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T
his publication arose out of a remark-
able year. Like other companies, and 
other countries, our journalists and 

editors initially struggled to pull any narrative 
out of the pandemic. The first months were 
chaos and damage 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 acted 
effectively to control the spread of disease, and 
that others had 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 fascinat-
ing. Together, they created an image of a coun-
try reacting to a new threat.

What is documented in this publication is 
different. This publication 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 creat-
ed massive opportunities for some of the na-
tion’s up and coming businesses. In this pub-
lication, we show how technology completely 
changed the Kingdom during the pandemic. 
Things will never be the same. ✖
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THE BUSINESS YEAR returns, in partnership with the Riyadh Cham-
ber of Commerce, to offer first-hand insights into the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia’s experience through the pandemic over the last year 
and half.

Saudi Arabia was hit by two shocks during the past year and half. 
COVID-19 had a substantial knock-on effect on the price of oil, 
which remains the country’s main financial resource. The govern-
ment’s response was quick and decisive. A range of measures, which 
by now the world is all-too familiar with, were implemented so as 
to restrict the spread of the virus. Curfews, travel restrictions, the 
suspension of public gathering including schools, sports, malls, and 
mosques went along active side measures like a huge increase in 
testing, the launching of a mobile applications, Taboud and Tawak-
kalna to trace the virus, and the building of new makeshift hospitals. 
By May of last year, the government announced a three-stage plan 
for removing the restrictions and reopening the economy. Interna-
tional travel had resumed by May 2021 and the Umrah pilgrimage 
was opened up again to foreign pilgrims.

The story of Saudi Arabia’s journey is one marked by quick deci-

sive action and bold plans to rebound ambitiously once the worst 
impact of the coronavirus had passed. To date, the Kingdom has 
had a little over 500,000 cases with under 10,000 deaths, which, 
alone, is a remarkable achievement considering the size of the 
population and how, by comparison, the virus ravaged Europe and 
Norther America. At the time of writing in late July 2021, 20% of the 
country is fully vaccinated with over 25 million doses being deliv-
ered. With the pace of vaccinations remaining steady, the Kingdom 
is fully focused on returning to its bold ambitions that are found in 
its Vision 2030.

The specific macro-economic and monetary measures taken by 
the government can be found in the economy and financial chap-
ters; however, it worth emphasizing that the government’s response 
with emergency measures fiscal and monetary measures, in partic-
ular the actions taken by the Saudi Central Bank, SAMA, were in-
strumental in staying the ship through the storm. As of July 2021, 
the result has been that the stabilization of the Kingdom’s economy 
in the face of the unprecedented pandemic challenge. The IMF’s 
outlook on the kingdom’s economy has it growing at a respectable 

Saudi Arabia responded quickly to contain COVID-19 and moved quickly to reap 
the benefits of increased digitalization.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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2.1% in 2021. Fitch Ratings, meanwhile, has revised its forecast to 
stable, highlighting the government’s tripling of VAT rate to 15% in 
July 2020 as crucial. The kingdom’s non-oil economy is projected to 
grow 4.3% this year.

More pertinently for the Kingdom’s ambitions post-pandemic has 
been the durability of the oil sector, rebounding after suffering a sig-
nificant shock last year. Real oil GDP contracted by 6.7% over 2020 
as the OPEC+ group agreed to substantial production cuts to help 
rebalance the market. With oil prices now looking more stable, the 
government has a surer footing to move ahead with rebounding on 
course for its Vision 2030 ambitions.

Of course, central to this ambition is ultimately for the Kingdom 
to diversify its economy and its reliance away from oil-based GDP 
income. To that end, Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman 
has just announced mobilizing private sector firms to pump invest-
ment worth USD1.3 trillion into the Saudi economy over the next 
decade. This drive is set to see private-sector opportunities expand 
even more and situate growth within a local context. 

In order to help sustain this privatization drive the Kingdom has 
continued to push its industrial policy with the realization of its Vi-
sion 2030 megaprojects including the city of the future NEOM, the 
Line Linear City and the entertainment project Qiddiya. The logic 
behind this industrial strategy is to stimulate the economy through 
job creation, consumer spending, and the creation of private enter-
prise opportunities—all important strings to expanding the non-oil 
economy.

The silver lining that emerged through the pandemic underpin-

ning this drive to diversify the economy and a theme that was felt in 
every single sector the economy and almost every single interview in 
this publication was digitalization. With so many companies, both 
private and public, given pause to reflect, reorganize, and reinvigo-
rate their operations, the last 18 months have seen the fastest adop-
tion of digital tools ever in the history of the Kingdom. The old adage, 
“necessity is the mother of invention,” comes to mind. In some sec-
tors, there really was no choice. Education and health turned to dig-
ital tools in order to keep students learning and to maintain health 
services while restrictions were in place. EdTech, telehealth, and a 
rapid increase in digitally innovative devices and programs are sure 
to push these industries on in the near future. In transport, aviation, 
and logistics, travel ground to halt. Many companies had to look to 
cutting costs and streamlining processes in order to stay afloat. And 
while difficult decisions were taken because of dire straits, the result 
are leaner, more efficient organizations that have built up their resil-
iency in the face of the unprecedented challenge of the pandemic.

The impact of the pandemic remains to be fully seen in Saudi 
Arabia. However, with the pandemic in the rear-view mirror, things 
are now back on course to motor ahead with the objectives of this 
coming decade. The country and its economy are more resilient, its 
people young and ambitious, its sectors more digitally equipped, 
and its public entities hungrier than ever before after a year and half 
of navigating the pandemic. In this publication we offer key insights 
from every sector as to how the journey was managed and what the 
future of the Kingdom will be and where the investment opportuni-
ties will lie. ✖

Saudi Arabia 2021
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15th meeting 
of the Group of 
Twenty (G20)
Location:
Online

Date:
November 21-22, 2020

Host:
Saudi Arabia

Participating members: 
Argentina, Australia, Brazil, 
Canada, China, France, 
Germany, India, Indonesia, 
Italy, Japan, Mexico, Russia, 
Saudi Arabia, South Africa, 
South Korea, Turkey, UK,  
US, EU

Guest countries:
Jordan, Rwanda, Singapore, 
Spain, Switzerland, UAE, 
Vietnam
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C H A P T E R  S U M M A R Y

GLOBAL RELIEF
F

ed creating the Access to COVID-19 Tools Acceler-
ator, an international collaboration worth USD4.5 
billion aimed at speeding the development and 
subsequent distribution of COVID-19 vaccines, 
tests, and treatments. 

Also at the forefront of discussion and in line 
with the pandemic response was the develop-
ment of a vaccine and ensuing its availability to 
the world’s least developed countries. The Lead-
ers’ Declaration made quick mention of the G20’s 
unified response: “We have mobilized resources 
to address the immediate financing needs in glob-
al health to support the research, development, 
manufacturing, and distribution of safe and effec-
tive COVID-19 diagnostics, therapeutics, and vac-
cines. We will spare no effort to ensure their afford-
able and equitable access for all people, consistent 
with members’ commitments to incentivize inno-
vation.”

The summit also hosted a virtual roundtable fo-
cusing on women empowerment, which was em-
phasized as a cornerstone of economic recovery. 
The previous G20, held in Osaka, Japan, saw the 
creation of the G20 Empower Alliance, aimed at 
advancing women’s leadership roles in the private 
sector throughout G20 economies. The round-
table brought together speakers including Rania 
Nashar, chair of the Empower Alliance; Hala Al 
Tuwaijri, Chair of the Women Workstream at the 
G20 Riyadh; Carla Abiven, executive assistant of 
the Women’s Forum for the Economy and Society; 
and Reham Al Rassa, Head Policy Advisor at the 
G20 Riyadh. The roundtable culminated in a state-
ment and voluntary pledge aimed at supporting 
women’s advancement and leadership role in the 
private sector. Among international companies 
that signed the pledge were Johnson & Johnson, 
AXA, Bayer, BNP Paribas, P&G, and Lenovo.

Another pressing, though less discussed, topic 
bought up during the summit was the protection 
of the world’s coral reefs. A discussion headed by 
Carlos Duarte, professor of marine sciences at King 
Abdullah University of Science and Technology, 
highlighted the importance of the world’s coral 
reefs and stressed the importance of international 
collaboration and cooperation in protecting them. 
Duarte also highlighted the commitment of Saudi 
Arabia to protect its coral reefs, as well as its efforts 
to study the resilience of reefs in the Red Sea and 
sharing its information with the world. At the dis-
cussion, the Saudi G20 Presidency emphasized 
its dedication to not only conserving coral reefs 
around the world, but also working to increase the 
population of reefs by up to 10%. ✖

or more reasons than one, 2020 was a 
landmark year. The global COVID-19 
pandemic forced business, governments, 

and other entities to quickly adapt, and the 2020 
G20 Summit was no exception. While the Group 
of Twenty were intended to meet in Riyadh in 
late November 2020, the Kingdom instead held 
the summit virtually, the first-such meeting of 
its kind. The Saudi leadership made the decision 
in mid-September to move the event to a virtual 
space in order to best adhere to guidelines aimed 
at stemming the spread of COVID-19.

The summit, chaired by King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud, brought together more than 25 
world leaders and their respective ministers of 
finance, health, education, energy, environment, 
and more to discuss a wide range of topics over 
more than 170 virtual meetings. Civil society and 
business groups were also in attendance and took 
part in a number of engagement groups with top-
ics ranging from women and labor to business 
and science. Following two days of participants’ 
discussions of the larger impact of COVID-19 on 
the global economy and collaboration on ways 
to stimulate recovery and growth, the resulting 
Leaders’ Declaration presented a strong focus on 
cooperation and solidarity in order to overcome 
the pandemic: “We are committed to leading the 
world in shaping a strong, sustainable, balanced, 
and inclusive post-COVID-19 era.”

Much of the meeting focused on implementing 
measures that would ensure economic recovery 
from the global recession caused by the pandem-
ic would be swift, in addition to being fair and 
sustainable. Prior to the event, Saudi Minister for 
Investment Khalid al Falih stated that the G20 
had agreed to suspend debt payments to the least 
developed countries and that the amount had 
reached USD40 billion between 73 countries. The 
Debt Service Suspension Initiative was first created 
in April 2020 following an extraordinary G20 meet-
ing. It was initially planned to run until October of 
that year, but was later extended to July 2021. Both 
the UN and the EU also stated before the summit 
that current debt suspension measures were not 
enough for the most indebted nations and that 
the G20 should find provide resources as well as 
finance the access to vaccines for these countries. 

The Leaders’ Declaration committed to ad-
dressing the remaining funding needs in terms of 
allowing all countries to access COVID-19 resourc-
es. G20 leaders also expressed their concerns that 
the pandemic may further widen the gap between 
global rich and poor. In response, the EU suggest-

G20
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I N S I D E  P E R S P E C T I V E

King Salman bin Abdulaziz  Al  Saud

fore, we have advocated for the circular 
carbon economy as an effective ap-
proach for achieving our climate goals 
and ensuring cleaner, more sustainable, 
and affordable energy systems.
• We must lead the international com-
munity in preserving and conserving our 
environment. In this context, we advo-
cate the need to combat land degrada-
tion and conserve coral reefs and biodi-
versity to send a strong signal about our 
commitment to safeguard our planet.
• Realizing that trade is a key driver of 
economic recovery, we have adopted 
the Riyadh Initiative on the Future of the 
WTO, with the aim of making the multi-
lateral trading system more capable to 
face any present or future challenges.

Dear participants, the G20 leaders 
met for the first time 12 years ago in re-
sponse to the financial crisis. The out-
comes achieved are ample proof that 
the G20 is the most prominent forum for 
international cooperation and for tack-
ling global crises. Today, we are working 
together again to face another, deeper 
global crisis that has ravaged people and 
economies.

With our coming together once more, 
I am confident the Riyadh Summit will 
deliver significant and decisive results 
and will lead to adopting economic and 
social policies that will restore hope and 
reassurance to the people of the world. 
Thank you. May peace be with you.*

*Opening Remarks of the Custodian of 
the Two Holy Mosques King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud at the G20 Riyadh 
Summit on November 21, 2020. ✖

Your Majesties, Your Excellencies, Your 
Highnesses, Dear participants, Peace be 
with you. We would like to welcome you 
to the Riyadh Summit, our second sum-
mit this year. It is unfortunate that we are 
unable to host you in-person in Riyadh, 
due to the exceptional circumstances 
that we are all facing this year. Still, we 
are delighted to see you all today, and we 
thank you for your participation.

This has been an extraordinary year. 
The COVID-19 pandemic has been an 
unprecedented shock that affected the 
entire world within a short period of 
time, causing global economic and so-
cial losses. Our peoples and economies 
are still suffering from this shock. How-
ever, we will do our best to overcome this 
crisis through international cooperation.

• We have expressed our commitment 
during our Extraordinary Summit to 
urgently mobilize resources and we all 
pledged, at the onset of the crisis, over 
USD21 billion to support the global ef-
forts to combat this pandemic.
• We also took extraordinary measures to 
support our economies by injecting over 
USD11 trillion to support individuals 
and businesses.
• We also extended our social safety nets 
to protect those prone to losing their 
jobs or source of income. To this end, we 
have provided emergency support to the 
developing countries, including the G20 
Debt Service Suspension Initiative to the 
low-income countries.

We have a duty to rise to the challenge 
together during this summit and give a 
strong message of hope and reassurance 
to our peoples through adopting policies 
to mitigate this crisis.

The theme of our presidency is Realiz-

ing Opportunities of the 21st Century for 
All. Although the COVID-19 pandemic 
has forced us to adjust our focus rapid-
ly to face its repercussions, the subject 
areas under this general theme, namely 
Empowering People, Safeguarding the 
Planet, and Shaping New Frontiers, re-
main essential to overcome this global 
challenge and shape a better future for 
our people.

In the near future, we must address the 
vulnerabilities exposed by COVID-19, 
while working to protect lives and liveli-
hoods.

• Although we are optimistic about the 
progress made in developing vaccines, 
therapeutics and diagnostics tools for 
COVID-19, we must work to create the 
conditions for affordable and equitable 
access to these tools for all peoples. At 
the same time, we must prepare better 
for any future pandemic.
• We must also continue to support the 
global economy and reopen our econo-
mies and borders to facilitate the mobili-
ty of trade and people.
• We must provide support to the devel-
oping countries in a coordinated man-
ner to maintain the development already 
achieved over the past decades. Beyond 
that, we need to continue laying the ba-
sic foundations for a robust, sustainable, 
and inclusive growth.
• We need to promote access to opportu-
nity for all, especially women and youth 
to enhance their roles in the society and 
in the job market through education, 
training, job creation, as well as sup-
porting entrepreneurship, strengthening 
financial inclusion, and bridging the dig-
ital gaps among individuals.
• We also need to create the conditions 
for a more sustainable economy. There-

realizing opportunities
OF THE 21ST CENTURY 
FOR ALL
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the planet, and shaping new frontiers.
This year, the G20 adopted priorities that 

we worked on together to implement, on 
top of which is addressing the healthcare, 
economic, and social impacts of the pan-
demic. We also took all necessary measures 
to protect lives and livelihoods and support 
the most vulnerable groups. To achieve 
this, the G20 took the following actions:

First, we immediately provided the nec-
essary resources to those at the frontline of 
the battle against COVID-19.
• The G20 countries pledged, after the out-
break, more than USD21 billion to support 
the immediate funding needs, notably for 
the development of diagnostic tools, vac-
cines and effective therapeutics. The King-
dom contributed USD500 million to sup-
port these efforts.
• In the G20 we agreed to spare no effort in 
creating the conditions for affordable and 
equitable access to COVID-19 vaccines, 
therapeutics, and diagnostic tools. We are 
still working on this.

Second, we took extraordinary measures 
to support our economies and peoples, as 
part of this year’s G20 Action Plan.
• We injected over USD11 trillion into the 
global economy to support businesses and 
protect individuals’ livelihoods. This is an 
unprecedented G20 economic stimulus.
• We also extended the social safety nets to 
better protect those prone to losing their 
jobs or source of income.

Third, we provided emergency support 
to the most vulnerable countries in the 
world, where the pandemic risks jeopar-
dizing decades of development progress 
already achieved.
• With the Debt Service Suspension Initia-
tive, we made available more than USD14 
billion in debt relief to the most vulnerable 
countries, whose collective population ex-
ceeds 1 billion. We have also extended this 
initiative and we will continue to assess 

Peace be with you. In the name of the Cus-
todian of the Two Holy Mosques, King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, King of the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Chairman of the 
G20 Summit for the year 2020, I would like 
to express my heartfelt thanks to their Maj-
esties, Excellencies and Highnesses, lead-
ers of the G20 countries, and to everyone 
who has participated and contributed to 
our meetings from all countries and rep-
resentatives of the international organiza-
tions, the business community and the civil 
society throughout the entire year of the 
Saudi G20 presidency.

The G20, since its foundation, has been 
an essential link among our countries. It 
has demonstrated the vitality of its role, 
over the years, to deal with economic, fi-
nancial, social, and environmental issues. 
In light of the outbreak of COVID-19 and its 
health, economic, and social repercussions, 
our cooperation has been important more 
than ever. Together we have addressed this 
challenge with seriousness necessitated by 
the responsibility to preserve human life, 
protect livelihoods, mitigate the ensuing 
damage of this pandemic, and raise readi-
ness to face any future crises, God forbid.

This pandemic knows no borders. It has 
reached all countries and affected, directly 
and indirectly, every person living on this 
planet, which has necessitated the activa-
tion of the pivotal role played by the G20. 
To this end, the G20’s leaders met twice 
during one presidency, a precedent since 
the foundation of the G20.

In order to confront this global threat 
facing all of humanity, the G20 took the ini-
tiative to adopt unprecedented measures 
and coordinated actions to deal with the 
pandemic and its aftermath.

We stand today at the end of an excep-
tional year in which we had the privilege 
and responsibility of the G20 presidency. 
Since the beginning of this year, we set one 
goal, “Realizing Opportunities of the 21st 
Century For All,” which includes themes 
such as: empowering people, safeguarding 

Empowering people, safeguarding 
the planet, and shaping  
NEW FRONTIERS
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the situation to see if another extension is 
needed.
• In addition, over USD300 billion has been 
mobilized via development banks, the IMF, 
and the World Bank, which are working 
with the G20 to assist emerging and low-in-
come countries.

We have demonstrated that, together, 
our strength lies in our unity. This is exact-
ly what the G20 was created for—to bring 
countries from every continent together to 
address collectively the greatest challenges 
of the day and implement joint and effec-
tive solutions.

We fully realize the importance of bet-
ter protection from future pandemics, 
and we must draw lessons from this crisis. 
To ensure that, the Saudi G20 Presidency 
proposed an initiative to enhance access 
to pandemic tools. This initiative works 
to achieve three goals: promote R&D and 
distribution of diagnostic tools, therapeu-
tics, and vaccines for all infectious diseas-
es; encourage and facilitate international 
funding for global pandemic preparedness; 
and support the training of epidemiologists 
from all over the world.

These crises remind us of our human-
ity, bringing about our sense of initiation 
and philanthropy. Despite the unexpected 
adversities that came with this pandemic 
globally, we persisted with the G20 Pres-
idency themes, which are: Empowering 
People, Safeguarding the Planet, and Shap-
ing New Frontiers.

These themes are now more relevant 
than ever for overcoming this global cri-
sis, building an inclusive, resilient, and 
sustainable recovery, and shaping a better 
world for all.

The Saudi G20 Presidency has focused 
its efforts to build a stronger, more resilient 
and more sustainable world. This is aligned 
with Saudi Arabia undergoing major eco-
nomic and social transformation, guided 
by our Vision 2030 which aims to ensure 

that all of our citizens, especially women 
and youth, can seize the opportunities of 
the 21st century.

Within the framework of the Saudi G20 
presidency, the G20 members agreed on a 
number of vital initiatives that will act as a 
foundation for global recovery, which, we 
hope, will have positive impact for decades 
to come.

• We have launched the Riyadh Initiative on 
the Future of the WTO to provide necessary 
support for WTO reforms, under WTO’s 
own umbrella.
• We continued our efforts to empower 
women and youth through quality educa-
tion and financial inclusion.
• The Saudi G20 Presidency greatly empha-
sized safeguarding the planet. Therefore, 
we, at the G20, endorsed the Circular Car-
bon Economy platform to better manage 
carbon emissions across all economy sec-
tors and ensure access to cleaner, more 
sustainable, and affordable energy.
• We launched the G20 Initiative to reduce 
land degradation and preserve coral reefs 
in order to protect our planet’s essential 
ecosystems and biodiversity, both on land 
and in our oceans.
• We stepped up our collective efforts to 
ensure that everyone on earth has access 
to safely-managed freshwater while ad-
dressing the key challenge of ensuring food 
security for everyone at a time when both 
demand and environmental pressures are 
growing.

It has been an exceptional challenge but 
an absolute honor to hold the G20 Presi-
dency during this trying year. We wish we 
convened this summit in person in our cap-
ital, Riyadh, the city that tells the story of a 
nation proud of its old history, its genuine 
people, and its prosperous future thanks to 
its youths’ resolve and determination.

We conclude this summit determined 
to take action and to continue working to-

gether until we overcome the pandemic, 
giving hope and reassurance to our nations 
and to the world. We are proud of what we 
have accomplished this year, and we know 
that plenty still needs to be done.

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia will con-
tinue to support the international efforts 
related to providing equitable and afford-
able COVID-19 therapeutics and vaccines 
for all, once they become available. I know 
many join us in this commitment. We will 
work together with our international part-
ners and the Italian G20 Presidency next 
year to achieve this.

The Kingdom will continue to answer the 
global call to address the challenges of the 
21st century, together with the G20 mem-
bers. We wish all the best for Italy. Thank 
you very much We hope to see you soon in 
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. May peace be 
with you.*

*Presidency Speech of His Royal Highness 
Prince Mohammed Bin Salman Bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud at the G20 Riyadh Summit 
in Riyadh on November 22, 2020. ✖
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S P O T L I G H T  F E AT U R E 
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S
audi Arabia’s leadership has embarked on a mission to transform the country, moving it away 
from oil dependence and toward sustainable growth. COVID-19, it seems, only hastened the 
already substantial process of digitalization that is revolutionizing both the public and pri-

vate sectors. Figures from across public institutions also worked quickly to minimize the impact of 
COVID-19 on the wider economy, while simultaneously seeking new ways to mitigate the effect of fluc-
tuating oil prices. It is individuals like the following that are transforming the desert kingdom, rewriting 
its future one page at a time.

Having been struck by the dual challenge of fluctuating oil prices and the COVID-19 
pandemic, Saudi Arabia required cool heads to help lead the nation through crisis. 

Fortunately, these individuals were at hand.

COOL HEADS
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I N D U S T R Y  A N D 
M I N E R A L  R E S O U R C E S

Khalid Al  Falih 
M I N I S T E R  O F 
I N V E S T M E N T

Bandar bin Ibrahim 
Alkhorayef

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

THESE ARE UNPRECEDENT-
ED times that demand swift, 
strong, and significant global 
action. G20 members have 
injected over USD7 trillion 
into the global economy to 
protect jobs, businesses, and 
economies, and billions have 
been allocated to the hunt 
for vaccines, research, and 
development, protection of 
frontline health workers, and 
addressing trade issues on 
vital goods. Our efforts must 
continue and be amplified. 
Ministers and governors are 
committed to using all the 
available policy tools to sup-
port the global economy, 
boost confidence, maintain 
financial stability, and pre-
vent deep and prolonged 
economic effects. As man-
dated by the extraordinary 
G20 Leaders’ Summit, today 
ministers and governors en-
dorsed a G20 Action Plan in 
response to the COVID-19 
pandemic. The plan sets out 
our commitments to specific 
actions to drive forward in-
ternational economic coop-
eration as we navigate this 
crisis and look ahead to a 
robust and sustained global 
economic recovery. Our aim 
is to support the necessary 
health response and mea-
sures to increase our collec-
tive health resilience for the 
future, preventing a liquidi-
ty crisis from turning into a 
solvency crisis and a global 
recession becoming a global 
depression.

I AM GLAD THAT FDI, my area 
of focus, in the first half was 
reported to have increased by 
12% compared to the year be-
fore. Over the last three years, 
our FDI performance and li-
censing for foreign investors 
are improving, and there is 
great appetite despite the 
concerns with COVID-19 and 
its after effects. There are new 
laws that make investment 
more transparent and certain 
and bring stability to inves-
tors. Our intellectual proper-
ty regulations are improving, 
and a bankruptcy law has 
been rolled out. A mining 
law was also issued. The gov-
ernment has launched the 
largest mining exploratory 
program that will provide a 
wealth of data for those in-
terested in the mining sector. 
Our tourism sector has been 
opened with 500,000 keys as 
just one sector, as hospitality 
and tourism will be available 
for investors. As Minister of 
Investment with my team in 
the ministry, we are excited 
about the opportunities and 
all these openings taking 
place as we speak, whether 
it is in digital, healthcare pri-
vatization, tourism, culture, 
and so forth. All these set us 
apart, as we emerge from this 
difficult extraordinary year 
though they bring us great 
confidence. The Kingdom 
has once again proven its 
ability to withstand shocks.

AS A GOVERNMENT OFFICIAL, 
the most important thing is 
how we were able to coor-
dinate all the efforts. There 
were many committees cre-
ated that filtered or consoli-
dated in higher committees. 
There was one specifically for 
the economy that I was a part 
of, and it had all the ministers 
who oversaw areas on the 
economic side. The beauty is 
the ability to bring all these 
heads together and make 
them look at one thing. That 
is how we reduced the neg-
ative consequences on the 
economy and ensured that 
the essentials were available. 
The affected sectors received 
assistance. We realized from 
the beginning the biggest im-
pact would be on cashflow, so 
we addressed everything in 
this manner from the start. At 
the level of industry and min-
ing, we started by reschedul-
ing and delaying payments 
for all loans for SMEs in 2020. 
This was granted without any 
discussion, so they did not 
even need to apply. All me-
dium-sized companies in es-
sential sectors such as food, 
drugs, and supply chain also 
received this automatical-
ly. Other medium and large 
companies had to apply, as 
we needed to assess their 
individual issues. We also 
monitored if these initiatives 
were actually being utilized 
effectively, as we designed 
different initiatives of differ-
ent types.

WHEN TALKING ABOUT SHAP-
ING 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 principles 
for trustworthy AI. How can 
AI be inclusive by leaving no 
one behind, and how can it be 
used for the good of humanity 
by being human centric with 
full transparency so that we 
know who is using and who 
owns the data, with robust-
ness 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, system level, data lev-
el, and data scientist level to 
ensure AI continues 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 realiz-
ing the opportunities of the 
21st century by being laser 
focused on empowering peo-
ple, 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.
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The plan sets out our commitments to 
specific actions to drive forward interna-
tional economic cooperation as we navi-
gate this crisis and look ahead to a robust 
and sustained global economic recovery.

Our aim, with the action plan, is to sup-
port the necessary health response and 
measures to increase our collective health 
resilience for the future, preventing a li-
quidity crisis turning into a solvency crisis, 
and a global recession becoming a global 
depression.

Ministers and governors have worked 
as well to deliver international financial 
assistance to the developing countries. 
Our actions today include a G20 initia-
tive to suspend debt service payments for 
the poorest countries. All bilateral official 
creditors will participate in this initiative, 
which is an important milestone for the 
G20. The multilateral development banks 
are also expected to further explore the 
options for their participation in this ini-
tiative. And through this platform, I also 
call on private creditors, working through 
the Institute of International Finance, to 
participate in this initiative on comparable 
terms.

In addition, our collective actions today 
resulted in a comprehensive IMF financial 
support package and implementing ur-
gently the support proposed by the WBG 
and the Multilateral Development Banks, 
amounting to USD200 billion. Ministers 
and Governors have also taken exception-
al measures to develop bilateral swap lines 
and repo facilities by central banks.

I would like to conclude by reiterating 
my gratitude to the international com-
munity for the commitment, the spirit of 
cooperation and solidarity that everyone 
has demonstrated to date, to collectively 
respond to the global challenge presented 
by the COVID-19 pandemic. I remain opti-
mistic that by continuing to work together, 
continuing to assess, protect and rebuild, 
we will overcome the crisis and come out 
of this with a strong recovery, more united, 
more resilient, and better prepared to ad-
dress any future shocks. 

* Sourced from a videoconference made 
April 15, 2020  ✖

We have just concluded our second G20 
Finance Ministers and Central Bank Gov-
ernors meeting on the sidelines of the 2020 
spring meetings. This pandemic has al-
ready taken a great toll on our people and 
on their economic wellbeing, and we are 
still faced with extraordinary uncertainty 
about the depth and duration of this glob-
al pandemic.

G20 leaders, during the G20 Extraordi-
nary Leaders’ Summit on 26 March 2020, 
recognized the gravity of the intertwined 
public health and economic crises. They 
have, therefore, committed to a global-
ly coordinated response encompassing 
all the necessary measures to combat 
the COVID-19 pandemic. More recent-
ly, G20 finance ministers and central 
bank governors convened two extraordi-
nary meetings to reach a consensus on 
a roadmap that will implement our G20 
Leaders’ commitments in responding to 
COVID-19.

Ministers and governors’ urgent collec-
tive priority is to overcome the COVID-19 
pandemic and its intertwined health, 
social, and economic impacts. We are 
determined to spare no effort, both indi-
vidually and collectively, to protect lives, 
overcome the pandemic, safeguard peo-
ple’s jobs and incomes, support the glob-
al economy during and after this phase, 
and ensure the resilience of the financial 
system.

These are unprecedented times that 
demand swift, strong and significant 
global action. G20 members have injected 
over USD7 trillion into the global econo-
my to protect jobs, businesses, and econ-
omies, and billions have been allocated to 
the hunt for vaccines, research, and de-
velopment, protection of frontline health 
workers, and addressing trade issues on 
vital goods. Our efforts must continue 
and be amplified.

Ministers and governors are commit-
ted to using all the available policy tools to 
support the global economy, boost con-
fidence, maintain financial stability, and 
prevent deep and prolonged economic 
effects. As mandated by the extraordinary 
G20 Leaders’ Summit, today ministers and 
governors endorsed a G20 Action Plan in 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic.

BIO 

Mohammed bin Abdullah Al-Jadaan 
has a degree in Islamic sharia, with 
a specialty in Islamic economics, 
from Imam Muhammad bin Saud 
Islamic University and a degree 
in legal studies from the Institute 
of Public Administration in Riyadh. 
He was previously chairman of the 
Capital Markets Authority before being 
appointed Minister of Finance. He was 
also appointed as Acting Minister of 
Economy and Planning in 2020. Before, 
he was co-founder of AlJadaan and 
Partners law firm in cooperation with 
Clifford Chance as well as chairman 
of the board of directors of the Saudi 
Center for Commercial Arbitration. 
He was also a member of several 
committees and councils including the 
advisory committee of the Capital Market 
Authority and the Saudi Arabian General 
Investment Authority, among others.

GLOBAL 
support
By supporting countries’ 
health responses to COVID-19 
and driving forward greater 
international economic 
cooperation, the G20 is looking 
forward to a robust and 
sustained global economic 
recovery.
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Khalid Al Falih is the Minister of 
Investment. He previously served as 
the Minister of Energy, Industry, and 
Mineral Resources and chairman of 
Saudi Aramco. Before that, he served 
as Saudi Arabia’s Health Minister and 
CEO of Aramco. He has also been 
OPEC Conference President since July 
2016. He led Saudi Aramco’s Global 
Economic & Energy Outlook and served 
as Senior Project Manager for global 
energy scenarios at the World Energy 
Council. Al Falih attended Texas A&M 
University, earning a bachelor’s degree 
in mechanical engineering, and later 
pursued an MBA at King Fahd University 
of Petroleum and Minerals.

By demonstrating once again its ability to withstand shocks and its 
strong commitment to protecting the private sector through various 
stimulus programs and measures, Saudi Arabia continues to remain 
attractive to investors.

has proven once again that it is run by an 
extremely competent government. Our 
governance system is best in class, and our 
commitment to protecting the private sec-
tor through the various stimulus programs 
and measures and responses that we have 
taken to the pandemic makes us worthy of 
the trust of investors in the years to come. 

* Sourced from a speech made at a G20  
conference. ✖

This is the climax of an extraordinary year 
for the G20. 2020 was not going to be an 
easy year for the Kingdom to preside over 
the G20 grouping in any way. We had a 
health and human crisis, as people were 
pushed back into poverty, fear, and psy-
chological and social tension overlaid by 
an unprecedented economic slowdown. 
The G20 and its presidency were called on 
to do something that has never been done, 
which is basically to save the world and 
mitigate the effect of these concurrent cri-
ses. As a Saudi citizen and a member of the 
Saudi government, I am proud to say that 
Saudi Arabia stepped up to the challenge 
as president of this group; indeed, I have 
to give credit also to every member of the 
G20 of rising to the challenge. As the holder 
the presidency of the G20, Saudi Arabia’s 
position was clear from 1Q2020. First, we 
wanted to rely on reviving multilateral or-
ganizations and bringing their roles to the 
fore. We also realized that to exercise lead-
ership around the world, we also had to en-
sure our own homeland is protected.

Resilience at home on all fronts was an 
essential element for us in order to do what 
we need to do internationally and multilat-
erally. We prioritized the health, safety, and 
well-being of our people from the begin-
ning and took some dramatic, decisive, and 
bold measures. We also accelerated our 
reforms, continued to diversify our econ-
omy, and committed resources, whether 
they were financial resources, government 
attention, or human resources, as well as 
brought partnerships to bear to make sure 
Vision 2030, if anything, was accelerated 
and not derailed by COVID-19.

The concurrent crisis that hit the global 
scene was compounded for us. We are still 
to a significant degree reliant on oil for our 
exports and government revenues. We have 
built resilience into our financial system, fi-

nancial reserves, and monetary policy. We 
have built lower debt-to-GDP ratios than 
most G20 economies, which for us is less 
than 25% on significant foreign currency 
reserves and around USD0.5 trillion at the 
beginning of 2020, as well as additional in-
vestments globally and domestically. All of 
that and significant reforms that have taken 
place since launching Vision 2030, includ-
ing raising non-oil revenues to constitute a 
significant part of our budgetary resources, 
has allowed the Kingdom to withstand the 
shock.

I am glad that FDI, which is my area of 
focus, in the first half was reported to have 
increased by 12% compared to the year 
before. So, YoY we are seeing an increase. 
Over the last three years, our FDI perfor-
mance and licensing for foreign investors 
are improving, and there is great appetite 
despite the concerns with COVID-19 and 
its after effects. There are new laws that 
make investment more transparent and 
certain and bring stability to investors. 
Our intellectual property regulations are 
improving, and a bankruptcy law has been 
rolled out. A mining law was just issued. 
The government has launched the largest 
mining exploratory program that will pro-
vide a wealth of data for those interested in 
the mining sector. Our tourism sector has 
been opened with 500,000 keys as just one 
sector as hospitality and tourism that will 
be available for investors.

As a minister of investment with my team 
in the ministry, we are excited about the 
opportunities and all these openings taking 
place as we speak, whether it is in digital, 
healthcare privatization, tourism, culture, 
and so forth. All these set us apart, as we 
come out of this difficult extraordinary 
year though they bring us out with great 
confidence. The Kingdom has once again 
proven its ability to withstand shocks. It 

building 
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The whole notion that a healthcare crisis 
might trigger one of the largest econom-
ic crises known to man is not something 
new. If we look even pre COVID-19 and 
some of the G20 nations, the cost of 
healthcare as a percentage of their na-
tional GDP is anywhere between 10 and 
15% with an upward trend. This can 
potentially bankrupt these economies, 
which is why under the Saudi G20 pres-
idency, we are bringing back consensus 
on how we can tackle these biggest chal-
lenges and translate them into opportu-
nities. Opportunities that we could realize 
in the 21st century for all by empower-
ing 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 democ-
ratize 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 en-
gine, and a neural engine. These capabil-
ities will help us tackle things like type-2 
diabetes, which is one of the leading caus-
es of blindness. It is going to empower ev-
erybody 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 clean-
est upstream activities at ARAMCO. If we 
fast forward to our responsibility to move 
from thermal energy into green and sus-
tainable 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 hydrogen to such 

a feasible level that it will empower us to 
energize things that cannot 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 elec-
trons with an electrolysis process with the 
Red Sea to deliver green energy at such 
an affordable rate it will help us acceler-
ate green aviation and green maritime 
transportation because these things, un-
til today, cannot be powered by a lithium 
battery.

If I talk about shaping new frontiers, I 
am pleased with the leadership of my col-
leagues in the Data and AI Authority, who 
have led the track successfully in which 
we drove consensus among the G20 na-
tions to agree on the OECD principles 
for trustworthy AI. How AI can be inclu-
sive by leaving no one behind, and how it 
can be for the good of humanity by being 
human centric with full transparency 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 au-
tonomous car, we expect it to function 
the way it should. If I talk about account-
ability, we need to make sure there is clear 
responsibility and accountability at the 
algorithm level, at the system level, at the 
data level, and at the data scientist level to 
ensure AI continues 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 opportu-
nities of the 21st century by being laser fo-
cused on empowering people, safeguard-
ing the planet, and shaping new frontiers 
powered by connectivity, big data, and 
AI to help the world switch from survival 
mode to thriving mode.

*Sourced from a speech delivered at the 
Global AI Summit in October 2020 ✖
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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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Saudi Arabia’s diplomatic clout has 
grown in recent years, culminating 
in its hosting of the G20
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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 included 
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 Ser-
vice 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 agri-
cultural products across borders. Along 
with its G20 partners, Saudi Arabia will 
continue to actively drive the responses 
to the pandemic and to advance the pol-
icies 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 
empowering people, safeguarding the 

planet, and shaping new frontiers. Our 
overarching theme and associated aims 
remained essential to overcome this un-
precedented global challenge and shape 
a better future for the world. But the pri-
orities and the means have changed to 
fit the exigencies of the new reality im-
posed by COVID-19. Empowering peo-
ple is at the heart of G20 action through 
fostering resilience in healthcare provi-
sion, renewing the focus on education, 
and protecting labor markets, while also 
prioritizing women and youth empow-
erment. Safeguarding the planet is a 
priority as we make growth stronger and 
more sustainable while conserving our 
natural resources. Furthermore, we will 
shape new frontiers by harnessing the 
benefits of digital technologies, boosting 
the opportunities for all, and ensuring a 
better-connected world. The Saudi Pres-
idency has worked to adapt its priorities 
under its ambitious aims and put for-
ward several important initiatives to en-
sure 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 sustain-
able, pragmatic, and cost-effective ap-
proach 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 glob-
al economy to continue to function, 
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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 
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Governor of the Saudi Arabian Monetary 
Authority and Managing Director and 
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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.

even partially, during the quarantine 
and lockdown periods—at the G20, we 
shifted to virtual meetings due to travel 
difficulties. Governments will leverage 
digital technologies and adopt policies 
to enable individuals and firms to con-
tinue to participate effectively in the 
economy. Unfortunately, there persists 
a significant digital divide between gen-
ders, regions, and countries. Countries 
will need to invest in their digital infra-
structure and invest in digital skills and 
continuing education of their people to 
close the digital skills gap. A key priority 
will be broadening the access of low-in-
come households and small businesses 
to financial products—what is known as 
digital financial inclusion. ✖

bold
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Ahmed Alzahrani has over 20 years 
of experience in the public and private 
sectors. He joined the Institute of Public 
administration as a faculty member, 
where he served many roles at IPA 
ranging from key administrative roles to 
academics posts. Among other positions, 
he was a senior advisor for strategy 
and research for the Capital Market 
Authority. More recently, he served as 
the labor deputy minister at the HR and 
Social Development Ministry for two 
years. In 2020, he assumed the role as 
Chair of the G20 Employment Group and 
Deputy for Skill and Training. He holds a 
PhD in business and finance from Brunel 
University London and has research 
interests and publications in public 
policy, behavioral economy, and financial 
markets.

As part of its G20 presidency, Saudi Arabia focused on safeguarding 
and promoting the interests of not just member populations, but also 
those around the world in such difficult times.

policies kept pace with the changes inher-
ent in the pandemic?
The ministry’s response was more than 16 
initiatives, such as preserving jobs through 
the Saned program, a SAR9-billion initia-
tive that pays up to 60% of employees’ sala-
ries for up to three months if their employ-
ers retain them. Other initiatives include 
incentives for firms and the relaxation of 
some requirements. The pandemic has 
also accelerated the use of technology at 
work. We have witnessed a huge increase of 
online meeting software and online train-
ing and other tools. Behavioral change is 
a great opportunity for firms, individuals, 
and the government to consider new op-
portunities and how best they can be uti-
lized and regulated. ✖

You were recently appointed Deputy Minis-
ter for Skills and Training. Can you elabo-
rate more on this role?
When the Labor Market Strategy was ap-
proved by the Council of Ministers early 
in 2021, we start working actively within 
the ministry and in coordination with oth-
er relevant public entities on the topic of 
skills, one of main pillars in the strategy. It 
is an important issue to address in terms of 
framework, policies, gaps, and incentives. 
We are currently working on setting up sec-
toral councils where all the relevant public 
and private entities engage and participate 
in terms of human resource planning and 
upskilling for the related sectors, which in-
clude setting occupational standards that 
enable training and education providers to 
build programs that meet market demand. 
Improving skills and productivity is crucial 
for our people and the labor market.

During the Saudi G20 presidency, you were 
the Chair for the Employment Working 
Group. Can you elaborate further on
As hosts of the G20 in 2020, our role was to 
lead the activity and agenda of the employ-
ment track throughout the presidency year. 
As chair, my role is to ensure a smooth jour-
ney for this including setting a clear agenda 
and objectives and through constant con-
sultation and engagement with G20 mem-
bers. You have to be on top of things all the 
time, and you need to be a good negotiator 
and a great listener. During the year, we 
held four group meetings and two ministe-
rial meetings, which necessitated countless 
preparatory hours and meetings, both lo-
cally and internationally, just to make sure 
every meeting goes as planned. On top of 
that, you need to be strong technically on 
the topics you discuss and in labor market 
policies in general.

How did COVID-19 impact global labor 
markets, and what was the response of 
G20 countries?
We are witnessing, at an international level, 
businesses across various sectors impacted 
by catastrophic financial losses, more so 
among micro and small enterprises, while 
millions of workers are vulnerable to in-
come reductions and job losses. Under the 
presidency of Saudi Arabia, we have joined 
together in unity and in the spirit of solidar-
ity to consider the issues affecting individ-
uals, families, communities, and societies, 
with a strong focus on mitigating the im-
pact of COVID-19 on our labor markets and 
economies. We recognize our responsibil-
ity to safeguard and promote the interests 
not only of G20 populations, but also those 
beyond our own borders, within these 
times of unprecedented global challenge. 
This includes leading discussions on how 
to ensure that workers’ rights are respected 
and that social protection systems develop 
to provide access to adequate support for 
all. The classification of workers’ employ-
ment statuses has significant implications 
for workers’ rights and access to adequate 
social protection for all. The COVID-19 cri-
sis is disproportionally impacting youth, 
in particular young women, including loss 
of jobs, education and training opportu-
nities, economic hardship, and potential 
damage to their long-term job and career 
prospects. We are committed to effectively 
and impactfully delivering steady and suc-
cessful labor market entry and transitions, 
strengthening support for young people, 
and tackling the additional barriers faced 
by young women.

The pandemic has fundamentally changed 
labor across the globe. How has the min-
istry responded to this shift, and how have 

greater
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Riyadh is Saudi Arabia’s main 
economic hub
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HELP IS AT HAND
T

has it growing at a respectable 2.1% in 2021. Fitch 
Ratings, meanwhile, has revised its forecast to 
stable, highlighting the government’s tripling of 
the VAT rate to 15% in July 2020 as crucial. The 
kingdom’s non-oil economy is projected to grow 
4.3 per cent this year.

In January 2021, the Kingdom’s sovereign 
wealth fund unveiled its five-year strategy, with 
the aim of doubling its assets to USD1.07 trillion 
and investing a minimum of USD40 billion a 
year into the domestic economy until 2025. The 
investment is expected to create 1.8 million jobs 
and contribute USD320 billion to the kingdom’s 
non-oil economy. The increase in jobs is timely 
and leveraged on a promising unemployment fig-
ure of around 8%, its lowest figure in five years.

The balancing act of the last 18 months is one 
likely to continue for the foreseeable future. The 
decline in oil prices served as a harsh reminder 
that the objectives of Vision 2030, to diversify 
away from oil dependency, remain more sa-
lient than ever. Notwithstanding, the urgency 
with which the government responded to the 
pandemic and the foresight with which it has 
launched ambitious economic initiatives indi-
cate the Kingdom is well on its way to achieving 
its Vision 2030. ✖

hose observing Saudi Arabia’s economy 
over the last 18 months will have been 
struck by the delicacy in balancing the 

mitigation of the impact of the pandemic whilst 
also continuing to strive toward the national Vi-
sion 2030. Indeed, Vision 2030 was premised on 
an economic model pre-COVID-19 and much 
of the efforts to maintain the pillars of the vision 
depended on fast and agile reaction to the pan-
demic’s impact, as well as the sharp decline in oil 
prices.

To that end, as was seen across the world, the 
government responded with emergency mea-
sures fiscal and monetary measures. The Saudi 
Central Bank (SAMA)’s role in acting as a guiding 
light cannot be underestimated. It reduced its 
policy rates twice in March and served up SAR50 
billion (USD13.3 billion, 2% of GDP) to support 
the private sector, particularly SMEs. The central 
bank also covered fees for private-sector stores 
and entities for point-of-sale and e-commerce 
transactions for three months in 2020 from 
March 14 to the end of September. 

As of August 2021, the result has been that the 
stabilization of the Kingdom’s economy in the 
face of the unprecedented pandemic challenge. 
The IMF’s outlook on the kingdom’s economy 
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What was your specific mandate upon joining 
ADAA, and what were your immediate prior-
ities?
When I joined Adaa, I fully reviewed 
the center’s strategic direction and op-
erations to determine its successes and 
what needed to be updated from 2016, 
when the center was established. Part 
of my mandate was to connect with 
Adaa’s main stakeholders and identify 
their needs and challenges. In addition, 
I reviewed Adaa’s product portfolios and 
performance reports in order to enhance 
the government’s performance-based 
decision making. I also wanted to learn 
about the measurement of performance 
from mature governments that have 
much experience with the process such 
as the UK, Canada, Australia, Malaysia, 
Singapore, and the UAE. One of the main 
performance management takeaways 
from such benchmarking was that gov-
ernment agencies in mature countries 
measure their own performances and re-

port them to central government perfor-
mance agencies. Today, Adaa reports on 
the performances of government agen-
cies, and we will continue to do so; how-
ever, our aim is to enable these agencies 
to measure their own performances. We 
also decided Adaa should focus on mea-
suring national priorities and gradually 
let go of measuring the performances of 
agencies. One of Adaa’s major new mea-
surements is the national satisfaction in-
dex of public services, and the baseline 
value of this index will be generated, also 
in 2021. Finally, I must mention our app 
called Watani. This app allows benefi-
ciaries, including citizens, visitors, and 
business owners, to evaluate govern-
ment services. The data collected helps 
us to evaluate public sector performance 
from the perspective of beneficiaries. 
In conclusion, I aim to create a more 
focused agency, one that helps govern-
ment agencies to improve their perfor-
mances and build their internal perfor-
mance management capabilities.

Did you have to change how you measured or-
ganizations and the progress on the vision as 
a result of the pandemic?
COVID-19 has had several positive ef-
fects. Financially, it made us reprioritize 
our project initiatives at the govern-
mental and organizational levels. At the 
governmental level, we looked at the vi-
sion’s initiatives to reprioritize our work 
and determine the most important ini-
tiatives. As a result of the pandemic, we 
had to review the government’s affect-
ed KPIs. Some were positively affected, 
such as the massive growth in mobile 
payments, while others were negatively 
affected, such as international tourism. 

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.

It should be noted that most KPIs relat-
ed to digitalization and the IT sector did 
well.

How have digitalization efforts like Watani 
helped you measure the government re-
sponse to the virus?
Watani opened a great gate for us to 
measure beneficiaries’ experiences with 
public services. As the app’s success 
depends on a large number of benefi-
ciaries participating in the evaluation 
of a service, we added a push feature to 
nudge users into giving us their feedback 
immediately after using a service. We 
are also targeting the integration of the 
Watani app with other successful apps, 
such as Absher, to obtain more accurate 
and timely data. Today, we can access 
many services online; therefore, next 
year, we plan to give Watani a new dash-
board that will integrate with govern-
mental electronic platforms. Our strate-
gy is to evolve our mission and approach. 
We plan to shift every three years, from 
now until the end of 2022; then every 
three years from 2022, we will revise our 
strategic plan. For the first three years, 
we will focus on measuring the gener-
al performance and contributions of a 
limited number of major government 
agencies to the national plans and Vision 
2030. We chose these agencies carefully 
by looking at their budgets, beneficia-
ries, number of services they offer, and 
whether they are members of CEDA. At 
the end of the final year, they will grad-
uate as government agencies and can 
then measure themselves. This is part 
of our strategy to ensure that we have a 
mature performance measurement en-
vironment. ✖

quality
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Ihsan Bafakih graduated from 
Westminster College in Salt Lake City. 
As well as his position at SPGA, he is 
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Development Fund, the General Real 
Estate Authority, and HSBCE. He has 
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as HSBC, Al-Ahli bank, and the Saudi 
Monetary Agency.

The SPGA has transformed how title deeds are administered. It is 
also aiming for the first governmental REIT in the region.

361,000 claims right now. This initiative 
will increase the number of Saudis who 
own homes because all these people 
are not on the radar. Who can sit today 
in 2021 and claim a title deed from a 
different era or a different age? We look 
into the issue, resolve it, and turn it into 
a Saudi title deed. Subsequently, when 
landowners start selling their lands to 
each other, they will have to pay tax, so 
the government makes money. Another 
area that we are working on is inviting 
the private sector to come in and devel-
op infrastructure with us. We will pro-
vide the land, they build on it—and op-
erate it in some cases—and we will pay 
them over 25 years. ✖

How was SPGA formed and what changes 
have you brought to the organization since 
joining?
The goal behind the creation of SPGA 
was to transform a department within 
the Ministry of Finance that oversaw all 
the title deeds of government properties. 
In the past, title deeds were kept by ei-
ther the ministry, municipalities, or the 
Ministry of Finance. A royal decree was 
issued to put together an authority to 
oversee all public properties, be it lands 
in the desert, government buildings and 
offices, consulates, embassies, and any-
thing abroad and store them all in one 
domain. Now, we treat all state property 
as government assets and manage them 
accordingly. For example, in the past 
there were government entities that ex-
isted outside of the portfolio of govern-
ment and rented or built their own prop-
erties, at great expense. By consolidating 
the management of government prop-
erties, we have saved hundreds of mil-
lions of riyals in the past few years alone. 
Internationally, the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs owns consulates, embassies, and 
the homes of ambassadors and consuls. 
Then, there are educational and cultur-
al attachés and the military, and they all 
had their own properties. When we bring 
them all together under one domain, if 
there is any change or movement, we can 
use that property for someone else, and 
vice versa. This initiative has created an 
exchange environment within the prop-
erties of government that has increased 
efficiency, reduced expenditures, and 
increased ownership. The other angle is 
that we can now make financial deriva-
tives from these and do securitization. 
We took all the inventory, put it into one 
domain, and looked into asset manage-
ment. We have started developing valua-

tions for these state assets and assigning 
a value for them. In the future, we could 
take this portfolio of buildings, put it 
into a fund, sell it on the market, and use 
those proceeds to finance other govern-
ment requirements. We were also able to 
reduce the backlog of people that receive 
compensation for land or buildings that 
are taken by the government for public 
use from years down to four months, 
which reduces the burden on the gov-
ernment.

What were your initial goals upon taking up 
your current position?
One key initiative is the first govern-
mental REIT in the region. It will be the 
only one in the entire Middle East. We 
are turning what used to have zero val-
ue on the government’s balance sheet 
into something valuable and monetiz-
ing that value through such initiatives. 
Saudi Arabia has historic problems that 
are somewhat unique, such as the title 
deeds issue, where an individual can 
claim land with a paper from King Ab-
dulaziz that states a tribe is to use a cer-
tain area or by claiming to be improving 
the land. Such title situations are unclear 
and had no standards in the past. We 
approach this problem by handling all 
such requests. We have a royal decree 
that states anything outside of privately 
owned properties is government prop-
erty. For those with legitimate claims 
to land but do not have title deeds, we 
created a sub division that looks at these 
claims and makes a ruling. It has officials 
from the Ministry of Justice, the Minis-
try of Interior, and the Ministry of Rural 
Affairs, among others. All these claims 
are managed through a central website, 
and when we launched it 9 million peo-
ple viewed it in just a few days. We have 
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tivity and leveraging of new technologies. This is a 
necessary step to build our company for the long 
term to ensure our processes, tools, and structure 
keep pace in the rapidly changing digital age.

El Seif executed landmark megaprojects such as King-
dom Tower, Princess Noora University, and KAFD. What 
value proposition do you bring to such works?
The success of El Seif lies in our unshakeable 
commitment to the organization’s core values: 
Excellence, Innovation, Integrity. For all our cus-
tomers, the certainty of safety, quality, cost and 
schedule that we deliver is critical. Our landmark 
projects have transformed the skylines of the re-
gion’s major urban centers earning El Seif the 
reputation for getting the job done ‘right’ no mat-
ter how complex, no matter how large. At El Seif, 
we believe in investing in our human capital. Our 
pipeline of local talent is expanding, and we in-
tend to take Saudization to the next level and seed 
the Kingdom’s future construction leaders. 

The last 12 months have been a challenge but have also 
featured opportunities. What are your expectations and 
ambitions for 2021?
Yes, amongst the significant challenges there were 
opportunities. The selfless commitment of our peo-
ple meant we were able to collectively implement 
measures to prepare our company to cope with the 
crisis. In 3Q2020, El Seif was assigned a long term A- 
credit rating with a “stable” outlook from Tasnnief, 
Simah Rating Agency, for the second year in a row. 
That same year, we achieved our 2020 business plan 
within budget under difficult and testing COVID-19 
conditions and adopted a proactive screening and 
selective bidding approach to target quality projects 
while building up strategic JV partnerships with in-
ternational players resulting in major new awards. 
2021 presents exciting opportunities for El Seif, as 
we adapt to a changing landscape of government 
spending toward Vision 2030 projects. We are de-
fining our strategic direction over the next five years 
to create a more resilient company by evolving our 
operating model and go-to-market strategy, ex-
panding our mix and range of services, and deliver-
ing on our digital innovation vision. Our customers 
and partners see us integral to their success. We will 
anticipate their needs and deliver on every commit-
ment we make. ✖ 

How did the company respond to the pandemic?
At El Seif, our first priority was protecting our 
people and safeguarding business continuity. In 
the early days of the pandemic, we formed a crisis 
management committee to act as a nerve center 
to help the organization respond to the challeng-
es posed by COVID-19 outbreak. We made tough 
but necessary decisions to ensure the safety of our 
people. We transitioned thousands of people to 
work remote overnight, cancelled all non-essen-
tial travel, and relied heavily on our sophisticated 
IT infrastructure to conduct a large portion of our 
business virtually. Our COVID-19 response plan 
ensured that mission critical functions continued 
to run smoothly. The early adoption of our re-
structuring initiatives even before the significant 
spread of COVID-19 put us well ahead of the curve 
from both financial and operational perspectives, 
preparing us to better control our costs and man-
age our cashflow. These are critical for a renewed, 
resilient business strategy focused on efficient 
and effective operations. 

How has new technology influenced your business mod-
el, and what are your future ambitions around digitali-
zation?
Over the past few years, we have made great 
strides in modernizing our back-office systems 
and structure to support growth and scale in the 
future as well as ensure productive virtual opera-
tions. El Seif’s recent achievement as the 1st com-
pany in Saudi Arabia to earn the international 
benchmark for excellence in digital engineering 
and project delivery (BSI Kitemark certification 
in BIM ISO 19650), represents a significant mile-
stone in our digital strategy. With El Seif’s achieve-
ment, the Kingdom has become the 20th country 
to hold the BSI Kitemark for BIM globally, which 
gives us all a great sense of national pride. We are 
also especially proud that the majority of our BIM 
staff are young Saudi male and female engineers 
paving our digital future. Furthermore, we are im-
plementing a digital transformation initiative in 
partnership with a world-class construction tech-
nology provider to build AI into our work process-
es. Our digital strategy will see us run our projects’ 
day-to-day operations more efficiently, optimize 
resource utilization, and realize improved mar-
gins associated with integrated delivery, connec-

BIO 

Ahmed Ibrahim Al Bassam is a 
visionary CEO who has worked 
in Europe, and across the GCC. 
His multi sector experience over 
the last 25-plus years include 
oil and gas, power generation, 
manufacturing, global 
logistics and procurement, 
and construction. Prior to his 
current role as CEO of El Seif, 
Al Bassam was group CEO at 
Al Rajhi Group for six years and 
EVP at the Industrial Group for 
six years, following 11 years at 
Schlumberger, where he held 
executive leadership roles.

SUCCESS 
story

Since its establishment in 1975, 
El Seif Engineering Contracting 
has maintained its commitment to 
the highest standards of quality in 
delivery through its world-class 
people and processes.
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C E O ,
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AS A STANDARDS BODY orga-
nization, we have a business 
continuity plan and a commit-
tee to regularly review the plan 
and make sure it is executed 
correctly and proactively. One 
high priority component of the 
plan is the safety and protec-
tion of our employees. Another 
high priority component was 
responding to the needs of 
the business community. We 
provide essential services re-
lated to standardization such 
as issuing national standards 
and setting up conformity as-
sessment activities for prod-
ucts and services. We worked 
on our various electronic plat-
forms to maintain an effec-
tive connection with our staff, 
stakeholders, and partners. 
We also had to follow up and 
ease the process of approval 
to ensure a constant flow of 
goods and that there were no 
obstacles facing businesses, 
especially critical ones where 
a number of initiatives have 
been initiated and implement-
ed. In addition, we actively 
worked in harmonization with 
the other governmental insti-
tutions such as Saudi Food & 
Drug Authority (SFDA), which 
is responsible for the standards 
related to food and medical 
devices. 

SAUDI ARABIA HAS PLENTY of 
data from many areas, though 
what was missing previous-
ly was a consolidation of that 
data and an integration of the 
information content. That is 
what a modern statistical insti-
tute should do, and this is the 
mandate that I was brought 
in to achieve: apply modern 
technologies and methodolo-
gies and bring the agency to an 
global level by following inter-
national standards and liaising 
with global organizations to 
determine what the data eco-
system requires. Policymakers 
also need data and statistical 
information available quickly 
in order to make timely deci-
sions. I enjoy being in Saudi 
since the awareness is much 
higher than I have seen else-
where. There is real interest 
in data-based evidence and 
finding out how much impact 
policy actions have. We seek to 
reduce the lag between the ref-
erence period and the publi-
cation of statistics. One recent 
success is the release of the 
first flash estimates of GDP 40 
days after the reference period, 
which is impressive and in line 
with international standards. 
In the past, policymakers had 
to wait 90 days.

ONE OF THE MAIN MILESTONES 
that we progressed after 30 
months of operating as a uni-
fied intellectual property au-
thority is that, by royal decree, 
SAIP will be linked organiza-
tionally to the prime minister. 
SAIP also finalized the nation-
al strategy of IP, which was 
submitted to the Council of 
Ministers. On the internation-
al side, we launched IP20+, 
which refers to the IP offices 
operating at the G20 to discuss 
global challenges related to IP. 
Globally, SAIP has also signed 
a number of cooperation pro-
grams with international IP 
offices in order to internation-
alize our office. We established 
fast-track examination and a 
collaborative search program 
with the Korean IP Office to 
provide cited documents in 
order to facilitate the exam-
ination of patent applications. 
We also initiated a cooperation 
program that allowed experts 
from universities to provide 
search reports for patent ap-
plications. We received 3,295 
patent applications in 2020, 
and 589 patents were granted. 
We expected a reduction from 
2019 due to the pandemic, but 
it is only 1% less than the pre-
vious year. 

WE STARTED IN 2016, and the 
fiscal balance program took 
off in 2017 with some am-
bitious targets, with the aim 
of enhancing the efficiency 
of spending through mech-
anisms according to global 
best practices. The Center of 
Spending Efficiency was es-
tablished in pursuit of one the 
Kingdom's 2030 vision objec-
tives, which is to raising the ef-
ficiency of government spend-
ing. We work with entities to 
go through their expenditures 
and analyze them through dif-
ferent levels, even deep into 
how they operate and man-
age their current operations. 
Then, together we introduced 
regulatory changes to the gov-
ernment, including improving 
and updating the procurement 
law, introducing new legisla-
tion such as capacity demand 
and studies, and so forth. Over 
the past four years, we have 
been working jointly with all 
the government entities on 
improving spending efficiency 
to deliver SAR220 billion by the 
end of the fiscal balance pro-
gram.

PUBLIC AUTHORITIES
In line with Vision 2030, public entities in Saudi Arabia have launched initiatives to increase efficiencies 
across the board and make processes easier for companies.
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