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T
his special report on digitalization in 
Saudi Arabia arose from a remarkable 
year. Like other companies, and other 

countries, our journalists and editors initially 
struggled to pull any narrative out of the pan-
demic. The first months were chaos and dam-
age control. Our contacts went silent; everyone 
was working to stay safe and to make sure that 
their organizations remained a going concern.

This period was temporary. Within months, 
it became clear that some countries had act-
ed effectively to control the spread of disease, 
and that others struggled. The same was true 
of companies. Effective leadership became im-
mensely important. It was not enough to have 
an efficient organization.

The actions of some leaders inspired The 
Business Year’s first special report of the 
pandemic, titled “Saudi Arabian Leadership 
Through COVID-19.” We spoke with some of 
the key decisionmakers in the Kingdom about 
the government and private sector response 
to the pandemic. The stories of the behind the 
scenes work and the difficult decisions that 
composed Saudi Arabia’s covid response were 
fascinating. Together, they created an image of 
a country reacting to a new threat.

What is documented in this report is differ-
ent. This report is about adaptation.

As the pandemic dragged on every country 
developed regulations to manage the spread of 
disease and react in real time, with varying lev-

els of success. Saudi Arabia was different. The 
Kingdom was uniquely positioned to adopt 
game-changing technologies with unprece-
dented speed. 

The Vision 2030 reform program had spent, 
legislated, and restructured the public sector 
and the economy to adopt a series of techno-
logical advances over the next decade. The 
pandemic pushed some technological solu-
tions to be adopted almost overnight. Gov-
ernment targets for the decade for adoption of 
digital payments and application-based health 
management tools were achieved in months. 

The public sector’s response to the pandem-
ic also demonstrated the depth of the reform 
process in that area over the past 5+ years. A 
bureaucracy once known for being sluggish 
and requiring extensive paperwork was sud-
denly communicating with citizens exclusive-
ly through online platforms that had already 
been developed. Customs and the ports would 
have ground to a halt in 2014, but by 2020 the 
government had already implemented a tech-
nological solution that made going contactless 
possible. 

The pandemic served as a validation of 
many of Saudi Arabia’s internal reforms. It 
also created massive opportunities for some of 
the nation’s up and coming businesses. In this 
report, we show how technology completely 
changed the Kingdom during the pandemic. 
Things will never be the same. ✖
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The whole notion that a healthcare cri-
sis might trigger one of the largest eco-
nomic crises known to man is not some-
thing new. If we look even pre COVID-19 
and some of the G20 nations, the cost 
of healthcare as a percentage of their 
national GDP is anywhere between 10 
and 15% with an upward trend. This 
can potentially bankrupt these econ-
omies, which is why under the Saudi 
G20 presidency, we are bringing back 
consensus on how we can tackle these 
biggest challenges and translate them 
into opportunities. Opportunities that 
we could realize in the 21st century for 
all by empowering people, safeguarding 
the planet, and shaping new frontiers. If 
we can go back on empowering people, 
we have the very unique opportunity 
with the convolution of connectivity, big 
data, and AI to democratize healthcare 
in such a way that we could empower 
every citizen on the face of earth to have 
early healthcare checking systems. Every 
smartphone ships today with a standard 
4K camera, four-core CPU and GPU, a 
machine learning engine, and a neural 
engine. These capabilities will help us 
tackle things like type-2 diabetes, which 
is one of the leading causes of blind-
ness. It is going to empower everybody 
to reach for their smartphones, take a 
photo of their retina, and have an early 
detection of signs of type-2 diabetes.
The convolution of big data and AI will 
disrupt everything we know today. If we 
move on to safeguarding the planet, the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia today is the 
global leader in thermal energy, and we 
have leveraged connectivity, big data, 
and AI to deliver one of the safest and 
cleanest upstream activities at ARAMCO. 
If we fast forward to our responsibility to 
move from thermal energy into green 
and sustainable and renewable energy 
with the future city of Neom, we are able 
to bring down the economics of green 

photons to green electrons to green hy-
drogen to such a feasible level that it will 
empower us to energize things that can-
not be powered by the grid today. Neom 
is one of the top-three destinations in 
terms of our ability to convert wind and 
solar into green electrons with an elec-
trolysis process with the Red Sea to de-
liver green energy at such an affordable 
rate it will help us accelerate green avia-
tion and green maritime transportation 
because these things, until today, can-
not be powered by a lithium battery.

If I talk about shaping new frontiers, 
I am pleased with the leadership of my 
colleagues in the Data and AI Authority, 
who have led the track successfully in 
which we drove consensus among the 
G20 nations to agree on the OECD prin-
ciples for trustworthy AI. How AI can be 
inclusive by leaving no one behind, and 
how it can be for the good of humanity 
by being human centric with full trans-
parency so that we know who is using 
and who owns the data, with robustness 
and security to make sure the next time 
we sit in an autonomous car, we expect 
it to function the way it should. If I talk 
about accountability, we need to make 
sure there is clear responsibility and ac-
countability at the algorithm level, at the 
system level, at the data level, and at the 
data scientist level to ensure AI contin-
ues to be for the good of humanity.

If we look at these successes and the 
accomplishments of what my G20 peers 
have realized, I am fully confident that 
we are back on track to realizing the op-
portunities of the 21st century by being 
laser focused on empowering people, 
safeguarding the planet, and shaping 
new frontiers powered by connectivity, 
big data, and AI to help the world switch 
from survival mode to thriving mode.

*From a speech delivered at the Global AI 
Summit in October 2020.

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.

THINGS
to come
The Minister of Communications 
and Technology discusses Saudi 
Arabia’s G20 agenda and the 
future of technology.

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  T E C H N O L O G Y
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Fahad Almubarak
M I N I S T E R  O F  S TAT E  & M E M B E R  O F  T H E  S A U D I  A R A B I A N  C O U N C I L  O F 

M I N I S T E R S ,  S A U D I  A R A B I A' S  G 2 0  S H E R PA ,  S A U D I  C E N T R A L  B A N K 
G O V E R N O R

What lessons have been learned from Saudi 
Arabia’s COVID-19 response, and how has the 
country taken the lead internationally at this 
time of crisis?
The unprecedented health and econom-
ic impacts of COVID-19 made the task 
of leading the G20 even more challeng-
ing. As the G20 President, Saudi Arabia 
spared no time reacting quickly to fight 
the pandemic. The Custodian of the 
Two Holy Mosques King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz convened an Extraordinary Lead-
ers’ Summit on March 26, where leaders 
agreed on an immediate response that 
was unprecedented in its scope and am-
bition, demonstrating that the G20 leads 
the international community in taking 
decisive actions. Such actions includ-
ed injecting over USD11 trillion into the 
global economy, pledging over USD21 
billion to support the international fight 
against the pandemic, including the hunt 
for a vaccine, extending debt relief to 
the poorest countries through the Debt 
Service Suspension Initiative that would 
allow 73 eligible low-income countries 
to reallocate USD20 billion toward their 
imminent health and financial needs, 
and committing to ensure the flow of vital 
medical supplies and critical agricultural 
products across borders. Along with its 
G20 partners, Saudi Arabia will continue 
to actively drive the responses to the pan-
demic and to advance the policies that 
will lay the foundations for a strong and 
sustainable recovery.

What pieces of the G20’s agenda are import-
ant to focus on despite the crisis?
We started our presidency in 2020 under 
the forward-looking theme of “Realizing 
Opportunities of the 21st Century for All,” 
with the three ambitious aims of empow-
ering people, safeguarding the planet, 

and shaping new frontiers. Our overarch-
ing theme and associated aims remained 
essential to overcome this unprecedented 
global challenge and shape a better future 
for the world. But the priorities and the 
means have changed to fit the exigencies 
of the new reality imposed by COVID-19. 
Empowering people is at the heart of 
G20 action through fostering resilience 
in healthcare provision, renewing the fo-
cus on education, and protecting labor 
markets, while also prioritizing women 
and youth empowerment. Safeguard-
ing the planet is a priority as we make 
growth stronger and more sustainable 
while conserving our natural resources. 
Furthermore, we will shape new fron-
tiers by harnessing the benefits of digital 
technologies, boosting the opportunities 
for all, and ensuring a better-connected 
world. The Saudi Presidency has worked 
to adapt its priorities under its ambitious 
aims and put forward several important 
initiatives to ensure that recovery efforts 
are at the heart of global discussions. In 
health, our goal is to put in place a global 
health system that reflects the lessons we 
have learned and allows us to better deal 
with future crises. We have advanced the 
concept of circular carbon economy as a 
sustainable, pragmatic, and cost-effective 
approach for achieving ambitious climate 
goals and for ensuring cleaner, more sus-
tainable and affordable energy systems.

Sharing the benefits of technology and inno-
vation is a key focus. Which key trends in this 
area have accelerated this year, and what op-
portunities lie in the near term as a result?
The pandemic has cast light on the vital 
role that technology plays in our lives. 
Digital technology has allowed the global 
economy to continue to function, even 
partially, during the quarantine and lock-

BIO 

Fahad Almubarak is a state minister 
and member of the Saudi Council of 
Ministers. He also assumed the task of 
Saudi G20 Sherpa. Before this, he served 
as an advisor to the Saudi Royal Court 
and was Secretary General of the G20 
Saudi Secretariat from 2017. His 38-year 
career also spanned both the public and 
private sectors. Positions have included 
Governor of the Saudi Arabian Monetary 
Authority and Managing Director and 
Chairman of Morgan Stanley Saudi 
Arabia.

Leading the G20 during a global health crisis was no easy task, with 
the summit going online for the first time in its history under the 
leadership of Saudi Arabia.

down periods—at the G20, we shifted to 
virtual meetings due to travel difficulties. 
Governments will leverage digital tech-
nologies and adopt policies to enable 
individuals and firms to continue to par-
ticipate effectively in the economy. Unfor-
tunately, there persists a significant digi-
tal divide between genders, regions, and 
countries. Countries will need to invest 
in their digital infrastructure and invest in 
digital skills and continuing education of 
their people to close the digital skills gap. 
A key priority will be broadening the ac-
cess of low-income households and small 
businesses to financial products—what is 
known as digital financial inclusion. ✖

bold
LEADERSHIP
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T
he Saudi government has invested heavily in modernizing its internal processes 
and in adopting technological and organizational solutions meet the goals laid 
out in Vision 2030. The Vision’s technology goals are structured around time sen-

sitive milestones by which officials are measured. As a result, there have been a raft of 
changes in the regulatory environment and the structure of the government that left the 
Kingdom’s public service poised to embrace technology when the pandemic struck.
There is perhaps no better example of the way in which an existing fast-moving reform 
program encountered the new reality of COVID-19 than the Saudi Data and AI Authority 
(SDAIA). This organization was established as an umbrella to oversee and implement all 
of the Kingdom’s public sector IT infrastructure. It consists of three bodies which fulfill 
different functions: the National Data Management Office (NDMO), the regulator; the Na-
tional Center for AI (NCA), a research program, and National Information Centre, which 
is the operational arm charged with managing a vast new centralized database for all gov-
ernment data.

SDAIA was established by royal decree in 2019. Its president, Abdullah bin Sharaf bin 
Jamaan Al-Ghamdi, had joined only months before the pandemic struck, upending plans 
for an AI Conference, which later went fully online, and creating the need for rapid ac-
tion on data and citizen-facing services. Mostly importantly, the agency created the digital 
backbone of the government’s Covid response almost overnight.

A mobile app called Tawakkalna (In God we trust) enabled citizens to download passes 
to leave their homes during the initial, strictest lockdowns. Another app known as Tabaud 
provided contact-tracing through Apple and Google’s Bluetooth framework, and Saudi 
Arabia was one of the first nations to release such an application. The authority then de-
veloped Boroog, a secure video-conferencing app for the public service and high-ranking 
officials. Together, these programs enabled the nation’s COVID-19 response, and cata-
pulted technology to the center of what the government did in its day-to-day functioning.
According to Al-Ghamdi, who TBY interviewed for this report, the strain on the organi-
zation was enormous, but the result has been a sincere transformation in the way the 
government conducts business. Other officials agree: “If there is any winner from this ex-
perience, it is digital transformation. We have been talking about digital transformation 
for years but nothing really materialized; the pandemic itself brought about the biggest 
change,” says Mohammed Alshaalan, the Former CEO of the National Digital Transforma-
tion Unit (NDU), an agency that tracks the implementation of digital tools at government 
agencies. What he went on to outline was the reality that the government had digital tools 
before the pandemic, but that only during the pandemic were they fully adopted by the 
public and the government alike. ✖

Well-oiled 
machine

Regulation
& Governance
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I N T E R V I E W

Abdullah bin Sharaf  bin Jamaan Al-Ghamdi 
P R E S I D E N T,
S A U D I  D ATA  &  A I  A U T H O R I T Y  ( S D A I A )

What drove the founding of SDAIA, and what 
makes the authority’s structure and governance 
unique?
The National Information Center (NIC) 
was the basis of this authority, and it was 
once housed in the Ministry of Interior. 
His Royal Highness wanted to evolve NIC 
into a national data bank that could pro-
vide insights to decision-makers. In May 
2018, we started working to develop this 
national data bank concept; however, 
there is no use in having a national data 
bank without the ability to unlock the 
value of data. This capability was based 
on AI and data science. We also wanted 
to have a government cloud (G-Cloud). 
There are three layers: the government 
cloud provides the foundational infra-
structure to host all the government data; 
on top of that we have the national data 
bank, which is the structured data lake 
connected all relevant datasets from all 
government entities; and then, finally, 
we have the insights and intelligence lay-
er, or what we call the Estishraf platform, 
which brings the power of advanced ana-
lytics and AI to extract deep insights. We 
also needed to regulate the data, enable 
the ministries and the governmental en-
tities to start sharing open data, and keep 
it safe. Thus, we established the National 
Data Management Office (NDMO) as the 
regulator. Then, we needed an innovative 
arm in order to come up with new AI-
based solutions and innovations; there-
fore, we established the National Center 
for Artificial Intelligence (NCAI). That 
means SDAIA is composed of three main 
components: the legislative arm NDMO; 
the operational arm NIC; and the inno-
vative arm NCAI. NCAI also has another 
function, which is building human capital 
and upskilling fresh graduates in the area 
of AI. This is a significant challenge be-
cause AI is almost based on human cap-
ital. When we looked at benchmarking 
worldwide, we found ourselves almost 
unique in establishing one entity that can 
accommodate data and AI with both a 
legislative account and innovation.

How did the pandemic change the position of 
SDAIA, and how did you participate in the coro-
navirus response?
When the COVID-19 pandemic arrived, 
we had just been established, and we were 
asked to do many things and to do them 
urgently. We had to make the Global AI 
Summit be fully online and began work 
immediately. We were tasked with three 
main things, the first of which was to help 
decision-makers. The Ministry of Health 
needed more data about people, what 
countries they came from, the percent-
age of people that got infected in these 
countries, where they worked, and so on. 
We had all this data since 2018, and it was 
much easier for us to provide these entities 
with this information than it would have 
been in the past. The second thing was to 
contain the pandemic. So, we developed 
a tool to help manage the curfew and al-
low people to gain permission to go out 
to do their necessary tasks under certain 
rules and regulations. This was also the 
case for government and private-sector 
employees who have to go to work. We de-
veloped a mobile app called Tawakkalna 
(In God we trust), and it was a six-month 
project that we had to do in 10 days. When 
we developed the application, we trained 
more than 50,000 governmental and pri-
vate-sector employees to use it. This en-
abled all Saudi citizens and residents to 
use this mobile app to issue e-permits that  
could be shown to security officers on the 
streets. At the same time, we developed 
another application called Tabaud for ex-
posure notifications using a framework 
from Google and Apple. This solution is 
based on Bluetooth; when people are in-
fected, they can notify others automatical-
ly. We also had to work in parallel with an-
other dedicated team to develop a secure 
video conferencing system (Boroog) for 
the government, the Council of Ministers, 
and the G20 Summit to hold its first virtual 
meeting in April. The pandemic gave us an 
extremely rapid start as an authority, and 
we did an incredible amount of work in a 
short time. ✖
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Ghamdi is the President of SDAIA and 
chairs several boards and committees. 
Prior to that, he worked as the director 
of the National Information Center 
(NIC). His career in the IT sector 
spans more than 30 years. Some of his 
most important achievements include 
the founding of the SDAIA and the 
Saudi Federation for Cybersecurity, 
Programming and Drones (SAFCSP). 
He also has an illustrious academic 
background, having held positions at 
George Mason University in the US and 
King Saud University in Saudi Arabia. 
He has a professorship in software 
engineering, a post-doctoral certificate in 
web engineering from Ottawa University, 
and a PhD and master’s in computer 
science from Sheffield University.

DATA
commander

SDAIA came online at a 
critical time and played a 
key role in providing data to 
the government during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.
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Esam Abdullah Khalaf  Alwagait
D I R E C T O R , 

N AT I O N A L  I N F O R M AT I O N  C E N T E R  ( N I C )

Could you summarize the key responsibilities of 
NIC and the reasons behind its creation? 
The NIC was established in 1979 with the 
task of implementing an information sys-
tem project for the Ministry of Interior. The 
center provided IT solutions and services 
to the ministry and other government 
agencies, making it one of the largest IT 
centers in the Middle East. With the estab-
lishment of the vision 2030, a need to join 
the technology race emerged, the strategy 
by which NIC operates was updated, and, 
in 2019, a royal decree was issued to cre-
ate the Saudi Data and AI Authority, which 
the center is now part of. The authority has 
three arms; a regulatory arm (the National 
Data Management Office), an innovation 
and R&D arm (the National Center for 
AI), and an operational arm, which is the 
NIC. As per the new strategy, NIC operates 
over four pillars. The first pillar is the cen-
tralization of all government data through 
The National Data Bank. This strategic 
direction will increase cost and effort ef-
ficiency, and empower intra-government 
supervision and collaboration. Another 
byproduct of The National Data Bank is 
the ability to use data and AI in decision 
support through the second pillar, “Es-
tishraf” (Arabic for foresight). Through Es-
tishraf we have served over 20 government 
entities through economic and strategic 
decision support that has resulted in over 
SAR40 billion of potential government sav-
ings. The third pillar is the centralization 
of government technology infrastructure 
through the Government Cloud (G Cloud), 
the goal of which is to allow government 
entities to shift their focus toward provid-
ing their core services without the over-
head of building and maintaining technol-
ogy infrastructure. The fourth pillar serves 
the need of developing high-quality na-
tional platforms. NIC developed and cur-
rently operates multiple renowned nation-
al platforms such as Absher, Tawakkalna, 
and Burooq, the video conferencing ser-

vice used during the COVID-19 crisis. We 
are currently developing new platforms 
that will further progress the Kingdom in 
its quest for digitalization.

How does your mandate align with the ecosys-
tem of regulators within the Kingdom, and how 
do you coordinate? 
NIC is an operational entity and our main 
goal is to host data and services, in collab-
oration with the different regulators in the 
sector. We are working closely with Yesser 
in matters of standardization and enabling 
services between government entities and 
with SDAIA’s National Data Management 
Office in matters of data standardization 
and usage policies. So, we are always en-
suring the highest level of harmony with 
other entities and compliance to regula-
tion. However, it is worth mentioning the 
government is moving toward splitting the 
responsibilities between the regulator and 
the implementer, for example the Govern-
ment Secure Network used to be operated 
by Yesser, but it has moved to NIC to hon-
or this separation of concerns.

How does the pandemic change your position 
within the Saudi drive to digitalize the govern-
ment? 
I look at the pandemic as a test of the ex-
tent and quality of digitalization in our 
Kingdom. The pandemic has put the entire 
world on lockdown, hindering economies 
and raising serious concerns in critical sec-
tors such as health, education, and trade. 
The government needed to react quickly 
to different issues. In healthcare, predic-
tive analytics were necessary to estimate 
the extent of the pandemic and the nec-
essary infrastructure needed to contain it. 
In trade and food security, accurate con-
sumption data was necessary to study in-
ventory levels and install necessary contin-
gency plans. The government also needed 
to plan for the safe return of thousands of 
its citizens abroad after the borders shut 

BIO 

Esam Abdullah Khalaf Alwagait is the 
Director of the NIC. He has collective 
experience of around 20 years in IT. 
Before joining NIC, he was the CEO of 
Saudi Arabia’s Digital Transformation 
Unit. He also worked as the deputy 
minister for technical affairs at the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and also 
formerly worked at the Minister of 
Education as the general supervisor 
for IT. 

NIC is one of the largest IT centers in the Middle East and viewed 
the pandemic as a key test of Saudi Arabia’s digital readiness.

down. These critical cases required vast 
and accurate data and advanced analyti-
cal abilities to produce actionable insights. 
Furthermore, technical issues of large scale 
emerged. The Ministry of Interior needed 
to manage curfew for 30 million individ-
uals and the Ministry of Education had to 
find other means of delivering classes to 
5 million students. Such problems may 
seem trivial but amount to tens of techni-
cal issues that require reliable infrastruc-
ture, trustable data, and capable talent to 
develop. Building Tawakkalna, the curfew 
management app, required cross-system 
data fusions to validate and integrate med-
ical permits, work permits, and other types 
of permits. The exercise shed the light on 
critical digital issues across government 
systems; lack of standardization of data, 
legacy systems co-existing with newer ver-
sions, and the need of digitization of many 
paper-based transactions. Under the pan-
demic, strict social distancing measures 
were put in place, and virtual solutions 
had to be sought. At NIC we developed 
Burooq, a video-conferencing service at a 
critical level of security and reliability that 
fit its purpose and users, shedding light 
on yet another important pillar of digita-
lization touched on by the pandemic, and 
paving the way for a fully functional virtual 
government. ✖

ready,
STEADY, GO
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Mohammed Alshaalan
F O R M E R  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  ( N D U )

How did NDU respond to the pandemic?
If there is any winner from this experience, it is 
digital transformation. We have been talking 
about digital transformation for years but noth-
ing really materialized; the pandemic itself 
brought about the biggest change. We used to 
have a national digital transformation strategy 
that encompassed all strategies for the priority 
sectors. This included data, AI, ICT, telecommu-
nications, e-government, laws, and regulations, 
and these are enablers that every sector, includ-
ing health and education, will build on. From 
that, we had a strategy for five years that was sup-
posed to have materialized by 2025, though the 
pace of acceleration after COVID-19 has made us 
reconsider and reprioritize what will happen af-
ter COVID-19.

What role has NDU played in the process between gov-
ernment agencies before and during the pandemic to 
ensure digitalization integration?
NDU is a product of Vision 2030, and the main 
aspect is how can we collaborate with all entities 
within the government and the central entities 
using technology. This means ICT, telecommu-
nication, e-government, and regulations or sec-
tor level, such as health, education, e-commerce, 
smart cities, and so on, in a way that achieves a 
common goal. That common goal is to elevate 
the assets that have been built over the past few 
years from a hardware, data centers, and e-ser-
vices point of view to accelerate the pace of dig-
ital transformation. As a product of Vision 2030, 
the main role is a center of excellence to see how 
NDU can enable those government entities that 
have a great need for help or even those far ad-
vanced in digital transformation that need to in-
tegrate with other entities. When the pandemic 
hit on the first day, we had to make a quick visit 

to the disease center at Ministry of Health twice 
to make sure it had everything it needed from a 
technology and digital transformation point of 
view. The second visit was to the Ministry of Ed-
ucation to understand how we could migrate 6 
million students and teachers from the physical 
world to the virtual world in one day. All of that 
happened in a smooth way because the collab-
oration had already started earlier, and the dy-
namics of the government, given how agile and 
dynamic it became after Vision 2030, helped us to 
quickly form a team helped by His Excellency the 
Chairman of National Transformation.

What legal and regulatory changes in the last year or in 
the works will have a significant impact on the broader 
economy?
The first one, which is the first of its kind, is the 
digital economy policy. We were among the first 
countries in the world and the first in the G20. 
Saudi Arabia was the president of G20 last year, 
and part of our commitment to digital transfor-
mation was to take up two initiatives. One is how 
countries can measure digital economy’s contri-
bution to GDP. The definition and roadmap will 
be adopted by the G20 nations in order for each 
country to decide the size of their digital econo-
mies and, as collaborative nations, how can we 
grow it together. The second is the digital econo-
my policy, and that was approved by our Council 
of Ministers in 2020. It is a policy that communi-
cates the Saudi position toward the digital econ-
omy, which talks about female inclusion in ICT, 
the ethical use of AI, the importance of connec-
tivity, and all the main principles that we want to 
achieve as a nation. From there, we outlined the 
activities, policies, and regulations, and today we 
have around 50-plus regulatory documents that 
we are tracking and trying to achieve. ✖

BIO 

Mohammed Alshaalan was the 
executive VP for the National 
Center for Privatization and, 
before that, he was a board 
member at the Saudi Grains 
organization and CEO and board 
member for SURE International 
Technology. He was also CEO 
at SAVIT and is the former 
CEO of NDU. He has an MBA in 
business administration from 
Georgetown University.

TIME TO 
be digital

NDU has reconsidered the pace of 
digitalization in Saudi Arabia in the wake 
of COVID-19, with longer-term digital 
transformation vastly accelerated by 
prevailing circumstances.
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SAUDI ARABIA has long been working to overhaul 
the public sector, brining it fully into the digital age. 
The nation’s leaders have made important strides 
in recent years, transforming nearly every area of 
activity by leveraging new, often state-of-the-art 
technologies to improve the government’s ability to 
effectively provide services. Digital transformation 
has been viewed by government actors as one of the 
most effective means of pursuing large-scale social 
improvements. In 2020, the emerging COVID-19 
crisis prompted government agencies to embark on 
an unprecedented coordination effort to ensure the 
digital tools at their disposal were working in con-
cert to support the nation in a time of crisis, and all 
signs point to continued synchronization in 2021. 

The government’s efforts at supporting inno-
vative solutions and implementing new technol-
ogies began much earlier in the decade with the 
announcement of kingdom’s Vision 2030, which 
endeavors to facilitate a national transformation by 
supporting a domestic environment that stimulates 
development and modernization in crucial parts of 
the economy. One of the unintended, yet entirely 
beneficial, outcomes of this work was that the gov-
ernment was better prepared to handle the global 
pandemic than less pro-active nations. In fact, Sau-
di Arabia has gained plaudits from many observers 
who contrast the late, chaotic, and poorly managed 
response of many western nations with the pro-
active, dynamic response from the Saudi Govern-
ment. According to a recent article published in 
the Journal of Medical Internet Research, a leading 
peer-reviewed journal on healthcare in the internet 
age, the Saudi government and private sectors pro-
duced an impressive 19 apps and other digital plat-
forms that support public health activities and offer 
public health services. The pandemic has provided 
a test-case of the digital transformation taking the 
Kingdom by storm, and the results have indicated 
that the national response has been a success.

One of the most innovative government agencies 
has been Saudi Arabia’s Ministry of Health. With 
the launch of its healthcare appointment gateway, 
Mawid, in 2018, the ministry signaled its intentions 
to be a leader in the digital transformation of the 

healthcare space. The subsequent deployment of 
the Sehhaty app, which aimed to support an array 
of public health goals, in 2019 cemented the Minis-
try of Health as a leader in digital health innovation. 
The government has been able to utilize this digital 
health infrastructure to promote a variety of new 
COVID-19-focused services and functions, such as 
the development of a symptom checker and an ap-
pointment service.

A similarly important digital public health tool 
has been the country’s Health Electronic Surveil-
lance Network (HESN), which is a national surveil-
lance platform for tracking communicable diseases 
that was first launched back in 2012. Thanks to the 
proactive implementation of the system, Saudi Ara-
bia was able to work out many of the kinks in the 
system long before they were faced with a test as 
critical as the COVID-19 pandemic. In contrast to 
the paralytic and confused response by larger and 
more advanced nations, Saudi Arabia has worked 
to create a cohesive governmental response that 
leverages technology to clearly communicate with 
its citizens and provide essential health services to 
those most in need. By pivoting toward digital solu-
tions, the Kingdom has been able to coordinate ac-
tions to a much greater degree, thereby creating a 
more cohesive and comprehensive response to the 
pandemic. As more and more nations began dis-
tributing and administering vaccines, Saudi Arabia 
can rely on the robust infrastructure it has built to 
ensure timely and extensive inoculations. In fact, 
Saudi Arabia was the first Arab nation to distribute 
the Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine.

While the nation’s efforts in the healthcare sec-
tor, justifiably, gets most of the attention for its ef-
forts during the pandemic, other government en-
tities have been just as impactful thanks to a keen 
focus on digital development. According to the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia’s General Authority for 
Statistics’ Annual Statistical Year Book, there were 
around 1.35 million students attending 28 govern-
mental and 34 private higher education institutions 
and more than 5,000 schools providing secondary 
education in the country. As with health sector, vi-
sionary work on the part of the government earlier 
in the decade set the stage for a largely, though not 
entirely, successful transition to online learning. 
While challenges remain in terms of ensuring the 
continuousness of education services throughout 
the country, the framework provided by the Min-
istry of Education’s National Center for e-Learn-
ing has given educators and students an excellent 
foundation for maintaining continuity in these 
trying times. Though the pandemic has provided 
an immense challenge to the government and the 
nation, strong planning and quick action has seen 
the government rise to the challenge. ✖

TRANSFORMATION 
IN TRYING TIMES
SAUDI ARABIA HAS GAINED 
PLAUDITS FROM MANY OBSERVERS 
WHO CONTRAST THE LATE, CHAOTIC, 
AND POORLY MANAGED RESPONSE OF 
MANY WESTERN NATIONS WITH THE 
PROACTIVE, DYNAMIC RESPONSE OF 
THE SAUDI AUTHORITIES.

F O C U S 
Digital ization and reform in the government
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Rashed Al-Qaood 
D I R E C T O R  G E N E R A L ,

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

What was your specific mandate upon joining 
ADAA, and what were your immediate prior-
ities?
When I joined ADAA, I started a full re-
view on the center’s strategic direction 
and operations, mainly to see what went 
well and want needs updating since the 
establishment of the Center in 2016. Part 
of my assessment was connecting with 
ADAA’s main stakeholders and identify-
ing their needs and current challenges to 
see how we can support them in improv-
ing their performance. I also reviewed 
ADAA’s entire product portfolio and the 
performance reports that it generated 
to enable performance-based decision 
making in the government. I also wanted 
to see how mature governments in per-
formance measurement who have been 
doing this for dozens of years were an-
alyzing and reporting on performance. 
One of the main realizations from our 
benchmarking exercise was that for per-
formance management in mature coun-
tries, government agencies measure 
their own performance and report to the 
central government performance agen-
cy. Today, ADAA produces reports on 

ministries performance, and we will con-
tinue to do so, though we plan for minis-
tries to measure their own performanc-
es in the future. I also plan to publish 
performance data to promote transpar-
ency, and this will start in 2021. One of 
ADAA’s main new measurements is the 
national satisfaction index of public ser-
vices wherein the baseline value will be 
generated in 2021 as well. Finally, I have 
to mention an app called Watani that 
allows citizens, visitors, and business 
owners to evaluate government services 
electronically. The data collected from 
the app helps us evaluate public sector 
performance from beneficiary prospec-
tive. In conclusion, I aim to create a more 
focused agency that helps government 
agencies improve their performance and 
build their internal capabilities in perfor-
mance management.

Did you have to change how you measured or-
ganizations and the progress on the vision as 
a result of the pandemic?
A few positive things have occurred be-
cause of COVID-19. On the financial 
side, it made us reprioritize our project 
initiatives on the government and or-
ganizational levels. On the government 
level, we looked at the vision’s initiatives 
to reprioritize our work and determine 
the most important initiatives. The pan-
demic changed everything. We had to 
review the KPIs that might be affected 
across the government. Some were af-
fected positively, like the massive growth 
in mobile payments, while others were 
affected negatively, like international 
tourism. The interesting part is that most 
KPIs related to digitalization and the IT 
sector did well, while a few other sectors 

ADAA’s focus is on creating a more focused agency that will help 
government agencies improve their performance and build their 
internal capabilities in performance management.

were affected negatively.

How have digitalization efforts like Watani 
helped you measure the government re-
sponse to the virus?
Watani gave us great access to hear from 
beneficiaries of public services. As the 
app is dependent on the how many eval-
uators participate in evaluating a service, 
we added a push feature in the app to 
nudge users to gives us their feedback 
right after taking a service. We also plan 
to integrate Watani with other successful 
apps like Absher to get more accurate 
and timely data. Today, we can access 
many services online, which is amaz-
ing. Watani will be a different story and 
have different dashboard in 2021, as we 
may integrate it with Absher in order to 
create an integrated government plat-
form. In December, we celebrated the 
first government agency that integrated 
with Watani: the Saudi Red Crescent Au-
thority. We have a strategy to evolve our 
mission and approach as well. We will 
shift every three years from today until 
the end of 2022, and then every three 
years from there we will have a strate-
gic plan. In the first three years, we will 
focus on a limited number of major gov-
ernment agencies to measure their gen-
eral performance and their contribution 
to national plans and Vision 2030. We 
chose these agencies carefully by look-
ing at their budget, beneficiaries, how 
many services they have, and if they are 
a member of CEDA. At the end of the fi-
nal year, they would have graduated as a 
government agency and can now mea-
sure themselves. This goes back to our 
strategy to ensure we have a mature per-
formance measurement environment. ✖

quality
ASSURANCE

“One of ADAA’s main 
new measurements is 

the national satisfaction 
index of public services 

wherein the baseline 
value will be generated 

in 2021 as well.”
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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 )

Konrad Pesendorfer 
P R E S I D E N T,
G E N E R A L  A U T H O R I T Y 
F O R  S TAT I S T I C S

How did COVID-19 impact your operations?

ABDULAZIZ M. ALSWAILEM The pandem-
ic pushed us to use digital platforms. 
Throughout the pandemic, we shifted 
to working from home and increased 
our channels to communicate with cli-
ents and right holders to ensure they 
could reach us whenever they want. We 
communicated with the main law firms 
to ensure they could reach us as well 
and provided them with direct contacts 
for the officers dedicated to each office. 
We also invested more in our IT system 
and expect to see the first profits of this 
new generation of new SAIP IT system 
throughout 2021. This will be a complete 
shift.

KONRAD PESENDORFER The implemen-
tation of our strategy has benefitted 
from the pandemic, as I was attempting 
to shift the way statistics are produced. 
My strategy before the pandemic was to 
push data collection to telephone inter-
views and allow respondents to provide 
answers via web surveys, or establish di-
rect data flows between companies and 
the statistics office through electronic 
reporting systems rather than the old 
method of having people sent to house-
holds with questionnaires and tablets to 

gather data. Our plan was to do a census 
in March 2020, and then the pandemic 
occurred. We are now planning to do the 
census in 2021, which will give us time 
to do it in a more modern way, relying 
more on technology and administrative 
information that we will collect, and still 
with some part of physical interviewing 
in parts of society you can not reach by 
web interviews. 

Have you seen any pandemic-specific inno-
vations that have been registered with the 
office?

AMA We have seen many registered in-
novations such as Tawakkalna, a nation-
al application that grants people permis-
sion to travel under lockdown during 
pandemic. There is a new application 
called Eatmarna and others that were 
developed in response to the pandemic 
that have also been registered with SAIP. 
We have the right platforms at SAIP, and 
we tried to utilize the opportunity pre-
sented by the pandemic to allow peo-
ple to innovate and learn. In this spirit, 
we increased the number of training 
programs at SAIP linked to internation-
al organizations by 540% in the first six 
months of 2020. Saudi Arabia was ranked 
number 10 internationally in terms of 

PUBLIC AUTHORITIES
The COVID-19 pandemic changes the way public authorities 
function, and in some instances helped to bring about new 
innovations.

using WIPO platform for IP training pro-
grams It is not only SAIP employees who 
are training but people all over the coun-
try as well. We have signed an agreement 
with different universities and research 
centers to increase our technology and 
innovation support centers. This will 
bring entities together and increase in-
novation.

You released a COVID-19 business report in 
mid-2020. How do these short snapshot re-
ports fit into your overall strategy?

KP We tried to produce a quick snapshot 
of the mood among business people in 
the country. This was not an extremely 
detailed report and does not live up to 
the normal quality standards, but it was 
quick. We invited business people to 
give us their personal experience to un-
derstand if they shifted to teleworking, 
had to let people go, or shut down tem-
porarily, and what their plans were after 
the lockdown. We also wanted to know 
which government instruments were 
of assistance during the pandemic. We 
shared this with policymakers, though 
we did not want to claim that it was rep-
resentative statistics. The highest-quali-
ty standards and quality need time, and 
this is the tradeoff one is faced with in 
statistical production; however, we can 
also do something in the short term, and 
we need to do better in responsiveness, 
which is what we sought to do with this 
questionnaire snapshot for policymak-
ers. We recognized the need to have 
data available much quicker than in the 
past and sought to meet international 
quality standards at the same time. The 
response to this report was extremely 
positive. We are also speeding up our 
responsiveness in other ways. For ex-
ample, we shortened the time lag of our 
publication of inflation data to 15 days.  
Two weeks after a month is over, we can 
see the inflation rate of the month be-
fore. We do what we can to address us-
ers’ needs and will look at other products 
as well to speed up the process. ✖
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T
he story of Saudi Arabia’s rapid adoption of cashless payments and digital finan-
cial services during the pandemic is historic and could probably fill a textbook. 
We have approached this story in a more engaging fashion: by interviewing the 

leaders who made it happen.
When the pandemic struck, the Saudi government, which had already implemented 

significant reforms to encourage cashless transactions and was behind on its goal of 28% 
cashless by 2020, acted decisively. In order to contain the spread of the coronavirus and 
promote safe payments, acceptance of cashless payments was mandated for small shops 
and for food deliveries, while at the same time the SME authority, in coordination with the 
central bank (SAMA), paid the fees of these transactions making cashless services free to 
small businesses.

The result was an unprecedented explosion in digital payments volume that has per-
haps never taken place at the same per-capita scale and speed anywhere in the world. 
Saudi Arabia’s centralized regulatory decision-making and clear plan for promoting a 
cashless society were turbocharged by the pandemic. Many of those we interviewed—reg-
ulators, entrepreneurs, and bankers—believe that things will never be the same again.

The digital revolution was not limited to payments. It also impacted banks, some of 
which had been preparing for digitalization for many years but facing the reality of slug-
gish customer adoption. Waleed Al Mogbel, the CEO of Al Rajhi Bank, the largest bank in 
Saudi Arabia, told TBY the story of the bank’s investment in digital channels over the past 
three years, during which it has spent heavily to modernize its channels and encourage its 
customers to use digital tools.

The pandemic radically increased uptake: “For our customers, there was a rapid and 
enthusiastic switch to remote channels due in large part to the great investment and effort 
we have made in the last three years to make most service and sales capabilities available 
over our desktop and award-winning mobile banking app. All our retail banking products 
are now avail- able for purchase online, which is a first for Saudi banks.”
In many ways Saudi Arabia is an ideal site for a wholesale transformation in the way peo-
ple use financial tools. It has a young population that is extremely connected, internet and 
smartphone penetration are close to 100%, and it is a wealthy country where consumer 
spending is high. The combination of these factors and the government’s work over the 
last half decade to modernize the country’s laws and financial infrastructure contributed 
to what will surely be seen as a turning point in the global journey toward digital finance. ✖

Pay to win
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Waleed Al  Mogbel 
C E O ,
A L  R A J H I  B A N K

Al Rajhi has been a leader in digitalization and 
the adoption of new technologies. Where does 
digitalization stand in the bank’s overall strate-
gy? 
Digitalization has been one of the main 
pillars of our strategy; we have been ex-
tremely ambitious in our digitalization 
strategy from the beginning. We set up a 
digital banking group to consolidate the 
digital agenda, and the first step of the 
strategy was to make available most of our 
branch and phone banking services via 
our mobile app. After this, we digitalized 
our key products (personal finance, cards, 
mortgages, and so on) end-to-end. The 
results have been outstanding, and today 
we have more than 85% of new custom-
ers joining the bank by opening current 
accounts via either our internet banking 
website or mobile app. We see a rapid mi-
gration toward digital channels of many of 
the services offered by the bank including 
cards such as debit, prepaid, and credit, 
remittances, local transfers, and personal 
finance. Our mobile banking app has been 
the key driver for this success. We started a 
similar journey in our SME and corporate 
business, where we see digital growth hap-
pening at a rapid pace.

You assumed the CEO position a year ago, just 
before the pandemic, and managed to steer the 
organization through a historic crisis and still 
post a 4% YoY profit. What key changes did you 
implement across this challenging year?
COVID-19 has been a challenge unlike 
other economic recessions in terms of the 
extent and duration of the impacts on our 
customers and the economy. There was 
no standard playbook to refer to, meaning 
our whole team had to adapt quickly. We 
have, however, kept several things front 
of mind when making these decisions: 
protecting our team members and cus-
tomers; adapting our business operations 
to ensure we remain accessible to our 
customers; and supporting the Saudi gov-
ernment in its efforts to navigate the pan-
demic and ensure a recovery on the other 
side. To protect our team members, we 
reduced branch operations during the first 
wave lockdown, instituted changes to cash 
handling, and moved our call center oper-

ations to remote working. We were able to 
move quickly thanks to a combination of 
our recent investments in technology and 
the tireless work by our team members. 
For our customers, there was a rapid and 
enthusiastic switch to remote channels 
due in large part to the great investment 
and effort we have made in the last three 
years to make most service and sales ca-
pabilities available over our desktop and 
award-winning mobile banking app. All 
our retail banking products are now avail-
able for purchase online, which is a first for 
Saudi banks. These innovations have been 
greatly welcomed by customers, as seen by 
the rapid uptake in online account open-
ing and loan applications for Al Rajhi and 
our new Emkan finance company. Al Rajhi 
has also supported the numerous govern-
ment initiatives to support the economy 
and customers during the pandemic, in-
cluding fee waivers and support for small 
business customers.

Regulatory changes in the Kingdom have moved 
quickly in recent years, with extensive changes 
that enable innovation. How is Al Rajhi working 
to take advantage of new regulatory space?
All over the world, the banking community 
is moving to embrace open banking. Open 
banking is a technological innovation that 
enables customers to securely share their 
data with third parties. In recent years, 
several fintech companies have emerged, 
presenting new business models that 
would benefit from access to customers’ 
data. This opens the doors to creating and 
offering new financial services. Therefore, 
SAMA views open banking as pivotal to 
the further development of the Kingdom’s 
financial sector. It represents an oppor-
tunity for stakeholders to leverage on the 
data associated with financial transac-
tions to imagine and access new ways of 
managing money. In addition, customers 
will benefit from better financial products 
and services, ranging from bringing all ac-
counts into a single dashboard to creating 
smoother journeys into daily banking ac-
tivities. Critical to the success of this vision 
is the need for the financial ecosystem to 
be entirely secure, always available, and 
operate with no delays ✖.

BIO 

Waleed Al Mogbel was appointed as 
the CEO of Al Rajhi Bank in 2020, after 
previously serving the organization in 
various executive positions such as 
deputy CEO, chief operating officer, 
and chief financial officer. With a broad 
experience of 23 years in the financial 
services industry, he is a professional 
who is skilled in risk management, 
banking, accounting, and financial audits. 
He has a strong academic background 
with qualifications that include a PhD 
in auditing from Cardiff University, a 
master’s degree in accounting and 
finance from University of Southampton, 
and a bachelor’s degree in accounting 
from King Saud University.

DIGI-
tales
Al Rajhi has led the sector in 
digitalization and the adoption 
of new technologies, a process 
expedited by the impact of 
COVID-19.
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Ahmed Alanazi
C E O ,

S T C  PAY

stc pay graduated from SAMA’s sandbox rela-
tively recently, one of only two fintech firms to 
do so. What allowed you to excel in this process 
and move to market quickly?
As part of stc pay’s vision and commit-
ment to be the leading regional operator 
in the field of fin-tech, we started looking 
at the service’s road map a few years ago. 
We saw many complexities in the financial 
sector and not enough focus on the actual 
customer journey map as one of the ma-
jor factors in achieving this vision. We be-
lieve that we should go back to the basics, 
offering simplicity, security, and conve-
nience to our customers and injecting that 
into our services, starting from the design 
phase moving into the strategy. We believe 
that everyone should “simply take control” 
of their financials, whenever, wherever 
they are, as we are a group of passionate 
professionals and tech savvy individuals 
who can overcome all kinds of challenges 
and obstacles, do not accept traditional 
solutions, and seek innovation and only 
that. We believe nothing is impossible to 
create the future we want, and that is key 
to excel, lead the industry and persevere 
when it gets really tough. You have to have 
much passion in order to succeed. The sec-
ond thing is SAMA’s blessings in launching 
the Fin-Tech Saudi initiative, which aims 
to support the financial technology eco-
system by transforming Saudi Arabia into 
a fintech hub that harbors a flourishing 
and proficient ecosystem including banks, 
investors, companies, universities, and 
government agencies in a manner that 
promotes financial inclusion and increase 
electronic transactions.

What was your experience throughout the pan-
demic? How did you react initially, and what pat-
terns have you seen in spending and data since 
it began?
Today, Saudi Arabia is notably more ad-
vanced than any country in the region 
or globally in the payments sector. It has 
the infrastructure, and the government 

had already started e-government before 
the coronavirus pandemic. For many ac-
tivities, the base was already there, and 
all we needed was a trigger to promote it, 
get people to start using it, and build their 
confidence in it. After months of lock-
down and social distancing as a result of 
COVID-19, consumers were forced to pay 
differently around the world and across 
sectors, fully relying on online and cash-
less payments for everything from hand 
sanitizer to daily needs supplies, pushing 
toward a cashless society. As we are a fully 
digital platform that came to remove has-
sles and provide digital wheels of financial 
controls, we were ready for such a pan-
demic. Our product has no mediator and 
offers directly to customers through digital 
solutions. 

There have been many regulatory changes to 
create this playing field and a space for you to 
grow. How will these changes drive or change 
your business in 2021?
We appreciate the central bank's work to 
change regulations to accommodate dif-
ferent activities and open doors for every-
one to grow in the ecosystem. The instant 
payment system (IPS) introduction will 
significantly change the ecosystem and 
positively affect our growth stage. I am 
pleased to report that we are growing by 
triple digits to date and confirm that the 
trend will continue. stc pay will continue 
to add different products and services that 
people have been anticipating for years, 
with easy and instant methods. We are a 
customer-centric, data-driven company 
that uses data to predict customer's pace 
and needs. This is precisely why stc pay 
claims to create a difference in people's 
lives and add convenient financial ser-
vices. We view 2021 as a promising year. 
The energy and passion from the team, 
the people around us, the company, and 
the shareholders are what drives us for-
ward towards a brighter future and help 
us reach where we are today. The expecta-

BIO 

Ahmed Alanazi has more than 14 years 
of experience in the banking sector, 
focusing on the quality and development 
of business and products, in addition 
to his financial technology expertise as 
he is one of the STC Pay founders and 
developing growth opportunities for 
retail and business. Al-Enezi previously 
held the position of General Manager of 
Injaz sector at Al Bilad Bank

Saudi Arabia is a global leader in the payments space, and firms like 
stc pay, recently graduated from a SAMA sandbox, are leading the 
innovation charge.

tions are astonishingly high, and we plan 
to surpass them.

Why do you think your transactions doubled af-
ter the introduction of the IPS Sarie?
It is a network effect. Sarie came with an 
IPS system that significantly boosted the 
ecosystem and will continue to do so. It 
used to take us a week to transfer mon-
ey internationally. When IPS and Sarie 
system launched as part of SAMA-led 
initiatives series to promote the national 
payments’ ecosystem and to enhance its 
infrastructure and achieve financial inclu-
sion, people realized the importance of in-
stant, easy, and cashless payments, which 
translated into transaction increases. ✖

pay DAY
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Abdulaziz  Al-Onaizan
C E O ,

B A N K  A L B I L A D

How has your digital transformation effort fared 
since the pandemic?
We were fortunate to start our digital 
transformation journey in early 2017. 
We are starting to see real benefits of the 
transformation that we have undertaken. 
83% of our customers’ accounts were reg-
istered online as we entered the crisis, and 
65% of our customers have been active 
users of our electronic channels. We have 
seen more than 50% growth in the usage 
of mobile application transactions and an 
upsurge in our remittance business, which 
is primarily driven by expats and foreign 
workers in the country. We have migrat-
ed almost 35% of that business to digital 
channels. The pandemic triggered the use 
of these channels even more. If you are mi-
grating customers to digital channels, then 
you require 24/7 aftersales services, which 
consequently resulted in tremendous 
growth in our social media and call center 
coverage as well. We launched a multi-lan-
guage call center that speaks eight lan-
guages to cater to   customers of various 
nationalities. We started all of these before 
the pandemic, but the pandemic acceler-
ated it. Our customer experience delivery 
is excellent. The investments we made 
in infrastructure, advanced digital tech-
nology, and communication capabilities 
helped ensure a smooth transition. We are 
reaping the benefits of migrating our busi-
ness to digital, strengthening our brand 
and allowing us to capture more market 
share.

Can you break down your 2Q2020 results and 
explain how you were able to maintain your 
margins during the lockdown?
One element is fee income, which was 
adversely impacted a by the pandemic. 
There were initiatives taken by the govern-
ment and the central bank to waive fees 

on certain transactions through electronic 
channels, which lowered our fee income. 
However, we have been gaining market 
share and have built a strong portfolio. 
Our income has been increasing driven by 
the rising yields on our investments, while 
our net interest margin is still excellent. 
We managed to capture some opportu-
nities during the pandemic since there 
were some market dislocations. We also 
sustained our growth in the housing sec-
tor and are currently number four or five 
in terms of housing market share. This al-
lowed us to maintain our level of income, 
albeit lower-fee income. Crucially, we also 
rationalized some expenses, as one must 
be extremely efficient during tough peri-
ods, and that has helped us as well. Our 
previous investments in technology un-
derpinned our strategy to streamline our 
operations to maximize efficiency.

Can you outline the performance of the housing 
sector for the bank and the impact of the pan-
demic?
We continue to see opportunities in the 
housing sector. Even with the VAT in-
creasing from 5% to 15%, the government 
is refunding the VAT for first-time home-
owners up to a certain threshold. There is 
a huge untapped market for first homes 
in the Kingdom. This has helped us main-
tain the same level of growth, even as the 
market for homes above SAR1 million 
has slowed down slightly. Our focus has 
always been on first home buyers, as it is 
more stable and secure compared to sec-
ond or third home buyers, which are high-
ly leveraged and subject to volatility.

What other sectors is the bank seeing growth in 
today?
Our corporate banking arm is focusing 
on niche transactions, and we have been 

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.

Over the pandemic, Bank Albilad’s was able to grow its market share 
in various areas and maintained its growth in the housing segment.

growing there. There is also the SME sec-
tor, which is at the forefront of Vision 
2030. The restructuring of SME grants has 
helped increase the appetite of banks to 
look at the SME sector. Our focus for SMEs 
has been to design programs for certain 
business activities instead of having to look 
at deal by deal or transaction by transac-
tion since it will be operationally intensive. 
We have been focusing on designing spe-
cial programs for certain business activi-
ties and automating the process. We have 
done this for Hajj and Umrah, for example, 
which is performed every year. There are 
SMEs active in this space, and we have 
developed special programs for them that 
allowed us to capture 70% of this business. 
SMEs are a self-funded portfolio, because 
if you have a pool of say 10,000 SMEs op-
erating with you, and you provide them 
credit, it will be self-sustaining as these 
accounts will fund each other. Moreover, if 
you afford SMEs with the technology and 
services they need, they will maintain their 
accounts with you, and in the process al-
low you to provide other SMEs the short-
term finance they require. We see plenty of 
opportunities here.✖
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