for water and environ-
ment studies. The center caters to a signifi-
cant part of the country’s applied research 
needs and services, and Saudi Aramco is 
one of its major clients. As well, the uni-
versity established a research center for 
water desalination, as KSA is one of the 
leading global consumers for desalination 
technologies. Among the technologies li-
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The King Fahd University of Petroleum & Minerals has long 
been the backbone of Saudi Arabia’s formidable drilling 

expertise. Today, it is working to train the next generation 
of renewable energy and water management scientists.

censed by KFUPM is one to purify heavily 
contaminated water and another to detect 
water leaks. A large percentage of the port-
folio of KFUPM research outcomes—in 
terms of either publications or patents—is 
in the fields of renewables, water, and en-
vironmental protection.

What are the main goals for the coming years?
Improving the quality of undergraduate 
education is a continuous goal for KFUPM. 
Making sure that university graduates have 
a good number of job opportunities and 
fulfilling current and future recruitment 
needs of strategic local industries and sec-
tors is part of the plan. KFUPM had been 
a research-based university for several 
decades. However, recently the university 
started planning to become a research-in-
tensive university. This will enable us to 
reach a critical level of research activities 
that is necessary for achieving the univer-
sity’s economic impact targets. ✖
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R E C T O R ,
P R I N C E S S  N O U R A H  B I N T 
A B D U L R A H M A N  U N I V E R S I T Y 
( P N U )

Haifa Jamal  Al-Lail  
P R E S I D E N T,
E F FAT  U N I V E R S I T Y

Can you tell us a bit about what your school, its 
mission, and its history? 

EINAS S. AL-EISA PNU is a new university 
but it has a long history and a rich heri-
tage. PNU used to be a group of women’s 
colleges established in 1970 that focused 
on preparing teachers. Then, in 2006, it 
was converted to a comprehensive uni-
versity for women by royal decree. We 
are in this fortunate and unique position 
of being both old, with traditions deeply 
rooted in teaching and learning, and also 
a modern institution with a progressive 
outlook and an agility that usually ac-
companies newer institutions of higher 
education. This transformation was not 
an easy undertaking; however, the fac-
ulty of PNU rose to the challenge and 
in a few years transformed the institu-
tion from a scattered group of teachers’ 
colleges to a modern institute of higher 
education that focuses primarily on the 
empowerment of women and social 
service. The faculty of PNU comprises a 
group of highly educated women with a 
deep sense of duty to their community 
and culture. They are committed to em-
powering our young graduates to con-
tribute to realizing Vision 2030 in all of 
its aspects. 

HAIFA JAMAL AL-LAIL Our founder, 
Queen Effat, was the first to bring girls 
education to the Kingdom. In 1955, she 
established the first ever school, Dar al 
Hanan. The example it provided, and her 
constant efforts, resulted in the spread 
of quality education in Saudi Arabia. As 
soon as legislation was passed permit-
ting private non-profit higher education, 
she immediately applied and Effat was 
granted License #1 and opened its doors 
in 1999. From this early beginning, we 
have grown from a small college offer-
ing 2 majors, to a fully-fledged university 
with 4 colleges offering a range of majors 
at both undergraduate and master's lev-
el. Her children, particularly HRH Prin-
cess Loulwah al Faisal, carry on Queen 
Effat’s legacy. After looking at a variety 
of educational models, it was decided to 
base the education on the traditions of 
the liberal arts colleges in the US, which 
have proved so successful in  teaching 
not simply subject expertise, but also 
creating leaders and innovators, global 
citizens equipped with critical thinking 
skills, analytical mind-sets, and excellent 
communication skills. At the same time, 
we are careful to instill awareness and 
pride in our cherished cultural heritage 
and our Islamic values and ethics. So we 

FEMALE EMPOWERMENT 
Effat University and PNU University are striving to 
provide women the skills they need to enter a modern 
workforce, from the liberal arts and Islamic history, and 
can learn the rules of the road, literally and figuratively. 

keep hold of our values while embrac-
ing the future. Our motto is “Aspire to 
Achieve.” This is what we want our stu-
dents to do! 

How does your organization affect Saudi soci-
ety? 

ESAE PNU is a unique university with a 
unique role to play, and the empower-
ment of women is at the heart of this role. 
PNU does not empower women just by 
educating them and preparing them for 
the workplace. It has, over the years, ini-
tiated many projects that were designed 
to support women in every respect. One 
such initiative is the Center for Promising 
Research in Social and Women’s Studies, 
which focuses on conducting and sup-
porting research and studies that are re-
lated specifically to women and society. 
Another initiative is the establishment 
of the Center of Excellence for Women’s 
Health. This medical center performs 
scientific studies related to women’s 
health in particular. It is dedicated to the 
promotion of the general health of soci-
ety. Another women-centered initiative 
outside academia is the Saudi Driving 
School. Immediately after the issue of the 
royal decree allowing women to drive in 
2017, PNU took the lead in establishing 
the first women’s driving school in the 
country. It has trained over 25,000 wom-
en so far.

HJAL “Educate a girl, and you educate a 
generation” is not just an empty slogan. 
We believe that by empowering  Saudi 
Arabia's females through a robust edu-
cation is the best way to push the devel-
opment of the Kingdom. Since our incep-
tion, we have constantly striven to open 
up new pathways for professional wom-
en. We were the first university to offer 
many majors to females. For example, 
in 2004 we started the first engineering 
program for women, rapidly followed by 
the first school of architecture, and then 
entrepreneurship. We opened a program 
for Digital and Visual Production, which 
is essentially a school of cinematic arts, 
in 2011, well before the first cinemas 
opened. Initially, we faced a lot of resis-
tance from society, but we persevered. 
Today, many other universities and 
colleges offer these kinds of innovative 
programs, and it is more and more com-
mon to see women working in all sec-
tors. Without an appropriate education, 
women cannot take their rightful, and 
deserved, place in developing the econ-
omy of the Kingdom. ✖
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R E C T O R , 
I M A M  A B D U L R A H M A N  B I N  FA I S A L  U N I V E R S I T Y  ( I A U )

of the issues university graduates face is 
lifelong learning because in the future, 
a worker may change jobs three or four 
times throughout their career. We need 
to keep this in consideration moving for-
ward.

Do your enrolment figures reflect the trend of 
high female enrolment across the country?
Our university is rather unique, as 70% 
of our students are female. In the past, 
female education was under a different 
unit but we took the decision to merge 
male and female higher education. 
Some universities looked at this as a bur-
den, though we realized it was a positive 
push for us. Throughout our history, we 
have had many capable and commit-
ted Saudi female faculty members, and 
some of our achievements in terms of 
international accreditation are due to 
their hard work. Also, 70% of our facul-
ty members are female, so women are 
well represented in our boards and ad-
ministration. We have female deans and 
vice deans and a female vice rector. They 
share all decision-making and strate-
gic planning duties; women are integral 
members of our community.

What are your strategic priorities for the fu-
ture?
The total number of students in the 
university is currently around 35,000. 
Health sciences constitutes a large part 
of the structure of the university and we 
currently seek to complete a new hos-
pital that we plan to operate soon. This 
will be a part of a biomedical valley in 
the future which will include the hos-
pital, a research center, a family com-
munity center, and pharmaceutical and 
biomedical engineering companies. We 
have almost 850,000sqm of land where 
the new hospital is being built, and we 
will turn this land into a medical city 
in the future. Already, we have finished 
the hospital, research center, and build-
ing for community medicine, and at 
present, we are constructing the neuro-
science building. Next, we will build a 
biomedical park where we can perform 
and apply research in collaboration with 
companies. ✖

Where do you position IAU within the higher 
education landscape of Saudi Arabia?
IAU was established as a separate uni-
versity in 2009 and was previously a cam-
pus of KFU. IAU has four major clusters 
of interest: health sciences, engineering 
and technology, computer and business 
administration, and humanities. Health 
sciences and architecture are two of 
our main specializations. Under each of 
these clusters is a number of colleges, so 
the cluster of health sciences, for exam-
ple, has eight colleges. Under each col-
lege are several programs, some of which 
are unique in the sense that no other 
university in Saudi Arabia offers them. 
Our college of applied medical sciences 
offers a specialization in cardiac tech-
nology, and ours is the only department 
that graduates Saudi female students 
specialized in this area. We are also the 
only Saudi university where female stu-
dents specialize in neuroscience.

What is your vision of the computer sciences 
cluster, and how are you preparing graduates 
for the jobs of the future?
In general, transformation is a must for 
all higher education systems. In Sau-
di Arabia, universities are the primary 
need. This is not only because of global-
ization, but also because of the advance-
ments in communication and tech-
nology, the big drivers of change. With 
Vision 2030, the current leadership aims 
to diversify the Saudi economy, and the 
completion of all the strategic objectives 
under Vision 2030 depend an intellectu-
al human capital. This means changes 
have to take place across all domains of 
universities, such as academic, research, 
community service, and innovation and 
entrepreneurship. Equally important, 
changes have to be made across all com-
ponents of the education system, such 
as admission, accessibility, teaching 
strategies, the curriculum, and assess-
ment and evaluation. We are living in the 
digital revolution and are coming ever 
so close to the fourth industrial revolu-
tion. AI, IT, machine learning, and other 
changes will reshape the future of the 
workforce. Therefore, we need graduates 
capable of facing future challenges. One 
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Dr. Abdullah Al-Rubaish was appointed 
vice president of KFU in 2007 and 
president in 2010. He combined his 
executive experience from serving in 
various deanships at KFU with academic 
practices to become associate professor 
of medicine and work as a medical 
consultant at the Department of Internal 
Medicine. He graduated from KFU’s 
College of Medicine and completed his 
medical internship at KFHU, where he 
also pursued a fellowship program. 
He became a member of the UK Royal 
College of Physicians and the Arab Board 
after he completed his sub-subspecialty 
in Pulmonary Medicine at the University 
of Alberta, Canada.

AHEAD
of its time
IAU’s forward-looking 
mindset can be gauged 
from the importance it 
places on transforming all 
its domains in line with the 
fourth industrial revolution. 

“70% of our faculty 
members are 
female, so women 
are well represented 
in our boards and 
administration.”
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Ahmed S.  Yamani 
R E C T O R ,

P R I N C E  S U LTA N  U N I V E R S I T Y  ( P S U )

How would you position your university in the 
academic landscape of the Kingdom in terms 
of faculty?
PSU will emphasize its strengths and fo-
cus on graduate employability, the qual-
ity of its faculty, the degree programs we 
offer, recruitment of talented and diverse 
students, and focus on graduating young 
men and women who land good jobs. In 
brief, PSU is focused on graduating em-
ployable young professional for reward-
ing careers in their fields. They will also 
be informed citizens. These graduates 
and our programs play a vital role in the 
ongoing implementation of Vision 2030. 
As for the PSU faculty, the university is 
proud of the diversity and strengths of its 
national and international faculty. In the 
run up to laying down the themes and 
goals in 2016 for PSU’s 2018-2023 strate-
gic plan, faculty members knew they had 
to increase the quality and frequency of 
scholarly publications, as well as partic-
ipate in more conferences. 

What is your vision for preparing students for 
the jobs of the future in the digital economy?
The final course bachelor’s students 
take is the cooperative program. It is a 
rigorous, seven-month-long, hands-on 
training program held at leading firms, 
local and international, in the Kingdom. 
It is meant to narrow the gap between 
what students learn in the classroom on 
their path to the workplace. It is difficult 
to see how things will play out because 
of digital technology. As for the digital 
economy, that will reduce or eliminate 
jobs in many traditional places of work, 
including shopping malls, banks, offic-
es, and increase inequality. So what are 

the jobs of the future? Will those jobs 
pay living wages to cover the costs of 
owning a home and having a family in a 
future where healthcare, social security, 
and education are privatized? These are 
questions that going digital, on its own, 
does not address. 

What is your vision for the use of technology 
in academia?
Big consulting firms say that remote 
learning will become a bigger trend, but 
we do not see it, and there are plenty of 
examples of failure. Student and faculty 
engagement, along with in-person con-
versations and projects, are what make 
a successful education. Huddling in a 
dark room with a headset on is not the 
way to go. The human touch and hu-
man interactions are the quintessential 
ingredients to a quality education. That 
being said, PSU has and will continue to 
explore, critique, and make decisions on 
how to best utilize blended learning or 
pass on certain types of tech. 

What is your agenda in terms of the interna-
tionalization of staff, students, and programs?
PSU has a number of formal and in-
formal agreements with distinguished 
schools. The university offers a range of 
study abroad opportunities for a year, a 
term, or as an intensive summer school 
course. On another front, each year 
there are two-week cultural-immersion 
summer programs, each in a different 
country. A week or longer is spent with 
one or more hosting universities with 
the balance spent exploring the coun-
tryside and metro areas, interacting and 
learning the culture from locals. PSU 
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Ahmed S. Yamani is Rector of PSU. He 
holds a PhD in structural engineering 
from the University of Michigan. He 
started his academic career in the 
Department of Architecture and Building 
Sciences, College of Architecture and 
Planning at King Saud University.

PSU is a higher education institution at the forefront of the 
Kingdom’s Vision 2030 project, training young minds to adapt to new 
challenges and seize opportunities for themselves and their country. 

Model United Nations and Moot Court 
teams on both campuses go abroad to 
compete. PSU also runs a number of im-
ported skills building programs such as 
the intensive soft skills Fullbridge boot 
camp program for graduating students, 
ABA ROLI legal training programs for 
students and the Law College faculty, 
and British Higher Education Academy 
training for PSU faculty.   
 
What are your strategic priorities and primary 
ambitions for the years ahead?
As the first private university in the coun-
try, the university rose to the challenge 
in 1999 and will continue to pioneer and 
champion private higher education. PSU 
has headed into its third decade in high-
er education with confidence. In April 
2018, the university was awarded a sev-
en-year NCAAA Institutional academic 
accreditation. This is the third time we 
have won this accreditation. Our stra-
tegic priorities and primary ambitions 
for the years ahead are to stand out as 
a model of excellence in private higher 
education. ✖

model OF EXCELLENCE





Saudi leaders and universities are investing in the nation’s youth to foster 
the entrepreneurs that will drive the nation’s economy into the future.

SOMETHING NEW

IN RECENT YEARS, two main trends have been dominating eco-
nomic headlines in Saudi Arabia. The first is the nation’s drive to 
diversify its economy away from the export of petroleum resourc-
es. The second is the nation’s booming youth population, exem-
plified by the fact nearly 60% of Saudi citizens were under 30 years 
old in 2018.

Taking such trends into consideration, state leaders are invest-
ing heavily in creating new job opportunities for the wave of new 
graduates that will soon hit the labor market, focusing on develop-
ing entrepreneurship programs through the nation’s universities 
and growing private sector. If managed successfully, such pro-
grams will spark innovation and new job creation in the Kingdom, 
helping the nation’s future economy flourish in the high-paying 
information technology and service sectors.

In 2018, Umm Al-Qura University launched the Future Entrepre-
neurs Forum in collaboration with the Institute of Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship whose dean, Dr. Muafaq Oraijah, said would 
bolster similar programs hosted by other leading educational insti-
tutions that have been working to foster the nation’s future leaders.

“This forum is held in conjunction with Global Entrepreneur-
ship Week to embrace students’ graduation projects and provide 
guidance and training for them under the supervision of a highly 
experienced academic team in the field of innovation and entre-
preneurship,” Oraijah told the Arab News website.

Promoting entrepreneurship among Saudi youth is one of the 
main initiatives behind Crown Prince Mohammad Bin Salman’s 
Vision 2030, which seeks to expand the nation’s economy toward 
less fossil fuel dependent industries and create sustainable job 
growth to meet 21st century labor market demands. 

Yet, while interest in private business ventures runs high among 
new graduates, some start-up specialists say long-term planning 
is needed to grow the private sector in a country where more than 
half of the labor force works for state-linked institutions.

“Being interested is not enough,” Dr. Taghreed Al-Saraj, an en-

trepreneurship mentor, said. “Everyone here is interested in be-
ing an entrepreneur, but since they do not know the basics, our 
academic institutes have a role to play. They don’t know what to 
do and what it takes to become entrepreneurs. So they need more 
training.” 

Al-Saraj added that many students have been inspired by the 
growing start-up economy in the MENA region, but need to be 
taught resilience and patience as starting private companies is 
often a difficult undertaking, requiring the ability to bounce back 
from failure.

To create an educational foundation that will help prepare the 
nation’s future job-creators, the government revealed a USD6-bil-
lion Social Development Bank in March 2019 to help establish 
more than 70,000 SMEs in the private sector. The aim is to bring 
young men and women into the labor market through sustained 
private sector growth, keeping unemployment under control while 
meeting Vision 2030 diversification goals.

At the same time, Saudi educational institutions are also unveil-
ing new programs to develop the nation’s future entrepreneurs. In 
recent years, Kind Abdullah University of Science and Technology 
has been expanding programs that teach students vital business 
skills such as innovation, creativity and design under a jobs cam-
paign entitled: “Made in Saudi Arabia.”

Through a mix of in-class and extracurricular activities, the 
university has developed accelerator programs that support ear-
ly-state student startup teams to explore, test, and develop new 
business ideas. Throughout, students receive coaching, mentoring 
and access to a wide network of local and international business 
partner companies, encouraging the exchange of ideas and knowl-
edge. 

For such initiatives, the university has already won internation-
al awards in young talent development, and with continued help 
from state institutions, young Saudi entrepreneurs will stake out 
their claim in the 21st century economy. ✖

F O C U S 
Future jobs 
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Ismail  Al-Bishri  
R E C T O R ,
A L  J O U F  U N I V E R S I T Y

Abdullah Al  Hossain 
P R E S I D E N T,
A L  B A H A  U N I V E R S I T Y

What role does your school play in the Saudi 
education sector?

ISMAIL AL-BISHRI Starting with just a 
few colleges in 2005, the university now 
counts 18 different colleges across its 
three branches offering bachelor’s and 
master’s degrees, with more than 27,000 
students and faculty members from all 
over the world. That being said, this in-
stitution maintains a strict connection to 
its territory, acting as a fundamental unit 
in the north of Saudi Arabia by providing 
a high level of teaching, research, and 
resources. We are developing research 
capacity related to olive harvesting, med-
ical services, and renewable energy, for 
which we opened a new center to align 
ourselves with the government initiative 
to establish Al Jouf as a center for solar 
energy projects in Saudi Arabia. 

ABDULLAH AL HOSSAIN We have just set 
out a new proposal for 200 male and 200 
female students to start new projects, 
with the hope that in the end we will end 
up with 10 to 20 small companies estab-
lished by these scholars. This will be in 
different disciplines such as engineer-
ing, nursing, sciences, arts, business, and 
marketing. This group will spend about 
four or five months to improve their 
skills in their particular discipline. This 
will start with lectures and then they will 
move on to thinking more deeply about 
potential projects they can do, either in 
small groups or as individuals. There will 
be experts mentoring and monitoring 
their efforts. The concepts that succeed 
will hopefully end up being small, private 
companies. This is a multi-disciplinary 
approach to entrepreneurship. We think 
that students in every field, including 
arts, have new ideas that they can use 
to start building something. They can 
all use technology to help them do this, 
even science students. With a small start-
up fund, Al Baha University hopes to be 
able to support these small companies in 
commercializing their ideas.

What is necessary to achieve a balance be-
tween applied research and pure research at 
newer universities?

REGIONAL
UNIVERSITIES
Al Baha University and Al Jouf University are at the forefront of 
higher education in Saudi Arabia, expanding their roles in research 
across technical fields and the humanities. 

IAB On the one hand, we base our grants 
on our strategic research plans, which 
guides us on where to focus. On the oth-
er hand, we encourage every college to 
engage in all types of research to win 
prizes and additional grants. This ap-
proach enhances student-teacher en-
gagement, creating connections that 
lead to concrete results. The results are 
appreciated worldwide when our stu-
dents continue their education abroad. 
Skills such as problem solving, critical 
thinking, and creative thinking help stu-
dents explore themselves and develop 
plans for their future. One of the core 
advantages of a young institution like Al 
Jouf University is undoubtedly the flexi-
bility within the university council. This 
allows us to change and develop strate-
gic plans to align them with Vision 2030, 
global trends, or evolving needs of the 
country.

AAH We have started thinking about 
how to develop our academic programs 
in the future. The university has been 
around for about 10 years now. We 
have about 60 programs and are think-
ing about redeveloping and rearranging 
some of them. Some programs might 
be discontinued, others extended, and 
some new ones may be added, partic-
ularly in  the computer science and IT 
fields. In chemistry, we are thinking 
about changing the program to go more 
into specific chemicals. We also want to 
offer more depth in biology. At the same 
time, we are looking at post-graduate 
studies. We have about 10 programs al-
most ready, and we are currently going 
through these to ensure they meet our 
standards. We have master’s programs 
in fields such as business, accounting, 
and chemistry. We want to end up with 
good post-graduate programs. We are 
considering a partnership with King Ab-
dulaziz City for Science and Technology 
(KACST). There are a lot of changes hap-
pening with the Saudi Vision 2030, and 
KACST has started to take up some new 
roles. For that project, KACST is actually 
providing money to fund research, but 
they may need to reconsider their agen-
da, as their plans may change. ✖
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• First EEC-NCAAA accredited private 
medical school in Saudi Arabia.

• Offers EEC-NCAAA accredited 
programs,
- Bachelor of Medicine, Bachelor of 
Surgery (MBBS).
- Bachelor of Dental Sciences (BDS).
- Doctor of Pharmacy (Pharm. D.). 
- Bachelor of Nursing Sciences (B.Sc.).

• Offers a state-of-the-art Master 
Program in Clinical Pharmacy.

• Offers a compelling combination of 
academic achievement, engagement 
with society, and research 
accomplishment.

• Enrollment open for Saudis and 
expatriates, males and females.

• Highly qualified and experienced staff 
of different nationalities.

• High standard of practice and quality 
assurance in education. 

• Facilities for academic, psychological 
and career counselling for students. 

WORLD CLASS PRIVATE 
UNDERGRADUATE AND 

POSTGRADUATE HEALTH SCIENCES 
EDUCATION AT YOUR DOORSTEP.

LEADING PRIVATE MEDICAL 
SCHOOL IN SAUDI ARABIA.

HIGH-QUALITY EDUCATIONAL 
SERVICES IN A MOTIVATING, 

STUDENT-CENTERED LEARNING 
ENVIRONMENT. 

P.O. Box 31906 Jeddah- 21418   |   Tel: +966-12-6356555 | 6355882   |   Fax: +966-12-6375344   |   info@ibnsina.edu.sa   |   www.ibnsina.edu.sa

Rashad Kashgari  
D E A N ,
I B N  S I N A  M E D I C A L  C O L L E G E

Do you think medical insurance implementation 
would strike a balance between profitability and 
wider access to care? 
Insurance, which is still a new concept for Sau-
dis, will make the patient suffer. Unfortunate-
ly, the patient will be looked at primarily as a 
customer rather than an individual who needs 
healthcare. Profit motive will override the sec-
tor’s focus on care, as has happened in many 
countries. Cost will become the dominant 
consideration in medical care. There is the po-
tential, too, for people to go bankrupt due to 
medical expenses that they cannot afford. For 
this reason, insurance privatization can have 
unintended negative consequences for peo-
ple, as insurance companies want to make a 
profit with the bare minimum of services. In-
surance companies will deny coverage when-
ever they can. The patient, at the end of the 
day, will be a number. The people who have 
money will get treatment and the people who 
do not will only get a minimum level of care. ✖

What are the major updates since we last met in ear-
ly 2018?
We are working toward to Vision 2030. We are 
trying to keep up with digital learning, com-
puter-based exams, and virtual classrooms. 
We now have a master’s program in clinical 
pharmacy, approved by the Ministry of Edu-
cation. 

Looking at tertiary care, how can Saudi nationals 
be encouraged to undergo surgery and specialized 
medical services in Saudi Arabia rather than travel-
ing abroad?
Tertiary care is an expensive service. From the 
private sector point of view, you can provide 
the service only if there are paying customers, 
which means that developing tertiary care will 
not be an easy process by the private sector. 
The government sector has tertiary care, but it 
will be complex for the public and private sec-
tor to build both the required infrastructure 
and attract the customer base. 
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Rashad Kashgari is the Dean of Ibn Sina 
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Dr.  Hatem Bugshan 
C E O ,
E D U C AT I O N  E - S O L U T I O N S

technologies. You need to understand 
the implications of implementing AI in 
terms of security, for example. To man-
age this issue, take full advantage of AI, 
and understand its limits, there needs to 
be increased transparency, awareness, 
and literacy around AI technology. In 
this sense, private organizations need to 
know more about the threats of cyber at-
tacks. They have to take it seriously.

What role will people play in the new process-
es established by the advent of new technol-
ogies?
People need to learn new skills and add 
more value to the output of machines. 
The human component will only be-
come more important at the advanced 
stages. After we gain insights from new 
technologies, we need to know how to 
harness more output and create new 
ideas. These ideas could lead to further 
improvements. To get to that point, we 
have to focus on providing the tools to 
learn new skills, make use of the data, be 
more innovative, create more projects, 
and add value to the latest technologies.

What are the priorities for Education E-solu-
tions?
In 2019, our main focus is to learn about 
the side skills that the students need to 
acquire to develop virtual/augment-
ed reality content. Instead of relying on 
suppliers, we want to provide tools that 
can help people create content. This will 
help us integrate our own system, adopt, 
and shape it to fit specific needs. We 
want to focus on peer-to-peer commu-
nication, which will accelerate the adop-
tion of new technologies. ✖

What have been the major highlights over the 
last year?
The country is working hard on intangi-
ble assets, such as knowledge, education, 
and future skills that can help companies 
adapt to the future. As we enter the In-
dustry 4.0 revolution, there is a need to 
impart different skills for tools such as 
the internet and even newer media in 
this complex environment. The educa-
tional sector has to play a major role in 
this transition, focusing on peer-to-peer 
learning, social interactions, and the 
exchange of information, as promoted 
by corporate workshops. The more one 
learns, the easier it becomes to adapt to 
the future.

Which technologies will have a major impact 
on education and the corporate segment and 
why?
Different technologies could play differ-
ent roles, but the exchange of knowledge 
will help decision-makers understand 
the main obstacles they could face with 
AI. It will allow them to capture qualita-
tive and quantitative data to help them 
measure trends. The main skill needed 
now is programming and adopting dif-
ferent languages. We need to teach chil-
dren from an early age. Private schools 
have started working on this, though our 
focus should be on teaching such skills at 
the primary level. That will help students 
adjust to new languages.

How can teachers stay one step ahead of their 
students?
It is complicated, but teachers need to 
update their mindsets by learning new 
skills, such as analyzing and capturing 
data and improving communication and 
interaction with students. They need 
data and smart analysis tools to strike a 
balance with students who are born us-
ing these technologies. Teachers need 
to have the ability to incorporate these 
skills quickly and easily.

What is the best way to use this data properly?
We need to know what affects the educa-
tion sector. New technologies such as AI 
will help companies and decision-mak-
ers analyze the information coming in 
from all these different sources. To help 
companies adopt AI, we have to remove 
some barriers and obstacles, such as 
the fear people have in adopting new 
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Dr. Hatem Bugshan received his PhD 
from University of London. His research 
stream is intellectual property rights 
and open innovation in the sector of 
information and communications 
technology. He has published in high-
quality peer reviewed journals such as 
Journal of Strategic Marketing, Journal 
of Enterprise Information Management, 
and Qualitative Market Research. He has 
also presented his papers in international 
conferences.

DATA
is king
Major reforms are underway 
in the Saudi education sector, 
spurred by Riyadh’s push for 
more technology in daily life, and  
Education E-Solutions wants to 
help accelerate the adoption of 
new technologies

“The education sector 
has to play a major 

role in this transition, 
focusing on peer-to-
peer learning, social 
interactions, and the 

exchange of information, 
as promoted by 

corporate workshops.”
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Rajaa Moumena
F O U N D E R  &  P R E S I D E N T,

F U T U R E  I N S T I T U T E  O F  H I G H E R  E D U C AT I O N  A N D  T R A I N I N G

Can you walk us through the evolution of 
the Future Institute of Higher Education and 
Training since it was founded?
Since its foundation in 1991, this insti-
tute has constantly played a crucial role 
in empowering young Saudis, constant-
ly expanding in terms of geographical 
presence, clients’ profile, courses offer-
ing and accreditations. Our dual goal is 
to increase the employment rate among 
skilled Saudis and ensure a higher rate 
of competent and qualified Saudis enter 
the workforce. In order to achieve these 
objectives, the institute had to under-
go a constant process of innovation to 
adapt to a dynamic, changing business 
environment, especially since the an-
nouncement of Vision 2030. The changes 
and progress within the organization are 
clear. From being a center, it became an 
institute offering recognized diplomas; 
from offering courses just in Jeddah, we 
are now present in other cities such as 
Riyadh and Medina; from training only 
women, it now trains both female and 
male workers; from being known for its 
training in creative development, it now 
offers courses in over 65 different areas; 
and from being mainly focused on B2C 
channels, it is establishing a more thor-
ough B2B avenue that offers over 50 pro-
grams for companies within different 
sectors can benefit from. The institute 
never stopped advancing and improving 
to raise the standards of the broader ed-
ucation segment of the country.

What helped the institute to remain active and 
adjust to the rapid changes in the education 
and work environment?

Over its 28-year history, the Future In-
stitute has become so much more than 
an education facility, developing into a 
vital tool for helping women enter a wide 
range of the country’s workforce. We 
have pioneered courses for women in a 
range of areas, recognizing and forecast-
ing areas in which women would soon 
be permitted to work. This foresight has 
enabled Future to grow into the market 
leader for educating women. 

What assessment methods does the institute 
provide?
For our B2C segment, we have a bench-
mark that serves as a general standard, 
but we work with people in a hands-on 
way in order to ensure their personal 
development. At times, different candi-
dates need different instructions based 
on what you are trying to teach and de-
pending on their learning styles. Our 
main body of students are working pro-
fessionals or entrepreneurs, but we do 
have some university students who come 
here to complement their knowledge, so 
clearly there has to be a specialized ap-
proach to each one of them. With regard 
to our B2B channel, we work closely with 
companies to understand what exactly 
their employees need to have learned at 
the end of the course. 

Looking at the medium term, what are your 
strategic priorities, and how do you seek to 
achieve them?
Our strategy remains focused on ex-
panding regardless of the status of the 
economy. The country will always need 
qualified workforce, and our duty is to 
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Rajaa Moumena did her bachelor in 
microbiology from Manchester University 
Medical School in the UK and completed 
distance learning in computer science 
from Alabama University in the US.

Saudi Arabia is allowing women more privileges, including driving and 
becoming ambassadors. The Future Institute of Higher Education and 
Training is trying to help by providing courses they need to adapt to this 
new world. 

maintain a constant supply of skilled 
candidates. As such, we are trying to 
break into the B2G training space, an 
area traditionally difficult to gain a foot-
hold in. I have worked with the Minis-
try of Education in the past, but even if 
you have developed a relationship with 
various ministries, there is a tendency 
in the government to hire people from 
abroad. This is an pattern that we would 
like to change, since there is a great 
deal of potential in our local training 
firms. We need to see the government 
tap into these local resources more. On 
the industry side, hospitality is an area 
we are interested in, because of its size 
and growth projections. As such, we are 
planning to add professional hospitality 
training to our offerings. ✖

embracing
THE FUTURE
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C O L L E G E  O F  B U S I N E S S  & 
E N T R E P R E N E U R S H I P  ( M B S C )

Can you tell us about the mission and purpose 
of your organization? 

WAFA AL-RUSHAID As an art collector 
for the last 30 years, I appreciate beau-
ty and art. I believe one can teach cre-
ativity; it is not necessarily something 
one naturally has. We brought in one of 
the most successful stories in the world 
and fought for it, because one is not al-
lowed to open an international univer-
sity in Saudi Arabia. We are still strictly 
a women’s college, and I would like to 
one day open my doors to both men 
and women. We are a boutique school; 
the ratio of faculty to students is two to 
one, compared to around 100 to one in 
public universities. Our students are ex-
tremely talented and creative, though 
they might have challenges that mean 
they need to be taught in a completely 
different manner. This institute is more 
of a home than a school, and as long as 
students fully dedicate themselves and 
show determination, it will change their 
lives. That dedication will give opportu-
nities to people who did not have them 
to begin with. This will help bring out 
the best in them. 

ASMA SIDDIKI At MBSC, our top strate-
gic priority is to make an impact that is 
meaningful, lasting, and far reaching. 
That is why we offer both a world-class 
MBA and highly specialized executive 
education programs. The requirements 
of the nation, of course, fall on a con-
tinuum of needs, from vocational to ac-
ademic, technical, and research-based 
education. While we do not at MBSC 
offer vocational training in the classical 
trade-training sense, we do offer highly 
skill-focused training through our ex-
ecutive education function. A few years 
ago, the educational offerings in the 
Kingdom expanded with the establish-
ment of centers of excellence offering 
English language and computer skills. 
These programs slowly gained traction 
and eventually, especially through in-
dustry partnerships, added other tech-
nical skills to their offerings. Now, it is 

INNOVATION & DESIGN
Raffles Design Institute and MBSC are trying to make the most of 
the massive new Saudi investment in education, focusing on what 
students need for jobs after graduation and how to continue learning 
for the rest of their lives. 

obvious that industry partnerships are 
just as critical for the success of voca-
tional centers and training in addition 
to mere social elevation through certi-
fication, which cannot alone guarantee 
gainful employment.

What trends have affected education in the 
Kingdom?

WAR Design today is the third-most 
important job in the world. There is an 
investment of SAR200 billion (USD53 
billion) coming into the country before 
2020 for three major projects that are all 
design based. Every single department 
at Raffles, such as PR, branding, and in-
terior design, all fit perfectly. When we 
create entrepreneurs, we create jobs, 
as they will go out and start companies 
and hire people. This has a direct impact 
on the economy. Technology will also 
play a huge role in forming these young 
minds. In fact, 80% of our students use 
the highest form of technology, includ-
ing the software through which they 
design their applications, websites, and 
systems. They are not only using tech-
nology, but also creating it.

AS The education sector is really a con-
cept that, for Saudi Arabia, needs to be 
interpreted as more than just formal 
education. The education provided to 
our youth needs to focus on what can be 
made available for them in the non-for-
mal, and informal, education, or learn-
ing spheres. Ultimately, the skills need-
ed, including critical thinking, are not 
skills that can be delivered exclusively 
or completely in a classroom. They must 
permeate all aspects of the learning 
experience of our children and youth, 
from the entertainment they indulge in, 
the vacations they go on, the sports they 
engage in, to the competitions they join, 
and every experience that takes them 
out of their comfort zone. That applies 
to both outside the classroom, as well as 
inside and outside the formal education 
system—to put students on a path of 
learning and discovery. ✖
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Ken Hawick 
D E A N ,
A P P L I E D  E N G I N E E R I N G  
C O L L E G E  ( A E C )

Ahmad Showail 
V I C E  R E C T O R  F O R  
B U S I N E S S  D E V E L O P M E N T,
D E A N  O F  C O M P U T E R  A N D  
C Y B E R  S C I E N C E S  C O L L E G E 
U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  P R I N C E  
M U G R I N  ( U P M )

TECHNICAL COLLEGES
Cybersecurity and AI are major focuses and areas of concern for 
Saudi leaders. UPM and AEC are teaching the next generation of 
Saudi professionals to fill the jobs of the future. 

if you do not think like a hacker, you will 
not be able to defend yourself. As for 
Saudi specifically, we are working on a 
new AI program that will be one of the 
first in the Kingdom. We do it because 
we see that the market is in need of grad-
uates skilled in big data. We teach them 
how to use AI as a tool to help business 
owners make decisions.

What are some changes or challenges you 
anticipate?

KH There is a cultural change happen-
ing in universities. In the past, students 
chose extremely general disciplines, but 
today employers ask for more specific 
backgrounds. We offer these competen-
cy and skills-based programs. We offer 
programs in network communications, 
software engineering, and information 
engineering. We need to keep an eye on 
current developments and what should 
come next. We are seeing interesting 
problems develop, like hacking attacks 
on different websites. The IT infrastruc-
ture in the Kingdom needs careful atten-
tion to make sure it is not being hacked 
by terrorists or foreigners. Cybersecurity 
is a deeply important area. We have a 
new program focusing on Saudi specifi-
cally.

AS Advancement in technology is indeed 
changing the way we deliver education 
and do business with our customers. 
For example, last semester, we taught a 
course in collaboration with the Univer-
sity of Illinois’s faculty of computer sci-
ence in full synchronization. That meant 
the faculty members there were teaching 
our students, while our faculty here were 
teaching their students. As for challeng-
es, CISCO is forecasting that there will be 
75 billion devices connected to the Inter-
net by 2025, forming what is called the 
IoT. There are two main challenges along 
with it. The first one, from a cybersecu-
rity perspective, is that these devices are 
not secure. If you have a massive num-
ber of devices that are connected, even 
if they are as simple as location or hu-
midity sensors, they do not have encryp-
tion or security features. That is because 
they are using cheap hardware, so their 
processing capabilities are very basic. As 
a result, these IoT devices can be easily 
compromised. A second challenge is the 
lack of a sufficient number of IP address-
es for all the internet-enabled devices. ✖

How do your schools fit in the educational 
landscape of the Kingdom?

KEN HAWICK We sit halfway between uni-
versities and the other colleges because 
we are the only college that solely pro-
vides higher education. In some ways, 
we resemble a small university. Previ-
ously, we were known as the Technical 
Trainers College (TTC) primarily training 
teachers for vocational training. Now, 
as AEC, we provide bachelor degrees in 
engineering in ICT, mechanical engi-
neering, and electrical engineering. The 
goal is to help young Saudis become en-
gineers or technical managers. 

AHMAD SHOWAIL We teach intensive pro-
grams in cybersecurity, a field which is 
bound to witness important growth be-
cause of the huge demand in the mar-
ket, especially following the 2012 cyber 
attacks on Saudi Aramco. It is difficult 

to retain employees in the cybersecurity 
field because they are always getting of-
fers and jumping from one place to an-
other. The Ministry of Defense and some 
companies give students job offers be-
fore they have even graduated. Our pro-
gram seeks to involve students with IT 
and basic computer skills in the first two 
years. Then, in the next two years, we 
provide them with hands-on experienc-
es in cybersecurity, teaching them how 
to be ethical hackers. It is expertise that 
many companies now are looking for. To 
be a great defender, you have to know 
how an attacker thinks. That is exactly 
the mentality we want to instill in our 
students. Anything online is hackable, 
but what we do as cybersecurity profes-
sionals is make the hacker’s job harder. 
It can be a two-hour job or a two-year 
job, and it depends on your defenses and 
countermeasures, as well as the precau-
tions you take. No matter what you do, 
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The Saudi Ministry of Education seeks to put in place an 
exceptional educational system that builds a globally 

competitive knowledge-based community



251Education

Mohammed Al-Saigh 
D E P U T Y  C E O ,
WA D I  J E D D A H

Faisal  Ahmad Allaf  
C E O ,
WA D I  M A K K A H

Khalid Al  Saleh 
C E O ,
R I YA D H  VA L L E Y  C O M PA N Y

WADI JEDDAH IS THE INVESTING ARM for 
King Abdulaziz University, so the prior-
ity is to serve this historic institution by 
linking the qualifications and capabili-
ties of the university with Saudi market 
demand. Therefore, our strategy is in 
maximizing KAU’s capabilities and qual-
ification while getting the best utilization 
in the market. As a result of Vision 2030, 
the job market is changing quickly, but 
the education sector cannot transform 
as fast as the job market. As such, our 
strategy is to fill this gap to leverage the 
readiness of the students to fulfill the re-
quirements of the job market in addition 
to their education. IT is everywhere now, 
playing a major role in every sector of the 
economy. It has become the main tool 
for any development. Realizing this fact, 
Wadi Jeddah has established MACTECH, 
which is a company specialized in IT. 
With MACTECH, Wadi Jeddah will start 
to be part of the information revolution. 
The impact of IT on the economy will be 
dual. IT will enhance the current pro-
cesses and create new markets. For ex-
ample, at present, in the banking sector, 
you cannot imagine a bank without IT. 
Moreover, e-commerce, e-health, and 
e-learning are entirely new fields pro-
duced by IT. At the same time, business 
opportunities in Saudi Arabia are every-
where. Our short-term goal is to build 
100% trust with the decision-makers at 
KAU. We will achieve that by taking well-
thought-out actions. 

IN THE PAST TWO YEARS, we have started 
restructuring the Wadi Makkah Compa-
ny and renewing its strategy. We are also 
rebranding all subsidiaries and programs 
to align with the Kingdom’s 2030 Vision. 
The Tilal Al Namaa subsidiary, as it used 
to be called, has now become Wadi Mak-
kah Real Estate Company. The compa-
ny oversees development projects and 
manages assets and leases. Our target is 
to lease 50% of the allocated techno-val-
ley lands for major investment by the 
end of 2020. The master plan includes a 
commercial aspect that is rich in retail, 
recreational offerings, and IT infrastruc-
ture, including a data center. In addition 
to the techno-valley, we managed to 
lease an 8,000sqm central canteen and 
a 20,0000sqm women driving school. 
Hajj and Umrah services can benefit 
enormously from digitalization, and so 
can education, logistics and hospitali-
ty sectors. We are looking to maximize 
our investment in IoT, Big Data analyt-
ics, crowd management, environmental 
technology, travel services, health tech, 
fintech, navigation, and transportation 
services. We believe that implementing 
these technologies should turn Mecca 
into a smart city. It will positively enrich 
and improve the Hajj journey. Our focus 
will remain on startups and companies 
around the world that can serve Hajj and 
Umrah, because the market is sustain-
able and the growth potential is high, 
especially given the government’s plan 
to welcome 30 million pilgrims by 2030. 

WE MAKE INVESTMENTS. Recently, we 
invested in fast-charging electric vehi-
cles. We invested in Fastned, a Dutch 
company working with stations on high-
ways close to major European cities. At 
present, it is concentrated in the Nether-
lands, but it has plans to expand into Bel-
gium, Germany, and other countries. We 
invested a large amount of money into 
that company using a certain amount of 
equity. We are aiming to be prepared to 
be in line with the government’s green 
plans, of which electric vehicles are a 
vital aspect. Most of the projects are 
related to recreation, innovation, and 
providing interaction between venues. 
In line with our 2030 Vision, we want to 
be innovative and creative. As a result, 
the three areas in which we invest are 
all relevant to Saudi Arabia. We want to 
be enablers in the health and life scienc-
es fields, bringing tech-based solutions 
to help society combat problems such 
as obesity and diabetes. To this end, we 
have made an investment in partnership 
with our partners, not for hardware but 
for a process, like a hub. We put mon-
ey into a company called Global Silicon 
Valley Labs. By doing so, we own shares 
in many accelerators and incubators 
worldwide. We also get access to their 
expertise and teams. In collaboration 
with our partners, we plan to replicate 
the hubs in the US here in Saudi Arabia.

AIMED INVESTMENTS
Tech investment is the way of the future in Saudi Arabia, and local companies  
are taking the lead in pouring cash into ambitious digital projects.

F O R U M
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What role does TETCO play in the educational 
segment of Saudi Arabia?
TETCO aims to be the investment arm in 
technology for the Ministry of Education, 
implementing all technology-related proj-
ects and overseeing its use in education. Its 
umbrella includes many initiatives, includ-
ing one that covers 150 Saudi K-12 schools 
with learning management systems that al-
low students and teachers to communicate 
with each other and parents on a common 
platform. The first stage of this initiative is 
complete, and the second will look to cover 
12,500 schools, and then encompass all re-
maining schools in the Kingdom. Numbers 
alone confirm the ambitious nature of this 
project, which spans over 30,000 schools, 6 
million students and 600,000 teachers. Oth-
er parts of the initiative include supplying 
all schools with tablets and linking them 
through a cloud system. The greatest chal-
lenge is finding the most effective way to 
include technology in education to ensure 
it increases our national outcome. We are 
preparing the education sector to adapt to 
these changes, especially given greater re-
sistance from teachers than children, who 
have grown up with technology. 

Yousef  Alshowaiman   
C H A I R M A N , 
T E T C O

Can you tell us more about the range of services and solutions you provide in the education 
sector?
Naseej started initially with the premise of helping organizations manage their knowledge 
assets. The term “knowledge assets” was not widely used at that time, as it was more about 
organizing and disseminating information. We evolved with the development in the indus-
try through best practices and technology. Today, we continue enabling our clients to man-
age the creation, utilization and dissemination of knowledge that exists within their orga-
nizations. In that pursuit, we provide solutions that can be categorized under three lines of 
business: educational solutions, knowledge assets management solutions, and e-solutions. 
We provide these solutions to three primary sectors, the education sector, cultural and in-
formation organizations, and the public and private sectors. Under education solutions, 
we provide services and technologies that enable educational institutions to deliver effec-
tive and high-impact educational experience to their constituents. This includes e-learning 
solutions, accreditation management solutions, student information management sys-
tems, library and information management solutions, as part of a portfolio designed for 
educational institutes in the region. 

What does your business do and what trends do you foresee in the education sector?  
We decided to form a company, owned by a number of people from the financial sector, 
that now works on building and managing large, long-term educational compounds in Ri-
yadh, Jeddah, and Dammam. These compounds will be for girls and boys as well as the 
general administration. Their capacity is between 2,000 and 4,000 students. At present, the 
operators are local. However, as the interest in the education sector grows, more foreigners 
are showing their interest to invest. They come and buy the local companies with the idea 
expand and improve them. Recently, we heard that a general social affairs company from 
Dubai has established itself in Saudi Arabia and bought a local company for SAR1.5 billion 
(USD399 million) as part of its plans to serve to 25,000 students. Similarly, there are other 
major companies that want to expand. Notably, the National Company for Learning & Ed-
ucation (NCLE), our sister company, is the only company in the stock market. It plans to 
expand and we have found a good solution for them. NCLE currently has 15,000 students 
across four branches, and it plans to have between 70,000 and 90,000 by 2025. We reckon 
that their stock price will grow six times over moving forward.

Abduljabbar Al-Abduljabbar 
E X E C U T I V E  P R E S I D E N T,
N A S E E J

Abdulrahman Al  Ahmad 
G E N E R A L  D I R E C T O R ,
S P E C I A L I Z E D  B U I L D I N G  C O M PA N Y  ( S B C O )
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Perched in a quiet neighborhood on the 
north side of Jeddah, JIC is not just another 
education facility in Saudi Arabia. Its recent 
origins are perhaps one of its key assets in 
building a solid yet flexible program. JIC 
offers courses during what is perhaps the 
greatest age of disruption in the history of 
the Kingdom. When an elite group of edu-
cation leaders and business owners came 
together in 2015, Vision 2030 was not even 
a draft at the Royal Court. Nevertheless, the 
value proposition and curricula JIC brought 
to the market served as a forerunner for stra-
tegic roadmap Saudi Arabia is determined 
to follow today. JIC boasts three operation-
al departments: business, design, and in-
formation technology. Engineering should 
be coming soon. Each bachelor degree 
program combines traditional academic 
teaching with practical technical training. 
All of this is linked by peer-to-peer interac-
tions and extensive technological interfaces. 
Compelling evidence of the school’s adapt-
able academic curriculum is offered by the 
dual major option. The business school of-
fers an exceptional opportunity for students 
who wish to obtain a single degree with two 
specializations. Students can specialize in 
two subjects, including accounting, finance, 
marketing, or international business. Today, 
JIC’s diverse student body is in a simple yet 
functional facility. Students embrace the 
school’s space as their own home, strength-
ening a sense of belonging that goes beyond 
the curated mosaic of painted tiles in the 
backyard. On the surface, this may just ap-
pear as a pleasant aesthetic exercise. On the 
contrary, however, it vividly highlights the 
school’s focus on self-empowerment and 
entrepreneurship. Saudi Arabia is in desper-
ate need of new ideas, new business prop-
ositions, and innovation. The whole educa-
tion system must adjust to fill in this gap. For 
such a young institution, the road towards 
excellence remains lengthy and rugged, but 
far from untrodden. The school’s committee 
has long hiked the intricated paths of educa-
tion systems both home and abroad, armed 
with a strong desire to leave an impact on 
their students’ lives. If the short-term goal is 
to increase the current number of students 
from 500 to 2000 in the next few years, the 
long-term vision is to promote a creative 
educational community through a global 
methodology. 

J E D D A H  I N T E R N AT I O N A L  
C O L L E G E  ( J I C )

What are the latest trends in the ICT education space? 
Thanks to numerous government projects, the Saudi economy has been picking up in 2019, 
a trend which is reflected in our 50% increase in revenue. The market is also stronger. Be-
fore the stimulus, there were 1,000 players in the market, but now there are 500 stronger 
ones, mostly because of the new requirements necessary to win projects with the govern-
ment. These market conditions made it favorable for us to expand, as we just acquired a 
center in Riyadh. Hopefully, everything will be finalized in due time. We are waiting for our 
papers from the Ministry of Commerce. While our focus is on engineering-related courses, 
Saudi Arabia has started a government authority focused on health and safety, similar to 
OSHA in the US. This will mean that our new health and safety courses are likely to see an 
increase in demand. IT is booming right now. There is a growing demand for cybersecurity 
especially in areas like ethical hacking, as institutions are interested in identifying weak-
nesses in their systems before malicious hackers do. 

What have been the major updates since last year?
We are currently launching professional certifications from MILE for the first time in Saudi 
Arabia. All our courses are live broadcasts, and hundreds of people sign up online all free of 
cost. We purchase a seat for USD10,000 and broadcast the course live for free to everyone 
in Arab countries. As for the adoption of technology in Saudi Arabia, data analysts and data 
scientists are extremely important. The education system is not catching up, and the IT 
academy should be under the Ministry of Education. Technology can be used as an educa-
tion vehicle. There is a great deal of work to be done in changing the stigma of vocational 
work, and technology can play a huge role in this. The education system needs to keep up. 
We need to see past the undergraduate and graduate degree paths. A main area of focus 
for SME development is the area of technology, so the government should really push for 
this segment to flourish. After all, technology will create more opportunities for people. For 
example, people who are physically unable to perform the haj can fund other people to go 
to Hajj on their behalf.

Abdullah Kabli    
C E O  &  F O U N D E R ,
I N T E G R AT E D  L E A R N I N G  &  T R A I N I N G  C E N T E R

Mohamed Moustafa Mahmoud  
C E O ,
M A D I N A H  I N S T I T U T E  F O R  L E A D E R S H I P  
&  E N T R E P R E N E U R S H I P  ( M I L E )
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The environs of Sharaan, located amidst 
AlUla’s rocky landscape and archaeologically 
rich surroundings, were recently designated 
a nature reserve to restore and conserve the 
region’s natural beauty Im
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VISITORS TO 
ARCHAEOLOGY, 
HERITAGE, AND  
HISTORY MUSEUMS
SOURCE: GENERAL AUTHORITY FOR 
STATISTICS

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

2018 1,083,099

568,760

596,655

652,394

622,449

406,636

420,817

TOURIST FIGURES, 2018
SOURCE: GENERAL AUTHORITY FOR 
STATISTICS 

61,872,793

23,666,937

28,092,531

Domestic 
tourists

Tourist 
arrivals

Tourist
departures

VISITS TO NATURAL 
MUSEUMS
SOURCE: GENERAL AUTHORITY FOR 
STATISTICS

2012 1,564

2013 1,829

2014 2,625

2015 1,865

2016 1,130

2017 706

2018 3,308
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Entertainment, Culture & Sports

SUN & SAND 
TO SEE
I

in the last 90 years of the history of the Arabian 
peninsula. The authority works to develop the 
site into a place that people can visit, while also 
preserving its unique heritage. 

Greenfield megaprojects, including both 
Amaala and the Red Sea Project, are large-scale 
development projects under the PIF and aim to 
develop leisure and hospitality venues on the Red 
Sea. The goal is to advance the region and attract 
domestic and international tourists. NEOM and 
Qiddiya are the other two, the first one a com-
plete city to be build on the shores of the Red Sea, 
while the latter is a leisure and entertainment city 
not far from Riyadh. The last new entity under 
the PIF is Saudi Entertainment Ventures (SEV-
EN), which aims to build family entertainment 
centers across the country, further opening up 
opportunities for the private sector. In addition, 
Arabian Centers and Alkhozama Hospitality have 
announced their growth ambitions in this field.

In the field of sports, the Quality of Life pro-
gram is making a big push for a healthier life-
style—including healthy food and more exer-
cising. Leejam has been one of Saudi’s success 
stories, and following an IPO in September 2018, 
the company has rapidly expanded its gym net-
work across the entire Kingdom. Following the 
approval for female gyms in 2017, the market 
grew by 50%, and Leejam subsequently opened 
29 woman-only gyms in a span of two years. ✖

n 2019, the Saudi entertainment indus-
try took a remarkable jump with a great 
variety of events, many of which were an 

exclusive premier for the conservative Kingdom. 
Under the umbrella of Vision 2030’s Quality of 
Life Program, a comprehensive master plan was 
designed, with dedicated authorities for enter-
tainment and sports and a range of project-fo-
cused development teams to work on megaproj-
ects around the country. On top of that, the Saudi 
Seasons were launched, 11 tourism seasons that 
will each take place in a different region.

Some of these projects build on the cultural 
heartlands of the Kingdom, in the case of AlU-
la tracing back to earlier civilizations of around 
2,000 years ago when the Wadi Al-Qura (Valley 
of Villages) was important crossroads of people. 
The most notable landmark here in Saudi’s first 
UNESCO World Heritage Site, is the ancient city 
of Mada’in Salih. Due to the efforts of the Roy-
al Commission for AlUla, visitors will be able to 
take an air balloon trip to watch the more than 
100 preserved tombs and rock formations from 
above, followed by a visit to mirror-facaded op-
era house. 

In addition, the Diriyah Gate Development 
Authority is tasked with the preservation and re-
development of the Ad Diriyah area, the historic 
heartlands of the current, Third Kingdom of Sau-
di Arabia, and which has played a significant role 
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Fahad Alakeel  
C E O , 
Q U A L I T Y  O F  L I F E 

Can you elaborate on the essence of the Quality of Life 
program, launched in mid-2018 with a SAR130-billion 
(USD34.6 billion) budget, and how you envision funding to 
be allocated to achieve its goals? 
The Quality of Life Program is one of the vision re-
alization programs (VRPs) adopted by HRH Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman in 2016. It is based 
on three main pillars: a vibrant society, a thriving 
economy, and an ambitious nation. Vision 2030 
aims to bring about a major qualitative leap on 
several levels including economic, social, cultural, 
and others. The Quality of Life program is one of 
the most comprehensive programs to achieve this 
vision and the most relevant to the lives of citizens 
and residents. It was originally established to en-
hance the quality of life in the Kingdom through 
improved lifestyle and infrastructure development. 
Second, we also aim to improve lifestyles to sup-
port the entertainment, cultural, sport, and recre-
ational sectors and to increase the interaction of 
individuals and society with these sectors. The in-
frastructure for this includes work on transport, the 
urban landscape, housing, education, health, and 
other vital sectors of the country. Funding for the 
program’s initiatives is through several means. Ini-
tiatives with high returns that can be accomplished 
quickly involve the private sector, such as cinemas, 
which has been revived through the program’s ini-
tiatives, the implementation of the General Com-
mission for Audiovisual Media (GCAM), and the 
private sector. Vital initiatives that lack financial or 
low-cost returns are achieved through direct gov-
ernment spending from the budget allocated to 
the program’s initiatives, which are implemented 
by various government agencies according to their 
mandates, such as the General Culture Authori-
ty (GCA), the General Sport Authority (GSA), the 
Ministry of the Interior, the Ministry of Housing, 
the Ministry of Education, and other quality-of-life 
partners. In total, there are 14 executive bodies for 

the initiatives of the program and more than 100 
diverse initiatives, depending on the competen-
cies of the partners. The program works with all 
these agencies to ensure that the initiatives are 
implemented.

How can the Quality of Life program provide a smooth 
transition to an active and vibrant entertainment sector?
Legislative initiatives occupy an important part of 
the program. The program works through several 
initiatives to change and develop legislation related 
to entertainment and culture and general legisla-
tion, which affect the quality of life in the Kingdom. 
We have initiatives with GCAM, GEA, and other 
sectors to remove any legislative obstacles to the 
growth of the sector and add incentive legislation 
that contributes to its growth. The legislation con-
cerning GCAM and GEA was recently approved 
and is one of the main initiatives of the program to 
develop the general legislative environment in the 
Kingdom. Our organization is also well-positioned 
to monitor the ownership of the various programs, 
guide collaboration between the various authori-
ties, and reassign certain responsibilities, if neces-
sary. 

What primary ambitions have you set for the coming year? 
Following the approval of the organizational ar-
rangements for the Quality of Life Program Center 
in November 2018, the program has now become 
one of our core priorities. The center will be inde-
pendent and aims to support the hobbies sector, 
develop possible regulations and specialized com-
petencies in quality of life, and initiate innovative 
creative initiatives. In 2019, we aspire to improve 
the quality of life in the Kingdom, move ahead with 
all the program’s initiatives, build a broader strate-
gy for the coming years, and come closer than ever 
to making the Kingdom’s cities some of the leading 
cities in the world. ✖

BIO 

Fahad Alakeel was appointed 
CEO of the Quality of Life 
program in 2018. Prior to that, 
he was CEO of Najm Company 
for Insurance Services and 
held progressive roles at Riyad 
Bank, Arab National Bank, 
SABB, and Bank Al Jazira. He 
holds a degree from Carleton 
University. 

LIVING 
well 

The Quality of Life program, 
established to advance 

Vision 2030, aims to help 
coordinate the expansion and 

improvement of entertainment, 
cultural, and recreational 
opportunities for Saudis. 

Goal of making Saudi 
cities among top

100
liveable cities 
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Amr A Banaja 
C E O ,
G E N E R A L  E N T E R TA I N M E N T 
A U T H O R I T Y  ( G E A )

How has the approach of GEA advanced in 2019?
Today, we are simply putting more focus on the en-
tertainment sector. The entertainment offering has 
always been a wide one across multiple categories, 
and the first few years have proven that these offer-
ings are in high demand. Under our new leadership, 
we have more support to expand our plans and fast 
track many of our initiatives. One of the most vital 
developments was the establishment of the Sau-
di Seasons, a new calendar concept led by a new 
committee directly under the Crown Prince. Across 
the Kingdom, for all provinces, we have aligned the 
entertainment agenda in terms of these seasons to 
better align all events, taking into consideration our 
climate conditions and cultural agenda. This orga-
nizes internal tourism and will attract tourists from 
abroad. Additionally, we will fill these seasons with 
cultural, entertainment, and sporting events to cre-
ate a better quality of life in the Kingdom by spread-
ing joy and creating a vibrant society.

How does this seasonal approach call for more alignment 
among all the cultural authorities?
With anything that is new, coordination will get bet-
ter over time. For example, the National Day was a 
well-coordinated effort across multiple authorities. 
Now with the creation of Seasons, different com-
mittees are focused on different aspects, such as 
culture, entertainment, sporting, and tourism. This 
allows us to adopt a holistic approach and adds a 
lot of demand for creating events and activities that 
attract tourism, both locally and internationally. We 
are working now to make sure we program the Sea-
sons well in terms of location, time, and audience. 
We also take international occasions into consider-
ation and aim to create events that are relevant to a 
global audience.

Will the authority slowly phase out of its role as a funder 
and become a regulator?
The funding initiative is currently housed under 

BIO 

Amr A Banaja was appointed 
CEO of GEA in August 2018. He 
previously worked at SEDCO 
Holding, a private wealth 
management organization. At 
SEDCO, Banaja started off as 
VP Marketing & Communication 
at the Real Estate division. 
Later, after serving as the 
group’s SVP for marketing and 
CSR, he became a member 
of the board of directors. 
Previously, he worked in 
various marketing roles with 
several companies including 
Unilever, Gillette, Kodak, and 
NCB. Banaja holds a bachelor's 
degree in economics from 
Boston College.

GEA is working with investors and 
regulators to expand cultural offerings 

in the Kingdom.

GEA since no other mandate exists for it. However, 
a new entity will take over this role in the future. 
The infrastructure will be expanded to accommo-
date different SME funding models. That said, we 
invite banks and other financial institutions to in-
vest in entertainment, including the entire chain 
of private equity and private capital. In the recent 
years, we have proven there is demand, and now 
we have to prove there is a financial reward. We 
will then witness more funding vehicles that want 
to contribute. Subsidies are going to ease eventu-
ally, and it will become more sustainable through 
creating the right infrastructure. For example, we 
currently lack dedicated venues and are thus re-
lying on existing ones such as universities, public 
spaces, lands, and so on. We are working to create 
a platform that includes a database of all available 
venues so we can match them with the relevant 
event organizers. 

What are your main priorities going forward?
First and foremost, we will continue to align our-
selves with other government entities to take a 
holistic view on developing the entertainment 
economy. The concept of seasons is also a priori-
ty that we are expanding. Tourism, culture, enter-
tainment, and sport go hand-in-hand and will all 
contribute their share to the improvement of the 
quality of life in Saudi Arabia. Developing local 
content and infrastructure to facilitate growth is 
another strategic priority. The sector needs more 
local talent, and we recently organized a competi-
tion to source the available talents and train them. 
In more practical terms, we want to streamline our 
licensing process, so it becomes simpler for com-
panies to get the necessary licensing for events. We 
are working on setting quality standards, develop-
ing a protocol for live events, and launching theme 
parks. In terms of local content, we are striving to 
export our own intellectual property and commer-
cialize our offerings internationally. ✖

golden
TICKET

 

Coordinating the 
cultural agenda 
via a new 
calendar concept
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Amr AlMadani 
C E O ,

R O YA L  C O M M I S S I O N  F O R  A L U L A  ( R C U )

What have been the most recent develop-
ments to make AlUla accessible and opera-
tional?
For many years, the region of AlUla was 
a popular destination mostly because of 
its most famous site, Hegra (also known 
as Mada’in Saleh). But in 2017, RCU was 
established by Royal Decree under the 
leadership of our governor, Prince Badr 
bin Abdullah bin Farhan Al-Saud, with 
a remit to develop a long-term strategy 
to safeguard its precious landscapes and 
cultural heritage for future generations 
and share them with the world. From the 
start, we were acutely aware of our re-
sponsibility to AlUla and the important 
role we play in conserving its timeless 
heritage for future generations. Our goal 
is to build a team of talented individuals 
who share our values and passion for this 
mission. Since 2017, our team has grown 
exponentially, yet our values and mis-
sion have remained constant—I believe 
this is what makes us truly unique as an 
organization. 

Is the regulatory side developing fast enough 
to attract international investors and meet 
their standards?
Vision 2030 has facilitated several pos-
itive regulatory developments, making 
Saudi a more attractive market for for-
eign investors. At the same time, we have 
been working hard to develop our own 
regulatory framework for RCU, in line 
with global best practices, to meet and 
exceed the standards of the international 
investment community. 

How will you develop AlUla in an economical-
ly sustainable and environmentally sensitive 
way?
At RCU, we have placed the local com-
munity at the heart of everything we do. 

That means that when we talk about 
sustainability, we are committed to de-
veloping a sustainable local economy 
in AlUla. To drive long-term success, 
we must empower the local community 
to play a role in the economic develop-
ment of the area. That is why we have 
established several initiatives to help us 
achieve this goal under the leadership of 
our governor, His Highness Prince Badr. 
In 2018, we successfully launched the 
first phase of our scholarship program 
that gave 160 students from AlUla the 
opportunity to pursue degrees at aca-
demic institutions around the world in 
France, the UK, and the US. We are also 
committed to preserving and ensuring 
the sustainability of AlUla’s natural her-
itage and wildlife through many initia-
tives, including the establishment of the 
Global Fund for the Arabian Leopard. 
We believe it is our duty to champion 
the revitalization of the Arabian Leop-
ard, a critically endangered subspecies 
once indigenous to AlUla. We recently 
signed a partnership agreement with 
Panthera—the global big cat conser-
vation body—committing to investing 
USD20 million over the next 10 years 
on conservation measures, as one of the 
first of many planned international part-
nerships to bring the best minds in the 
world together in AlUla to safeguard its 
natural heritage and environment.

What will be the most noteworthy aspects of 
AlUla in the next 10 years?
We are developing AlUla to be an open 
living museum and creating something 
truly unique, an experience that inte-
grates the natural and cultural heritage 
as one living environment. Statistics 
from the World Tourism Organization 
show that heritage and culture tourism is 

BIO 

Amr AlMadani was appointed CEO 
of RCU in 2017, bringing with him 
experience in building and operating 
start-up companies and growing 
businesses. He previously served 
as the founding CEO of the General 
Entertainment Authority and was also 
appointed president of the Saudi Arabian 
Ballooning Federation, the SAHAB 
Federation.

Although few have been lucky enough to see them, Saudi Arabia 
boasts some of the most stunning landscapes and enchanting 
wildlife in the world. The Royal Commission for AlUla’s mission is to 
preserve these wonders. 

one of the largest growing sectors in all 
travel markets. Across all income levels, 
there is double-digit growth in people 
interested in visiting and engaging with 
local stories and assets in new and genu-
ine ways. Today, people want to discon-
nect from their chaotic mainstream lives 
and reconnect with nature. They want to 
absorb culture, engage with locals, and 
savor their traditions—everything we 
do will seek to amplify these experienc-
es and create something unparalleled in 
today’s world of international travel and 
leisure. Our work alongside the people of 
AlUla represents the latest chapter in a 
history dating back over many millennia. 
And we will proudly continue as the cus-
todians of the awe-inspiring beauty of 
AlUla and help the world discover more 
about this extraordinary and yet-to-be 
discovered masterpiece. ✖

state of NATURE
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F O C U S 
Saudi  Seasons

A series of themed festivals and a host of incentives such as new visa policies are 
promoting Saudi Arabia’s tourism sector in 2019.

WHAT’S ON

ture in Dhahran, to more popular attractions such as fireworks 
displays.

According to SCTH, tickets for the 11 festivals can be booked on 
a single digital platform. To encourage foreign visitors, meanwhile, 
a new category of “event visit” visa was introduced, allowing cit-
izens of certain countries to visit Saudi Arabia more easily, pro-
vided that they first arrive in the region hosting the festival. The 
Eastern Region festival was followed by the Ramadan and Eid Al 
Fitr seasons between May and June, which were more spiritual in 
nature, though they included elements of entertainment and rec-
reational activities.

Next in the series was the epic Jeddah Season, which, starting in 
early June, ran for no fewer than 40 days and included 94 separate 
events that appealed to a diverse mix of visitors. Given Jeddah’s his-
tory as a port city, some activities were organized around the city’s 
maritime culture and water sports.

With festival seasons for Ta’if and Al-Soudah commencing in 
midsummer and emphasizing the regions’ nature, adventure, and 
traditions, it seems that the initiative has succeeded in creating a 
tourism movement across different parts of the Kingdom.

On the sidelines of the festivals, other sectors such as entertain-
ment, sports, and even business will have an opportunity to flourish. 
The good performance of the transportation and hospitality sectors, 
in particular, is essential to creating the right experience for visitors. 
If the Saudi Seasons 2019 initiative is met with success and the ideal 
infrastructure preparedness for the next editions is accomplished, 
chances are that the initiative will live on, though the final decision 
for the 2020 edition will be made by the end of 2019. ✖

THE YEAR 2019 saw the launch of an unprecedented initiative in 
Saudi Arabia that is expected to liven up the country’s tourism eco-
system. The Saudi Seasons 2019 initiative was designed in 2018, 
with several departments working on it, including a high commit-
tee chaired by Crown Prince, Mohammed bin Salman.

According to the Saudi Commission for Tourism and National 
Heritage (SCTH), the epic initiative includes 11 tourism seasons 
that will be celebrated across the Kingdom throughout 2019.

In resonance with the spirit of the Saudi Vision 2030 and the so-
cial reforms currently in progress, the organizers of the plan have 
tried to emphasize the Kingdom’s cultural diversity, historical at-
tractions, and natural splendor—and, in general, those features of 
Saudi Arabia that have not been introduced to the world so far in a 
befitting manner. In addition to its impact on the Kingdom’s brand 
and image, the 11 festivals will create new points of attraction to 
draw local and international tourists, while creating temporary 
and permanent jobs for the youth.

Some of the seasons will focus on a specific geographical region 
such as the Eastern Region Season, Jeddah Season, Ta’if Season, 
Riyadh Season, Diriyah Season, AlUla Season and Ha’il Season, 
while others celebrate a particular Islamic or national day in the 
calendar, including Ramadan Season, Eid Al Fitr Season, Eid Al 
Adha Season, and the National Day Season.

In mid-March, the series of festivals took off with the Eastern Re-
gion Season, featuring over 80 individual events in Dammam and 
other cities of the province. The events ranged from those more 
highbrow in nature such as the exhibition of sketches attributed 
to Leonardo da Vinci at the King Abdul Aziz Center for World Cul-
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Nicholas Naples 
C E O ,
A M A A L A

cific entities like Amaala, NEOM, and the Red 
Sea Project. Could you tell us more about the 
synergies between the various entities?
Through the creation of world-class en-
tertainment destinations, the improve-
ment of visa issuance procedures for 
visitors, and the preparation and de-
velopment of the country’s historic and 
heritage sites, the Kingdom is taking 
great strides in the growth of its culture, 
entertainment, sports, and heritage. A 
transformative idea, Amaala is crucial to 
the new Red Sea destination resort port-
folio, which aims to establish a unique 
tourism ecosystem. 

What are the opportunities for the private sec-
tor—in hospitality, entertainment, F&B, lei-
sure, and construction—to get involved in the 
Amaala project? 
Targeting over 2,500 hotel keys and over 
800 residential villas, Amaala opens nu-
merous opportunities within the pri-
vate sector. From apartments and estate 
homes to high-end retail establishments, 
we will partner with private-sector com-
panies, world-class operators, and mar-
ket investors specialized in the hospi-
tality sector to provide a customized 
experience for guests. The project will 
also act as a key driver of Vision 2030’s 
objectives. 

What are your primary ambitions for the year 
ahead, and what is the prospective timeline of 
development? 
With a government-approved master 
plan, we continue to work with world-
class suppliers and contractors to bring 
the vision to life, while engaging with 
global architects and designers to de-
velop world-class facilities in a sustain-
able manner and enhancing the natural 
landscape. Over the course of the com-
ing year, we look forward to the official 
groundbreaking, as we begin to see prog-
ress unfold toward the vision unveiled in 
September 2018. ✖

Could you tell us more about your vision for 
the Amaala project, developments thus far, 
and what visitors may expect in the future?
Amaala is set to become a curator of 
transformative journeys, taking inspi-
ration from the arts, wellness, and the 
natural wonders of the Red Sea. Amaala 
will redefine today’s ultra-luxury travel 
experience and the tourism experience 
in its entirety. Through the provision of 
unique amenities and personalized ser-
vices, each guest will play a leading role 
in shaping their own bespoke experience, 
as we celebrate the pillars that tie Amaa-
la together. Catering to singles, couples, 
and families from across the region, as 
well as travelers from destinations such 
as China, Brazil, Russia, India, Western 
Europe, the US, and Japan, Amaala dif-
ferentiates itself through its values and 
unique experiences. An immersive and 
interactive destination, guests will be 
able to indulge in customized adven-
tures, culture, history, sports, relaxation, 
and one-of-a-kind retail shopping expe-
riences. Segregated into three phrases, 
construction is scheduled to begin by the 
end of 2019, with all phases expected to 
reach completion by 2028.

How does Amaala fit into the Kingdom’s mas-
ter plan to attract more foreign visitors? 
The tourism sector is one of the most 
promising parts of the Kingdom’s diver-
sification efforts to advance the tourism 
sector by attracting 22.1 million inter-
national visitors by 2051. Amaala, one of 
the projects under development along 
the Saudi coastline of the Red Sea, aims 
to tap into the flow of visitors both re-
gionally and internationally with a view 
to providing an exclusive, personalized 
offering for its guests. Situated within the 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman Natural 
Reserve, the project will also contribute 
to the sustainability goals of Vision 2030 
and the preservation of heritage sites. 
Amaala is to be built with a zero-carbon 
footprint as a primary goal, utilizing in-
ternational sustainability standards in 
our operational protocols, covering ev-
erything from the use of solar power and 
advanced waste management technol-
ogies to sustainable farming, recycling, 
and much more.

In recent years, the public ecosystem around 
culture, entertainment, sports, and heritage 
has been expanded, with various project-spe-

BIO 

Nicholas Naples joined the PIF in 
September 2017 as CEO of Premium 
Luxury Integrated Resorts, which led in 
September 2018 to the announcement 
of Amaala, a luxury tourist destination 
on Saudi Arabia’s Red Sea coast. Naples 
brings three decades of experience in 
luxury hospitality into the project. He 
previously worked with hotel chains 
Ritz Carlton and Four Seasons, leading 
various multi-billion dollar, integrated 
resort development projects, in addition 
to five-star hotels, retail malls, and 
mixed-use resorts. He was previously 
CEO at Integrated Resorts International. 
Naples holds a master’s degree in 
management from Cornell University 
– Johnson Graduate School, School of 
Hotel Administration.

TRANSFORMATIVE
journeys

The Amaala resort along the 
Red Sea coast aims to cater to a 
global market for luxury travel 
with the highest standards the 
hospitality industry has to offer. 

“The tourism sector 
is one of the most 
promising parts 
of the Kingdom’s 
diversification efforts.”
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John Pagano 
C E O ,

T H E  R E D  S E A  D E V E L O P M E N T  C O M PA N Y

The Red Sea Project is among the Kingdom’s 
most ambitious mega projects. What is your 
grand vision here, and how do you expect it 
will change Saudi Arabia?
Our grand vision for the Red Sea Project 
is one that is underpinned by sustain-
ability. We are working toward a new era 
in sustainable luxury tourism, where ev-
ery element of the development consid-
ers sustainability first and foremost. We 
are committed to managing visitor num-
bers to protect the site from over tourism 
and to work toward our goal of having a 
net-positive impact on the environment. 
The destination will be powered entire-
ly by renewable energy. We plan to im-
plement policies requiring zero waste 
to landfill and a total ban on single-use 
plastics. We are also seeking to devel-
op new technologies and solutions to 
continually improve our environmental 
footprint. The Red Sea Project will posi-
tion the Kingdom on the global tourism 
map and help it meet its Vision 2030 
objectives. As a development, we are 
ideally positioned to tap into the global 
luxury tourism market, the fastest grow-
ing segment of the international travel 
and tourism industry. This presents us 
with the opportunity to open new areas 
of economic activity, and we estimate 
that the project is expected to contribute 
SAR22 billion (USD5.86 billion) per year 
to GDP. The project will play a vital part 
in economic diversification and lead the 
way in incorporating sustainable princi-
ples into business and development. 

The project is set to create 70,000 jobs while 
creating new opportunities for the local econ-
omy—including for the SME community and 

individual entrepreneurs. How will this hap-
pen?
At completion, the project will directly 
employ around 35,000 people and will 
support an equivalent number of jobs 
in the wider community by creating op-
portunities for local businesses, entre-
preneurs, and supporting industries. As 
an employer, our primary mandate is to 
create opportunities for Saudis, and we 
will be investing significantly in training, 
education, and development programs 
to foster the skills and capabilities that 
we need from within the Kingdom. We 
are working on developing various train-
ing programs to roll out in the coming 
years to help Saudis with an interest in 
the hospitality and tourism industries 
acquire the skills they need to build 
successful careers. We are committed 
to working toward educating and en-
couraging Saudis across disciplines and 
industries so that we can not only facili-
tate growth within the company, but also 
within society as a whole. 

The Quality of Life program seeks to enhance 
the standard of living in the Kingdom. How do 
you work within this ecosystem that strives to 
develop the leisure industry?
The Red Sea Project is fully aligned with 
the wider Vision 2030 plan, supporting 
the creation of jobs and opportunities 
for Saudis—both direct and indirect—as 
a consequence of opening up the inter-
national tourism market. We are creating 
new opportunities for people to build 
promising careers and realize their per-
sonal ambitions. This is a collaborative 
effort in which we work closely with all 
the relevant government ministries to 

BIO 

John Pagano was appointed CEO 
in January 2018 and is responsible 
for leading the Red Sea Project's 
development from the ground 
up to create a unique luxury and 
environmentally sustainable international 
tourism destination. Pagano brings more 
than 35 years of international experience 
in delivering large-scale development 
projects, previously serving as President 
of Baha Mar Development Company Ltd. 
(BDMC) based in Nassau in the Bahamas. 
He then spent over 23 years at the world-
renowned Canary Wharf development 
in London, holding several leading 
executive positions. He holds a bachelor's 
degree in engineering from the University 
of Toronto.

New developments along the Red Sea are at the center of Vision 
2030. The Red Sea Development Company is at the forefront of 
efforts to remake the region, creating jobs and spurring growth. 

ensure that we realize our ambitions as 
effectively and efficiently as possible. 

What primary ambitions have you set for the 
first phase of the project?
Now that the master plan has been com-
pleted, we are beginning the first phase 
of the project. This phase is scheduled for 
completion in 2022 and includes 14 lux-
ury and hyper-luxury hotels. Phase I will 
provide more than 3,000 rooms across 
five islands and two inland resorts, as 
well as the development of necessary 
infrastructure and supporting logistics, 
including the new airport planned to en-
hance access to the destination. The Red 
Sea Project is a unique opportunity, and 
it’s one we want to approach in the right 
way. First and foremost, we are focused 
on building in a sustainable way. ✖

sea MORE
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Bil l  Ernest 
C E O ,

S A U D I  E N T E R TA I N M E N T  V E N T U R E S  ( S E V E N )

SEVEN was started as the Kingdom’s latest 
Public Investment Fund (PIF), focused on 
the establishment of entertainment centers. 
Could you tell us more about SEVEN’s mission 
and what we can expect in the coming years? 
SEVEN has the mission to develop, in-
vest in, and operate a number of fami-
ly-friendly entertainment destinations 
and attractions in Saudi Arabia. We are 
the leading arm of the Kingdom’s plan to 
invest USD64 billion to build an enter-
tainment ecosystem. It has been wide-
ly quoted that Saudi Arabia will attract 
nearly 30 million visitors a year by 2030. 
Our aim is to bring visitors to Saudi Ara-
bia, of course, but also provide meaning-
ful entertainment and gainful employ-
ment options. Our vision is to become the 
leading national investor, developer, and 
operator of a diverse entertainment eco-
system. We are working to support and 
develop the entertainment sector, build 
capacity, and strengthen local talent by 
establishing a myriad of thoughtful and 
creative recreational projects across the 
country. Our vision is four fold: to launch 
movie theaters, recreational complexes, 
amusement parks, and family enter-
tainment centers. In the coming years, 
you can expect to witness a sea-change 
in Saudi Arabia’s entertainment sector. 
We will see a large influx of new visitors, 
keen to enjoy ground-breaking, world-
class leisure facilities.
 
Saudi Arabia is relatively unknown as a tourist 
destination. How does SEVEN fit into the mas-
ter plan to attract more foreign visitors? 
Our mandate is closely aligned with Vi-
sion 2030, and we are the investment 
arm of the Saudi Arabian sovereign 
wealth fund. SEVEN, as the driving force 

in the Kingdom’s new entertainment 
era, is charged with implementing the 
vision, which includes creating a desti-
nation worthy of attracting international 
visitors. Attracting more tourists—and 
tourist dollars—centers around devel-
oping a world-class entertainment eco-
system. We are lucky in many ways to 
start with greenfield sites and no legacy 
issues. We are also fortunate to have the 
blessing and backing of the Saudi gov-
ernment and authorities in building the 
infrastructure. In line with Saudi cul-
ture and tradition, our focus from the 
outset has been on family-friendly en-
tertainment. From providing the latest 
high-tech entertainment such as virtual 
reality and AI-based gaming and events, 
to exploring the best of natural wonders, 
Saudi Arabia presents an untapped mine 
of exciting new tourism opportunities. 

What are your primary ambitions for the year 
ahead?
Our plan is ambitious, rapid, and breath-
taking. It is unlike anything ever seen 
anywhere else in the world. When we 
launched in 2017, it was announced that 
our owners at the PIF expect the compa-
ny's projects to serve more than 50 mil-
lion visitors, provide more than 22,000 
direct jobs, and contribute approxi-
mately SAR8 billion (USD2.1 billion) 
to GDP by 2030. At launch in 2017, it is 
on record that we had initial capital of 
SAR10 billion (USD2.7 billion) to invest 
in nationwide projects. The 2019-2020 
financial year will see the rapid rollout 
of more family-friendly cinemas across 
the Kingdom. We plan to open several 
movie theaters this year alone. Our plans 
are ambitious but teaming up with AMC 

BIO 

Bill Ernest was appointed CEO of SEVEN 
in October 2018, tasked with overseeing 
its venture into family entertainment. In 
2008, he was appointed president and 
managing director of Asia operations 
for Walt Disney Parks & Resorts, 
following other executive roles within 
the company where he had worked 
since 1994. Before joining Walt Disney, 
Ernest helped open more than 40 hotels 
for Marriot Corporation. He received 
bachelor's and master's degrees in 
hospitality management and recreational 
management from Southern Illinois 
University. 

Saudi Arabia is using its sovereign wealth fund to jumpstart its 
entertainment sector, building movie theaters and theme parks 
across the Kingdom. SEVEN is taking charge of this ambitious plan. 

Group—the largest movie theatre com-
pany in the world—makes it simpler to 
emulate their world-leading experience 
across the Kingdom. We have scheduled 
up to 50 movie theaters, which comprise 
a total of 450 screens, to open by 2022. 
Our schedule is to open up to 20 enter-
tainment destinations before 2030. We 
have already made announcements re-
garding our plans for the Riyadh enter-
tainment complex, and revealed plans 
for the eastern province. Dammam, 
Al-Khobar, and Al-Ahsa will see a theme 
park on a 100-ha site at Al-Aziziyah, 
along with six cinemas and three new 
entertainment destinations. ✖

happiest PLACES
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Ahmar Azam 
F O R M E R  C E O ,
L E E J A M  S P O R T S  C O M PA N Y

to encouraging healthy lifestyles. We work in close co-
ordination with the government on how gyms should 
be operated, with male and female sections. 

How can companies benefit from Fitness Time?
Leejam has a growing corporate wellness initiative 
with over 350 corporate clients/companies across 
the Kingdom. In some cases, we run fitness facilities 
exclusively for companies in their office location. We 
have a B2B concept, where companies buy corporate 
memberships at a discount for their employees as 
part of their employment benefits, and a B2C concept, 
where employees get discounts when they purchase 
memberships at the Fitness Time locations. Both B2B 
and B2C partnerships are a win-win situation for cor-
porate clients—they not only improve employee ben-
efits at a discounted rate, but also reduce medical in-
surance costs and sick days with healthier employees.

What are your thoughts on future expansion, both within 
the Kingdom and in the GCC region?
We already have a presence in the UAE with locations 
in four of the Emirates. There is also strong interest 
from Kuwait and Oman. However, when the female 
opportunity in the Kingdom opened up, we did not 
want to miss it. We have not opened up other loca-
tions in the GCC yet. In the next four to five years, 
we will continue to add 15 or more centers each year 
across all categories, focusing on our existing geo-
graphic footprint, which is Saudi Arabia and UAE, as 
well as expanding in the GCC. ✖

How would you evaluate the company’s journey and the 
current positioning in the market?
Over the past 12 years, our company has evolved from 
Leejam 1.0 and Leejam 2.0 to Leejam 3.0. Back in 2006, 
when the company was formed, the owners began 
with opening fitness centers. This caught on rapidly, 
and Saudis began to include fitness as part of their 
lifestyle, bringing growth opportunities for the com-
pany. That was Leejam 1.0. However, as the business 
grew, the founders decided to take the company pub-
lic. In 2013, they were advised to have a private equity 
partner on board to help lead the company through 
its next phase of growth—Leejam 2.0. At that time, we 
had three missions: corporate transformation, invest-
ment in senior management for business continuity, 
and a successful IPO. Around 75%+ of the current 
management was hired during this phase. Leejam 
went through its IPO in September 2018. It was in fact 
the most successful IPO in the GCC in the past cou-
ple of years, with a stock price that has increased 78% 
since IPO. Today, Leejam is worth well over USD1 bil-
lion and has around 4,000 employees. 

What are some of the trends in the market following the 
increased attention on sports under Vision 2030?
Two things happened in Saudi Arabia, and we could 
not have been in a better place at a better time for our 
fitness business. The first major development was 
more opportunities for women and the approval of fe-
male gyms in Saudi Arabia. With that, the market grew 
overnight by 50% in 2017. Since then, we have opened 
29 female fitness centers in Saudi Arabia. By the end 
of 2019, we will have 40 female centers, making us the 
largest player in this category today. Also, in 2018, we 
took over the Princess Noura University Fitness Cen-
ter, the largest female fitness center in the world. The 
second major development was the Quality of Life 
program under Vision 2030, with great attention paid 

BIO 

Ahmar Azam joined Leejam 
Sports Company, the company 
behind Fitness Time brand, 
as CFO in 2014. After the 
company’s successful IPO 
in September 2018, he was 
appointed CEO. In 2011, he 
came to Saudi Arabia as the 
Divisional CFO of the Obeikan 
Investment Group. Prior 
to that, he built his career 
between the US and UK. He 
holds a bachelor’s degree in 
economics and finance from the 
London School of Economics 
and Political Science. He is a 
chartered accountant from 
the Institute of Chartered 
Accountants in England and 
Wales (ICAEW). He is also 
an advisory board member of 
ICAEW and an honorary board 
member of the International 
Cricket Council. 

ON THE
right track
Leejam Sports Company, which 
operates a chain of fitness centers in 
Saudi Arabia, is in the right place at the 
right time to benefit from the openness 
promised by Vision 2030.

140+
fitness centers by end 
of 2019

One of the top 

15
fitness companies in 
the world

“Our mission is to steer 
society toward a healthy 
lifestyle and encourage 
people to exercise daily.”
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BIO 

Mark Satchell joined RAZ Group as CEO 
of SQUARES in 2016. He was appointed 
Group COO of the All Entertainment 
Group in 2019. He was previously the 
regional general manager for Live Nation 
Entertainment in the Middle East and 
operations director for Saudi Aramco’s 
King Abdulaziz Centre (Ithra). He has 
extensive executive experience in the 
entertainment industry in the UK. He 
graduated with a degree in professional 
acting.

BIO 

Riyadh Al Zamil is a businessperson 
who focuses on the social impact of his 
commercial ventures. As the owner and 
chairman of RAZ Group, he oversees 
around 90 companies in different 
industries, many of which are owned 
by his Tadawul-listed RAZ Ventures. 
In 2016, he was the Co-Founder 
of SQUARES. He then created All 
Entertainment Group in 2019. Al Zamil is 
a graduate of KFUPM.

Mark Satchell 
G R O U P  C O O ,
A L L  E N T E R TA I N M E N T  G R O U P 
( A E G )

AEG manages a diverse portfolio of compa-
nies in the family entertainment and event 
sphere. Could you give us an overview?

MARK SATCHELL In 2016, Saudi Arabia 
introduced the General Entertainment 
Authority (GEA), which has done fan-
tastic things. It has put Saudi Arabia on 
the map as a serious contender when it 
comes to international entertainment. 
At the same time, it has done it respect-
fully and has not gone too far over the 
line too quickly. It has been a gradu-
al process. Thus far, there have been 
events like Formula E racing, with live 
acts like The Black Eyed Peas and Da-
vid Guetta. AEG identified a significant 
gap in the market, as most international 
events were brought in together with the 
entire supply chain. During the buying 
process, we were not necessarily getting 
the best service that should be delivered 
to the people of Saudi Arabia. Next, we 
decided to bring in companies to form 
an entertainment group to assume full 
control over costs and, more important-
ly, quality. We strive to provide the best 
experience for ticket price. 

RIYADH AL ZAMIL For us, it is not just 
about making money, but rather about 
having an actual social impact and tak-
ing the opportunity to improve lives—
that is what we want to be our legacy. 
There are many new companies in the 
entertainment sector, though we are 
truly local. We have 10-15 years of ex-
perience. We understand it is not just 
about the show, but also about the en-
tire supply chain, including construc-
tion, manpower, crew, audio/visual, and 
food and beverage. We believe in im-
porting expertise rather than re-invent-
ing the wheel.

What are your upcoming plans to create 
shows and events with a strong local pres-
ence?

MS Moving forward, we believe in a mix 
of getting shows from inside and devel-
oping local talent. We even believe we 
can bring a Saudi show abroad, for which 

ready for A CLOSE-UP
AEG is key to Saudi Arabia’s goal of transforming itself into a world-
class destination for sports, music, and other live performances.

we have the Saudi Orchestra perform-
ing ‘Sixties until Now,’ a musical with all 
sorts of dances and music since the 1960s. 
There is a conductor, several actors, as 
well as a narrator who brings the story 
together. Now, Kuwait, Dubai, and New 
York are asking for it. It will be the first 
local Saudi orchestra to go international. 

How do you create and organize your own 
shows and events in Saudi Arabia?

MS The important thing to remember 
with creativity is to never squash it, as re-
straining creativity is a silly idea. At AEG, 
anyone can come to us with an idea. 
Sometimes, the most bizarre ideas turn 
into the most beautiful products and 
shows. That said, we are not interested in 
creating pure entertainment, as we would 
like to create something with a message 
and social relevance. 

RAZ When it comes to the supply chain, 
we have built up an ecosystem of sister 
companies to support any new initiatives. 
AEG is part of RAZ Group, which is essen-
tially an empowerment company with 
around 90 entrepreneurs who founded 
and developed their company under our 
holding. We aim for synergies and pro-
vide mentorship and consultation where 
necessary. When they are up to speed, 
entrepreneurs can become sub-contrac-
tors, or we can partner in another way. 
Generally, we do not believe in competi-
tion in our sector; rather, we find ways to 
collaborate. 

What can we expect in the coming 18 months?

MS In terms of international content, 
there are some extremely famous brands 
that will come to Saudi, hopefully by the 
end of 2019. We also have a strong focus 
on creating more content locally that will 
eventually get to the outside world. The 
orchestra is a great example of that con-
tent, which we aim to take to the Associ-
ation of Performing Arts Professionals in 
New York City in January 2020. If we go 
next year, I believe it will be the first-ever 
Saudi show outside the Kingdom. ✖

Riyadh Al  Zamil 
C H A I R M A N ,
A L L  E N T E R TA I N M E N T  G R O U P 
( A E G )
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tying the 
room

TOGETHER

Bilal  AlZer 
P R E S I D E N T,

A L M U T L A Q  C O . 

BIO 

Bilal AlZer was appointed 
President of Almutlaq Co. 
in January 2019, as the first 
non-family top executive to 
manage the company. He has 
vast experience in the retail 
industry across the GCC and 
was previously the regional 
manager of Marks & Spencer 
and country manager of Alyasra 
Fashion in Kuwait.

Almutlaq is a 
Saudi furniture 
company that 
offers brands 
for modern and 
classic tastes. 
Its new plan 
is to move 
manufacturing to 
local facilities. 

huge, almost 13,000-sqm, showroom that caters 
to mid- to high-end customers. You can find some 
excellent international brands there, including 
American and European brands. We have put a 
mix of lifestyles into Roomz—it has classic, tran-
sitional, and contemporary furniture under one 
roof. At present, we have one showroom, but we 
have a strategic plan to expand our Roomz portfo-
lio to other cities in the next five years. Our fourth 
brand, Creative Home, is mainly focused on fur-
niture-related accessories and accents, such as 
special, limited-addition furniture that you will 
not find anywhere else. We have one shop in Ri-
yadh. Creative Home was only introduced a few 
years ago to cover another need in the market. A 
lot of furniture retailers here have bits and pieces 
of accessories and accents within their portfolio. 
We decided to give our customers a world of acces-
sories under one roof where they can go, look, and 
make their choice. 

How do you envision the future of Saudi furniture in terms 
of design and manufacturing?
We are proud to have another separate business 
under the umbrella of the Almutlaq family that 
manufactures transitional sofas. We have signed 
another agreement with a Saudi factory that makes 
attractive fitted wardrobes. It has been in the mar-
ket for almost 20 years, and we decided to partner 
with them to support our business and the mar-
ket's specific needs. The majority of the furniture 
we buy from the US does not come with wardrobes 
because walk-in closets are popular there. Every-
one building a new house in Saudi wants to tailor 
their wardrobe to fit their needs, so fitted ward-
robes are the trend at present. Almutlaq is sup-
portive of local manufacturing companies. Having 
your manufacturing next door means you can get 
more products when you need them. When we 
buy from the US or China, we have to wait almost 
four months for delivery. Local manufacturing 
only takes a couple of weeks. ✖

Almutlaq is a family-owned business with 40 years of 
experience. Could you tell us more about its recent trans-
formation? 
The company was established in 1979 and we are 
celebrating our 40th anniversary in 2019. In early 
2019, I was appointed as the first non-family CEO 
of the company, which indicates how the owners 
envision developing the company. In mid-2019, 
we started our anniversary campaign by offering 
our customers attractive deals and merchandise. 
Almutlaq has a deep-rooted history in Saudi Ara-
bia and was one of the first few furniture business-
es allowed to import furniture. What is interesting 
about Almutlaq is that it does not serve only one 
lifestyle. We cater to a wide range of consumers 
in Saudi Arabia, from young millennials to clients 
who prefer carved furniture from the Victorian era. 
We also have customers with what we call a “tran-
sitional interest.” That means they want something 
in between classic and modern styles. We also cov-
er a wide range of prices, from middle to mid-high 
and high-end furniture. With this we cover a huge 
spectrum of customers in Saudi Arabia. 

Can you tell us a bit about the brands you offer? 
Almutlaq has four brands. The first is Almutlaq, 
which is also the company’s original brand. It 
mainly covers the classic to transitional lifestyle 
and caters to mid-range customers, such as gov-
ernment employees and small business owners. 
Then, we have our CityW brand, which is actual-
ly a Chinese company that started manufacturing 
and then decided to go into retail. It has a number 
of showrooms in China and Southeast Asia. CityW 
is focused on more transitional to contempo-
rary style, affordable merchandise, and furniture. 
CityW is a high-quality brand with sleek design. 
Our third brand, Roomz, was the creative idea of 
our board's younger generation. They created 
Roomz because they saw a need in the market—
there was no one-stop shop for a wide variety of 
high-end furniture. Therefore, they invested in a 
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Olivier  Nougarou  
C E O , 
A R A B I A N  C E N T E R S  C O M PA N Y 
( A C C )

Abdulaziz  Al  Habib 
P R E S I D E N T,
A L K H O Z A M A  M A N A G E M E N T 
C O M PA N Y

What are your latest steps as a company?

OLIVIER NOUGAROU We have been work-
ing hard over the last 20 years to get the 
company to a point where it can be listed. 
It makes perfect sense for both manage-
ment and shareholders to try and cap-
italize on how much work has gone on 
within the company in regards to its IPO 
listing. It can only be a good thing when 
a company like ACC gains international 
exposure. The company has great poten-
tial, just as Saudi Arabia has. If you look 
at Saudi Arabia from a purely commercial 
real estate perspective, there are a lot of 
things that are unique compared to larger 
markets. Retail real estate supply is much 
lower than most of the other GCC mar-
kets.

ABDULAZIZ AL HABIB We are working 
closely, not only with the General Enter-
tainment Authority (GEA), but also with 
other relevant authorities to deliver the 
best experience to Saudi residents and 
overseas visitors. We recently concluded 
a successful collaboration with GEA as 
part of the Jeddah Season, with pop-up 
restaurants and a range of events. Be-
cause of the success, we are already work-
ing to replicate this at Al Soudah Season 
in September, followed by more events 
in Riyadh, Diriyah, AlUla, and elsewhere. 
The feedback from both domestic and 
international visitors has been extremely 
positive, and we are working to expand 
our entertainment and hospitality offer-
ings over the coming months and years.

What trends in the market are you looking at?

ON On a global scale, people have become 
somewhat afraid of commercial real es-
tate with the advent of online retail. This 
fear is unnecessary. Many purely online 
retailers in the US are, in fact, starting to 
open physical stores, illustrating that we 
are already at the next step. The Saudi 
market is evolving to reach international 
standards. This room for growth is where 
there is so much potential. ACC has a real 
chance to be a leader in this space. Gain-
ing additional exposure with internation-
al investors will allow us to really solidify 

RETAIL  
& HOSPITALITY

Saudi Arabia’s shopping 
centers are offering 
opportunities to retailers 
and realtors looking to 
capitalize on a changing 
regulatory environment. 
ACC and Alkhozama 
Management Company are 
responding to the challenge. 

our position in the market. Investors’ ap-
petites were reflected in our IPO. Interna-
tional investors are already aware of plans 
applied in the best malls in the world. 
They have a benchmark in mind that they 
are hoping to achieve, and we offer an ap-
proach that lives up to their expectations. 

AAH Saudi consumers are like other 
consumers around the world, just a bit 
younger and more sophisticated. With 
strong competition from e-commerce, 
malls today have to deliver more than 
just goods and merchandise to attract top 
consumers and retail brands. We recog-
nize these trends and are working with 
experts to create an environment that 
will attract more customers. Visitors to 
our malls will find exciting new restau-
rant concepts, cinemas, and other enter-
tainment options for families and adults 
alike, special events, and a selection of 
top retail brands. We envision families 
and individual consumers looking for-
ward to a visit to our facilities for both 
shopping and leisure.

What are your strategic priorities and ambi-
tions going forward?

ON Our plan is to open eight addition-
al shopping centers over the next four 
years, while finishing two expansions. 
On average, we have opened one mall 
per year over the last 17 years. That is 
why opening eight in the next four years 
is ambitious. With 17 years in operation, 
our track record is both long and short. 
If you compare us to most of the real es-
tate players worldwide, we have grown 
a huge amount in a short period. Our 
shareholders had a strong vision from the 
beginning, and we have been able to im-
plement that vision.

AAH Our most important strategic ob-
jective is to ensure we provide the best 
and most innovative offerings in an ev-
er-changing world and work with all our 
stakeholders—customers, employees, 
the community, and our shareholders—
to improve the lives we touch. Our motto 
is setting trends and touching lives, and 
this motivates everything we do. ✖
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Selim Chidiac
C E O ,

L’A Z U R D E  C O M PA N Y  F O R  J E W E L R Y

BIO 

In 2010, Selim Chidiac joined L’azurde 
Company for Jewelry. He has developed 
the business into one of the world’s 
leading Middle East-based jewelry 
manufacturers. Prior to L’azurde, he 
worked with Red Bull for 12 years, 
most recently as CEO for the North 
America division. Chidiac started his 
career at P&G. He is a graduate of 
L’école Supérieure de Chimie Physique 
Électronique de Lyon. He followed 
that with postgraduate coursework at 
INSEAD, London Business School, IMD 
Lausanne, and Harvard Business School.

There is great demand for jewelry in Saudi Arabia, 
and L’azurde, being based in the Middle East, 

understands what Saudi women want. 

launch of Miss L’, our fashion jewel-
ry brand. Moving forward we will fully 
leverage our understanding of the Middle 
East to grow L’azurde, TOUS, and Miss L' 
throughout the region. We also may po-
tentially expand into Europe and the US. 
Over the next year, we will add a few addi-
tional brands to complement our current 
portfolio. The jewelry industry overall is 
fairly fragmented, and there is room for 
many players to target different needs 
and aspirations of consumers. This is why 
we will move from a single-brand model 
to a multiple “house of brands” model 
over the coming years. We are on track to 
achieve this. ✖

L’azurde has become the largest gold and jew-
elry designer, manufacturer, and distributor in 
the Middle East. It is the fourth-largest jewelry 
manufacturer worldwide. How have you ad-
vanced in the Saudi market?
We were launched 40 years ago in Riyadh 
by a Saudi entrepreneur. He invested tre-
mendously in manufacturing capabilities 
and technology. This is why we have a 
20,000sqm facility and make annual in-
vestments in state-of-the-art technology 
and machinery. The company was ac-
quired by a private equity group in 2010, 
which bought 77% of L’azurde, trans-
forming it from a family-owned business 
to a private-equity-owned firm. Then, 
in 2016, we listed the company on the 
Saudi Tadawul stock exchange. In 2018, 
L’azurde made its first-ever acquisition by 
taking over the Kingdom-based franchise 
of TOUS, a fashion jewelry brand that 
operates more than 800 stores around 
the world. Our acquisition was one of the 
largest M&A transactions in Saudi Arabia 
in 2018. To add this brand, we decided to 
take advantage of our management skills 
and understanding of the Arab consumer. 
We were also aided by our good relation-
ship with malls in Saudi Arabia and Egypt. 
As of 2Q2019, we had five straight quarters 
of growing revenues and net income YoY. 
We have two major markets, Saudi Arabia 
and Egypt, where 90% of our revenues 
come from. We have been in Egypt for 
more than 20 years. We operate two large 
factories there, employing 1,200 people. 
We are by far the leader in the Egyptian 
markets. Overall, we sell 1 million piec-
es of jewelry each year. Every month we 
launch 500 new designs. We invest sig-
nificantly in innovation and design. The 
first thing our customers ask when they 
walks into a store is, “What is new?” We 
continue to innovate, design, and launch 

new collections, designed specifically for 
the Arab world. L’azurde has become fa-
mous because of its association with ce-
lebrities and its collections launched by 
top designers. There are many up-and-
coming fashionistas in Saudi Arabia. We 
collaborate with some to support Saudi 
women in entrepreneurship. We want 
to let them contribute, rather than just 
being customers.

What are some of the unique characteristics of 
the Saudi market? 
In 2018, we were the highest-selling pre-
mium jewelry brand in the Saudi mar-
ket, in comparison to local and regional 
players. We are positioned as a premium 
brand, offering top-quality craftsmanship 
and designs. We do not compare ourselves 
to international brands. We understand 
and come from the region, and we cus-
tom-design high-quality premium jewel-
ry for Arab women. We offer gold jewelry 
that we sell by weight to Saudi women. 
Gold is a great way for them to preserve 
the value of their investments themselves. 
That is an extremely important aspect of 
our product for Saudi women. Second, 
we understand the designs they desire for 
different occasions because of our history 
of selling, developing, and designing gold 
jewelry in Saudi.

What are some of the specifics of supply chains 
in the luxury segment?
We borrow gold through banks that hold 
our working capital. We do not buy or 
own gold. We get diamonds mainly from 
India, directly from suppliers we have 
known for many years.

What are your strategic priorities and ambitions 
for the coming years ahead?
We have a major opportunity with the 

go GLITTER

“There are many up-
and-coming fashionistas 
in Saudi Arabia. We 
collaborate with some to 
support Saudi women in 
entrepreneurship.”
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Abdulraouf Al-Baijan  
EX EC U T I V E  M A N AG I N G  D I R EC T O R ,
G L O B A L  S P O R T  G AT E

Wahdan Al-Kadi 
C E O ,
TAT W E E R  S P O R T S

Can you tell us a bit about your company? 

ABDULRAOUF AL-BAIJAN Our vision is 
to become the ultimate destination for 
youth-orientated and sports-related 
leisure and entertainment. We aim to 
provide state-of-the-art facilities and 
programs for the youth of this coun-
try at an affordable cost. This company 
was established three months before the 
General Entertainment Authority was 
established. So far, we have held sports 
camps for the national club in Austria 
and Turkey. We had different depart-
ments, including IT for camps, courses 
for training, consultation, and athletic 
and entertainment infrastructure. We 
thought building the facilities and ven-
ues was the most important part. Saudi 
Arabia is a big country. We have a large 
population of about 27 million, but we 
do not have enough facilities. Our cus-
tomers are the large government de-
partments such as Aramco, SABIC, the 
Royal Commission, ministries, and all 

the schools and universities. The gov-
ernment has spent and invested a lot 
on building beautiful stadiums, special 
sports cities, and infrastructure. Now, 
the private sector should do more in 
terms of building facilities that contrib-
ute to the betterment of society. 

WAHDAN AL-KADI Tatweer started in 2008 
by offering merchandise, accessories, 
and sportswear for a Juventus Football 
Club store. In 2011, we decided to take 
our international experience to the local 
clubs, as the branding rights for clubs 
were beginning to gain consumer in-
terest. We did the first sponsorship for 
Al Hilal FC in 2011. We met with Mo-
bily, which owned the rights to Al Hilal 
FC, and agreed to open a store with the 
club and share revenue. We also signed 
with Al Nassr FC in 2012 through STC 
to manage its store. We signed another 
deal with Al Ittihad FC in 2013. These are 
the three biggest clubs in Saudi Arabia, 
and we have exclusive rights. In 2014, 

SPORTS
Global Sport Gate and Tatweer Sports are starting to transform 
athletics and team branding in Saudi Arabia, which hopes to become 
a global destination for sporting events under Vision 2030.

we signed a new contract with Al Nassr 
FC to manufacture its uniforms through 
our sourcing capabilities in Turkey. We 
become the only authorized producer of 
the rest of its accessories. We created a 
brand for the club and secured intellec-
tual property rights for these creations.

How can Saudi Arabia strengthen its profile in 
sports globally? How does your company en-
courage interest in sports? 

AAB It should be a dual strategy, and one 
part of it can be working with universi-
ties, for example. The US has one of the 
top-five national volleyball teams in the 
world, yet it does not have a league. We 
should focus on making our university 
leagues stronger by making them offi-
cial, providing awards, and broadcasting 
matches on television. This will bring 
sponsorship money that will benefit 
players and push them to work hard-
er. Making sports leagues official goes a 
long way, for example. In the NBA, fans 
even know what shoes the players are 
wearing because of the media attention. 
The universities do not have the facil-
ities, however, so we are starting from 
the beginning. We are finding the people 
who would like to work on sports promo-
tion. That way, we can certify them. They 
will help boost the creation of required 
facilities.

WAK We want to change people’s percep-
tion of sports outlets. Moreover, to hedge 
our risk exposure with a strategy based 
on the success of the clubs we work with, 
we decided to go beyond retail and enter 
into game management. In this way, we 
will handle all of the matches played at 
home, from safety and security to cater-
ing and ticketing services. Last but not 
least, we wanted to branch out of soc-
cer and sportswear, look into the Saudi 
federation’s programs, and align our ob-
jectives. This all involves starting acade-
mies and building stadiums. We believe 
we can collaborate on that with other 
sports-related organizations. We began 
looking at increasing our export capaci-
ty. We can localize manufacturing once 
we achieve scalability. We produce more 
than 200,000 jerseys per year. With more 
funding, we can figure out how to manu-
facture locally and scale up. ✖
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Mohammed Al-Refai 
E X E C U T I V E  A S S I S TA N T  M A N A G E R ,  H U M A N  R E S O U R C E S

I N T E R C O N T I N E N TA L  J E D D A H

Where do you see major potential for growth 
in Jeddah’s tourism and entertainment sector, 
and what role could the city play within the 
country’s broader strategy?
Jeddah is in a great location, along Sau-
di Arabia’s west coast and the Red Sea. 
There is a major port, bringing trade 
and travel from across the region and 
the world. Of course, there are also the 
holy cities of Mecca and Medina. Our 
international airport serves as the main 
gateway to this region, the Hijaz, a major 
trading route between north and south 
since ancient times. Jeddah is the main 
tourist and economic capital of the King-
dom, home to national and international 
companies as well as major consulates. 
We are at the center of efforts to expand 
tourism into Saudi Arabia through the 
building of new entertainment facilities. 
After all, we are the second-largest city in 
the Kingdom. This is why InterContinen-
tal is so optimistic about the city and its 
future. 

How should high-profile hotels in Jeddah ad-
just in line with the expected increase in the 
number of international guests? 
Given the large number of national and 
international businesses in the city, ho-
tels in Jeddah have been host to thou-

sands of business travelers over the 
years. Part of Vision 2030 is to increase 
travel to the Kingdom for leisure as well 
as spiritual purposes. We play a key role 
in that plan. 

Where do you see the biggest gaps in the Sau-
di hospitality segment? 
Every challenge is an opportunity. We do 
not know the meaning of the word “gap.” 
Any shortfall in services is an opportuni-
ty to be resourceful and think outside of 
the box. The growth of the hospitality 
sector is extremely promising, as it re-
flects Vision 2030 itself. We want to grow 
alongside Saudi Arabia. 

What are your strategic priorities for 2020? 
Our strategy is to build strong relation-
ships and partnerships with local and in-
ternational companies. By offering more 
entertainment services, we hope to cre-
ate a demand that we will later serve. We 
need to make customers first before we 
can profit from their business. ✖

BIO 

Mohammed Al-Refai is the executive 
assistant manager at InterContinental, 
Jeddah. He has held this position 
since 2015, but has worked for 
InterContinental in various capacities 
since 1995, from receptionist to 
executive. Al-Refai has a degree in 
business administration from King 
Abdul-Aziz University.

The hospitality sector anticipates a boom in business thanks 
to reforms oriented around the opening up of Saudi Arabia. 

InterContinental is no exception. 

hospitality FIRST 

“Part of Vision 2030 is to increase travel to the 
Kingdom for leisure as well as spiritual purposes. 
We play a key role in that plan.”



T:  +966 13 814 8900
E:  reservations.cpalkhobar@ihg.com
www.crowneplaza.com/alkhobar

Toll Free No: 8008971465

For reservation 

CROWNE PLAZA AL KHOBAR 
is ideally located at the main entrance of 
Al Khobar City.
Make yourself at home in our upscale deluxe rooms and 
suites with high-speed wifi and best facilities to exceed your 
expectations.

You’ll find the peaceful Palm Court Lounge in the atrium 
between our tempting Marrakesh Moroccan restaurants and 
Primavera is the place to marvel at sumptuous themed 
bu�ets and live cooking stations.
Host a workshop or a reception for 8-80 people in 8 meeting 
rooms and our Crowne Meetings Director will arrange all the 
details. Throughout Crowne Plaza Al Khobar, we take care of 
our guest. We make them feel like individuals without making 
them over pampered. 

MAKING 
BUSINESS 
TRAVEL, 
WORK
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V O I C E S  F R O M  T H E  S E C T O R

What role does Swiss Hospitality Company 
play in Saudi Arabia and its hospitality indus-
try?
Swiss Hospitality Company was estab-
lished with a vision and sense of responsi-
bility to bring international expertise and 
international standards and merge them 
with local hospitality values. The purpose is 
to come up with products and services that 
would help us increase the industry’s qual-
ity of service to the level where it should be. 
Swiss Hospitality Company has a leading 
position within the hospitality and tourism 
ecosystem, where it plays a major role in 
activating several collaborations and part-
nerships with the public sector and the pri-
vate sector. Its major footprint can be seen 
through its STTAR Accelerator Program, 
which is the first specialized accelerator 
program. 

Why did you start the program?
The program was set to raise local stan-
dards to international standards in quickly 
within the tourism and hospitality indus-
try. Our strategic goals for 2019 and 2020 is 
to further focus on developing human cap-
ital within the tourism and hospitality sec-
tor. The tourism sector is a human-based 
industry. Because of this, upgrading our 
service quality and the skill-set of our col-
laborators will be our unique selling point. 
I believe it will be what sets us apart in the 
industry. To this end, Swiss Hospitality 
Company has announced the launch of the 
largest professional, specialized academy 
in Saudi Arabia called the Swiss Hospital-
ity Academy. The academy will focus on 
offering short programs that further devel-
op skills and knowledge through blended 
learning, using the most renowned materi-
als globally combined with local expertise. 

Salman Gasim 
C E O , 
S W I S S  H O S P I TA L I T Y  C O M PA N Y

What was the reason behind establishing Challenge Round, and how has the business developed 
up to today?
Challenge Round started in 2015, when I bought the game Dixit, a family board game that 
won the Spiel des Jahres award. That game allowed me to search for other board games, 
but, in the Saudi market, every time I looked, I always found the same type of classic board 
games such as Monopoly or Risk. For this reason, I started searching and buying more 
games online from Amazon and other websites. I started spending time with friends and 
family, sharing with them and teaching them about board games. They have enjoyed every 
moment of it. This is how the idea of a board game store and gaming club business was 
born. 

Why did you launch this business? 
It was out of passion that we launched this business, which was a new and risky idea. Ini-
tially, when I planned the business, it was only catered to males. When you design a busi-
ness in Saudi Arabia, you have to know whether it is targeted for singles or families. Howev-
er, just after the opening, more families wanted to play and enjoy games. Now, families are 
Challenge Round’s main customers. They make reservations in advance. At first, we started 
with our old place, a small shop with only a few seats and tables. Most of our customers 
want to enjoy party games with friends. We are also discovering a bigger board gaming 
community in Jeddah that is slowing growing fond of playing strategy board games.

What are the major highlights that led to Lamasat being where it is today?
My mother helped inspire Lamasat. She was one of the first Saudi women who worked with 
beauty, make-up artists, and hairstyles. I wanted to expand my mother’s work, so I started 
Lamasat. We started with one branch in Medina. We started a beauty center, a salon, and 
wedding photo business. We opened six branches: three beauty centers and two studios in 
Medina, one beauty center and one studio in Yanbu, and two beauty centers and one studio 
in Jeddah. We also have one franchise in Riyadh, which has started as a photo studio but 
may expand into beauty as well. 

What are your future plans? 
The next phase of our business was to develop ourselves. We decided to buy the facilities 
where we were delivering services rather than renting the premises. Net profit for the com-
pany is not like it was 10 years ago, so we need to be creative with how we manage our 
fixed costs. A recent development has been the promotion of our brand through focus on 
marketing and advertising. Indeed, for the past 25 years, Lamasat has been the best salon in 
the country. Our vision for 2020 is to be the undisputed best across the industry here. The 
average age of new customers is lower, and our target market is people between 20 and 35. 

Rami Sunnari  
C E O  &  F O U N D E R ,
C H A L L E N G E  R O U N D

Mohammed Masoudi  
C E O  &  F O U N D E R ,
L A M A S AT
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What would you consider the main mandate 
and public tasks of KFNL? Could you tell us 
more about the library’s collection?
The library aims to organize, preserve, and 
document Saudi intellectual output by 
collecting everything related to the King-
dom, whether published in the Kingdom 
or abroad. We achieve this through a legal 
deposit service that requires publishers 
and authors to deposit and register their 
intellectual property at the library. KFNL 
also works on collecting artifacts of Saudi 
intellectual heritage. The library has over 3 
million unique items and offers more than 
8,600 rare books, written in Arabic and oth-
er languages, including a rare copy of the 
Quran dating back to the second century 
after hijri. We have more than 76,000 man-
uscripts, along with the national archive 
of historic photos. It includes over 70,000 
photos of kings, princes, and regents, 390 
paintings by Saudis, and 100 rare maps of 
the Kingdom. 

Can you tell us about the facility? 
KFNL is one of the most important cul-
tural landmarks in the Kingdom of Saudi 
Arabia. It has a unique architecture that 
was designed carefully to fulfill the various 
needs of the library. The entire third floor 
includes the general collections, open to 
the general public. KFNL also has specific 
spacious places for its various collections, 
such as the Kingdom information center, 
the national archives of historical images, 
manuscripts and rare collections, Saudi 
books and theses, and periodicals. One of 
the main goals of KFNL is to spread knowl-
edge across all sectors of society. 

Mohammed Al-Rashid 
S E C R E TA R Y  G E N E R A L ,
K I N G  FA H A D  N AT I O N A L  L I B R A R Y 
( K F N L )

How have operations, sales and revenues evolved in recent years, and what has affected this 
transformation?
Lomar was extremely successful when it started, because it introduced a new concept. Its 
key asset was innovation, providing traditional thobes and robes, but with new designs, 
colors, fabrics, and scents. In the past five years, competitors started to copy Lomar, which 
is why we decided to take the company to another level, adapting to the economic changes 
in the market. Up until 2015, retailers were focusing on expansion, because the economy 
was booming. However, since 2016, three main factors have changed the ecosystem: new 
labor regulations in the Kingdom, new taxes and fees for fuel and electricity, and the global 
economic slowdown. Consumers now think twice before purchasing, even the wealthy. For 
this reason, we had to focus internally on differentiating our brand, and we realized Lomar 
had become synonymous with luxury. 

Why does the logo matter? 
More than 50% of our customers want to have our logo on their clothes, and they do not 
care too much about the design. Sales of classic thobes are higher than those from newer 
models. These two facts encouraged us to adapt. Although many textile manufacturers here 
have shut down or moved to Asia, we decided to keep manufacturing in Jeddah because 
this distinguishes us. These two factors, the brand being considered prestigious and the 
higher costs incurred in production, pushed us to raise our prices, along with the goal of 
improving all aspects.

Could you tell us more about this company’s journey, and how you have broadened your focus?
Today, Bateel is the leading premium brand in the gourmet food market. We have a repu-
table international presence. The strong position of the brand was built on two key inno-
vations that led to the creation of the market for gourmet dates and date products. One of 
these innovations was production led. We wanted to create a truly different product that 
did not exist before. Even today, with more competitors in the market, Bateel dates are in a 
class of their own. Continued innovation in farming and processing remains key to main-
taining Bateel’s market leadership. The second innovation was thanks to marketing, with 
the building of a luxury retail platform that communicated to the consumer the underlying 
value of the products. 

What does this mean for dates? 
The platform repositioned the perception of dates as a luxury product, perfect to give as a 
gift. Bateel capitalized on the strong position of the brand to produce and market a distin-
guished range of high-quality date chocolates, other date-based confectionery, and savory 
products. The quality of these products, and a strong consumer response, established our 
brand as a leading producer of fine foods. While there are major changes in the industry, 
factors such as quality, value, and atmosphere remain key to success. The progress in tech-
nology has made delivery of food efficient for consumers. It is also more efficient for us as 
producers. As a result, a key trend is home food delivery.

Meashal  Al-Harthi 
D E P U T Y  C E O ,
L O M A R

Ata Atmar 
M A N A G I N G  D I R E C T O R ,
B AT E E L  I N T E R N AT I O N A L 
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What were the major lessons in organizing Jeddah Season for the first 
time?
In organizing Jeddah Season, there were many lessons learned, since 
we were doing something new. Essentially, what was done in Jeddah 
for the last 10 years, we did in a few months. This huge effort required 
a great deal of cooperation from all the authorities involved, and ev-
erything went quickly and smoothly as a result. There were many 
lessons learnt, and we now have a strong team working with us. We 
divided the work into two teams, one dealing with internal processes, 
finances, and management, and the other working externally on con-
tacting people and managing the crowds. We held discussions and 
gathered ideas and opinions from all the parties involved in order to 
get the best out of the Jeddah Season. 

Why is this important? 
This was key to making the whole experience better, rather than do-
ing it just from one perspective. We were in touch with the vendors 
on a daily basis and had representatives from all the relevant govern-
ment authorities in the office throughout the season. The lesson was 
that when we get together and all have one goal, the execution be-
comes significantly easier. The chances of having any problems are 
minimized. Jeddah is in fact a maritime and cultural city. It is known 
as the Pride of the Red Sea, which is clearly the unique element of 
Jeddah, just as other cities in Saudi have their own unique character-
istics. Jeddah has always been known as a center for culture.

What have been the major achievements of the past year for Time?
The main achievement from 2018 was a quadrupling of everything 
we did from the year before. It is a challenge now to keep the same 
momentum. This presents an interesting challenge, and we have 
the chance to achieve it. In 2017, we had many firsts to report. 
Women were allowed in stadiums for the first time, and women 
danced for the first time on stage. It was a year of building up our 
presence and setting new standards. In 2018, we took business to 
the next level in terms of quality, exposure, and names. This was an 
important step in the right direction and it made the market even 
bigger. The government was keen to support the private sector with 
investment. 

How is the private sector changing? 
Companies are becoming increasingly specialized in certain types 
of entertainment, such as shows and festivals. The challenge is to 
produce content accessible to the entire population. We are mov-
ing in the right direction and older generations know more now. 
Maybe they do not know specifics, but they can identify brands and 
know what is good and bad. For example, Cirque Du Soleil is a well-
known international brand; there are some who do not know it, but 
when they learn about it, they see it goes far beyond simply being 
a circus. This variety and enhancement in quality is enlightening 
people. 

Bandar Arab 
C E O ,
J E D D A H  S E A S O N

Obada Awad 
C E O  &  PA R T N E R ,
T I M E  E N T E R TA I N M E N T



ABOUT PMAH

Prince Mohammed bin Abdulaziz Hospital (PMAH) is a 500-bed hospital located in the eastern part of Riyadh, the capital 
of Saudi Arabia that provides secondary healthcare services for the region.

PMAH is one of the largest referral hospitals in the country for the diagnosis and treatment of acute and chronic medical 
or surgical problems. Our hospital does not provide Pediatric or Obstetric/Gynecological services.

PMAH caters to all age groups over 12 years. The hospital’s diagnostics and therapeutic methods follow tertiary care 
hospital standards.

PMAH’S MISSION, VISION AND VALUES

MISSION
Prince Mohammed bin Abdulaziz Hospital provides a high-
quality level of healthcare services in a safe environment.

VISION
Prince Mohammed bin Abdulaziz Hospital will be a national 
leading institution of excellence in healthcare in an 
integrated educational and research setting.

VALUES
Prince Mohammed bin Abdulaziz Hospital maintains 
excellence by adopting the following key values:
Patient focus  |  Quality  |  Teamwork  |  Integrity |  Compassion

Ahmed Bin Hanbal Street – Riyadh – Kingdom of Saudi Arabia
011-2616666

Princemoh-rep@moh.gov.sa
@PMAH_RIYADH

W W W . P M A H . M E D . S A

PATIENT 
COMES 
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TRANSFORMING
SAUDI ARABIA

NIDLP has various enablement and incentive packages for 
investors in the four focus sectors, including financial 

support, Industry 4.0 enablement, export financing, Industrial 
Cities and Special Economic Zones enablement packages. 

Read more about these packages in our investment brochure.

invest@nidlip.gov.sa

saudivision2030

NIDLP TARGETS FOR 2030 ADD UP TO:

USD453 BILLION
PRIVATE-SECTOR INVESTMENT
OPPORTUNITIES 

 
A CONTRIBUTION OF
USD320 BILLION
TO GDP

USD266 BILLION
GROWTH IN EXPORTS
AND RE-EXPORTS 

 

 

USD1.3 trillion worth of untapped 
potential that can be activated 
with USD120 billion of 
investments in supply chain.

INCENTIVES TO ATTRACT FDI:

• Local content
• Research, development

& innovation

MINING

INCENTIVES TO ATTRACT FDI:

• Industrial cities and special economic zones
• Financial enablement

Building 59GW of renewable 
energy with 35 new projects in 
solar and wind and enhancing the
local gas distribution network.

ENERGY

Program developments in 
industrial sector will result in 
potential private investment 

opportunities of USD300 billion.
INCENTIVES TO ATTRACT FDI:

• Export enablement
• Productivity and Industry 4.0

INDUSTRY

New transportation and logistics 
infrastructure plan with USD35 billion 

worth of investment opportunities.
INCENTIVES TO ATTRACT FDI:

• Policies and standards
• Human capital

LOGISTICS


