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T
he Business Year conducted more than 
200 face-to- face interviews with lead-
ing investors, business leaders, and 

government representatives from all key sectors 
driving the country’s economic growth for this 
publication. In partnership with the Federa-
tion of the Saudi Chambers, we have created a 
comprehensive analysis of the trends defining 
the economy of the Kingdom, focusing on its 
resilience and the efforts of the government to 
build a new image and position the country as 
a leading player both at a regional and interna-
tional level.

The common denominator of all the inter-
views we conducted for this publication was the 
theme of innovation and digitalization, a pillar 
of Vision 2030.

Following the unprecedented crisis due to 
the pandemic, Saudi Arabia’s resilience plan 
responded to the urgent need to foster a strong 
digitalization plan, ensuring the nation is future 
ready. All the initiatives and investments pro-
moted by our interviewees and representatives 
of the private and public sector are targeted to 
make the Kingdom one of the most advanced 
and competitive nations within the GCC and 
in the world. A growing number of key interna-

tional players are also moving their headquar-
ters to Riyadh to expand and cement their activ-
ity in the Kingdom. 

There has been an increasing trend of fin-
techs and start-ups capitalizing on the opportu-
nities presented by the young population of the 
nation: approximately 37% of the Saudi popula-
tion is below the age of 14. Those under the age 
25 account for around 51% of the population, 
and when those under 29 are included, young 
people amount to two-thirds of the Kingdom’s 
population. These demographics explain the 
strong development of the housing and real es-
tate sector.

The potential for real estate growth in Sau-
di Arabia is enormous. The country’s growing 
population, combined with rapidly shifting de-
mographics, has created a huge market of peo-
ple with disposable income for new properties. 
The primarily young population is increasingly 
moving to cities in search of a better quality of 
life.

We also decided to focus on the cultural rev-
olution in the nation. Cultural change is under-
pinning the expansion of key sectors such as 
tourism, sports, and entertainment, which are 
driving the growth of non-oil GDP. ✖
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A glance through the diplomacy chapter is all that is really needed 
to understand Saudi Arabia’s place in the world. Indeed, Saudi Ara-
bia is growing its soft power to unseen levels.

As the center of the Islamic world and a global energy giant, Sau-
di Arabia is in a pivotal position on the international scene. The 
Crown Prince is well aware of the importance of soft power and 
aims to grow it further in line with his ambitions for the nation. A 
closer look reveals a revolution in tourism, art, culture, sports, and 
entertainment.

According to a report by the World Tourism Organization, the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia topped the G20 countries for the flow 
rating of international tourists in the first seven months of 2022, 
witnessing a remarkable growth rate of 121% in the first quarter of 
2022. These results match the efforts of the government; anchored 
by the National Tourism Strategy, the development of Saudi’s tour-
ism sector is driven by the ambition of elevating the reputation of 
“brand Saudi Arabia.”

Tourism is a key priority in Vision 2030, with the government de-
veloping innovative tourism projects that it hopes will help to raise 

the economic contribution of the sector from 3% of GDP to 10% by 
2030. The Kingdom also plans to invest USD64 billion into its enter-
tainment and leisure sector over the next decade. This will subse-
quently drive real estate development across Saudi Arabia and fuel 
stimulus plans for the private sector.

In just a few years, Saudi Arabia has successfully moved to the 
forefront of global sport, hosting iconic events, which in turn have 
helped to grow supporting industries such as tourism and leisure 
and boost employment. According to a report by Ernst & Young, the 
value of the sporting events business in Saudi Arabia is gradually 
growing at 8% annually, rising from USD2.1 billion in 2018 to an 
estimated USD3.3 billion by 2024.

DIGITALIZATION, INNOVATION & FINTECH
Saudi Arabia has been ranked among the top-10 most developed 
countries globally for its robust digital framework, as the govern-
ment continues to cultivate the development of solid digital infra-
structure, accelerating the digital transformation of its economy. 
Specific plans have enabled the Kingdom to face public and private 

Saudi Arabia is posting growth figures that developed nations can only dream of, 
supported by the growth of new sectors and a new outlook.

SOFT POWER
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sector crises, ensuring business continuity, in every sector of the 
economy. Saudi Arabia was named the “Top Digital Riser” among 
the G20 states due to the comprehensive government support for 
digital transformation: there is no segment of the national econo-
my that is excluded from the digitalization process initiated by Vi-
sion 2030, the government boasts.

The fintech sector is a clear example of the impact that digitaliza-
tion programs are having on the business community. In 2021, fin-
tech start-ups based in Saudi Arabia raised almost USD130 million, 
a whopping jump compared to the USD23 million raised by the 
sector from 2015-2020. This turbo-charged trend is set to continue 
in 2023. The Saudi cabinet recently approved the Kingdom’s finan-
cial technology strategy, which further exemplifies Saudi Arabia’s 
aim of attracting foreign companies and growing local players. This 
strategy continues to bolster the wider digitalization efforts of the 
nation, with Riyadh poised to emerge as a global tech hub.

A BRIGHT OUTLOOK
In 2021, GDP registered a positive growth of 3.2% in real terms 
(adjusted for inflation) after shrinking during COVID-19 and the 
collapse of oil prices. During our research for this publication, The 
Business Year analyzed Saudi Arabia’s post-COVID-19 economy 

throughout 2022, and it turned into a bumper year: GDP is expect-
ed to grow by about 7.6%, the fastest growth rate in 10 years. This 
would make the Kingdom the fastest-growing economy worldwide.

And TBY’s positive outlook and research have been confirmed 
by the IMF. In a recently released report, the institution confirmed 
that as growth picks up, inflation remains contained, and the ex-
ternal position will strengthen further. IMF stressed that with oil 
production increasing in line with the OPEC schedule and momen-
tum from the continuation of the ambitious reform agenda under 
Vision 2030 underway, overall GDP is projected to rise by 7.6% in 
2022 and continue in 2023. As a consequence of the improvement 
of government finances and the national economy, Saudi Arabia is 
boosting its ability to attract foreign investment, which is critically 
needed to fund its iconic megaprojects and increase the efficiency 
of human capital and of labor skills.

This positive outlook is expected to accelerate the pace of eco-
nomic diversification that is reflected in the editorial skeleton of 
this publication. Vision 2030 is leading the Kingdom of Saudi Ara-
bia through an economic and social metamorphosis that is open-
ing the country up to the world. For this publication, TBY has iden-
tified the key trends and personalities that are reshaping the nation 
and that are leading it into the future. ✖
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2022
SEPTEMBER
The Global Artificial Intelligence Summit 
takes place in Riyadh. The prominent 
global event brings together decision-
makers and specialists from the public 
and private sectors under the theme, “AI 
For the Good of Humanity.”

2022
JUNE

Capital Bank Group and PIF announce a 
subscription agreement for approximately 

USD185 million.

2022
AUGUST

The Crown Prince receives the President 
of the Republic of Uzbekistan Shavkat 

Mirziyoyev. In the same month,he also 
welcomes at the Royal Court President 

Nicos Anastasiades of the Republic of 
Cyprus. 

2022
MAY

PIF launches Saudi Coffee Company, 
working to invest approximately USD320 

million over 10 years to develop the 
national coffee industry and boost 

production. Elsewhere, Misk Foundation 
acquires a 63% stake in Japanese 

electronic games company SNK, 
increasing its shareholding to 96.2%.

2022
MARCH

The Crown Prince inaugurates the first 
edition of the World Defense Show, 

organized by the General Authority of 
Military Industries.

2022
JANUARY

The Crown Prince and the PM of Thailand 
renew and enrich bilateral ties, focusing 

on new trade and investment. Meanwhile, 
Savvy Gaming Group acquires and merges 

key industry players ESL and FACE IT to 
create ESL FACE IT GROUP (EFG).

2022
JULY
Saudi Arabia and Egypt sign approximately 
USD8 billion in deals during the visit of 
the Crown Prince to Cairo. The Crown 
Prince also visits the Prime Minister of 
Turkey, inaugurating the Saudi Turkish 
Coordination Council. In Greece, the 
Crown Prince oversees the singing of 
energy and telecoms deals.

2022
APRIL
PIF and STC Group signed a JV to 
boost IoT technology in Saudi Arabia, 
establishing the Kingdom as a strategic 
hub within the region. Elsewhere, a draft 
of a new investment law is released by the 
government to afford equal treatment to 
international and local investors.

2022
FEBRUARY
The Crown Prince and the now-former UK 
PM agree to boost investment, cooperation 
in the field of energy, and cultural links. 
Meanwhile, the Crown Prince transfers 
4% of Saudi Aramco’s net worth to PIF 
to support its vision of growing its assets 
under management to approx. SAR3 
trillion by 2025.
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S P O T L I G H T  F E AT U R E 
Future Investment Forum

R
iyadh welcomed the 6th edition of the Future Investment Forum (FII) in October 2022. The fo-
rum included discussions and panels on pathways for global investment, industry trends, and 
networking among the world’s top and most influential decision-makers, who are set to drive 

change in four focus areas: AI and robotics, education, healthcare, and sustainability. The event’s main 
aim was to expand opportunities for the next generation.

The Future Investment Forum (FII) recently gathered thought leaders from across 
the economy to discuss the shape of things to come.

LOOKING TO THE FUTURE
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WHEN PEOPLE pull together, we can make 
a bigger impact. That is the moral of the 
story. And making an impact on human-
ity is the very reason the beautiful Arabi-
an leopard is critically endangered. In-
deed, our world is facing unprecedented 
threats. But it is also a unique time of new 
opportunities. We are on the road to a 
new global order and FII is proud to make 
its contribution to this conversation. We 
created a unique format to welcome our 
incredible contributors, creating more 
than 180 sessions, which were all de-
signed to lead to action. FII 2022 was one 
of the world's first carbon neutral event of 
this scale. As part of our commitment to 
sustainability, FII is going paperless. We 
could not have done this without the sup-
port of our board of trustees. Above all, we 
could not have done this without his Roy-
al Highness Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman.*

*Sourced from remarks made at the Future 
Investment Forum (FII), October 2022

FII PLAYs a unique role as a catalyst for 
the global cooperation. We need to learn 
how to manage crisis and not to be man-
aged by crisis. Indeed, we can be proactive 
rather than reactive and FII stands for that 
approach. In recent decades, industries 
as varied as healthcare, telecommunica-
tions, and energy have experienced an 
unprecedented pace of change. The glob-
al pandemic has accelerated this change. 
Some of these changes led to opportuni-
ties, while disturbing disrupting industries 
and organizations. We as business and 
financial leaders can play an essential role 
in seeking common ground during this 
period of transition. And this new world 
order is no longer a matter of microeco-
nomics and macroeconomics; we are liv-
ing in an age of geo-economics. Living in 
an interconnected world means events in 
one corner of the globe have a knock-on 
effect on the other. To address this situa-
tion, we must approach it with data and 
analysis that leads us to conclusions that 
are evidence based. For example, the FII 
has developed an inclusive ESG frame-
work as core methodology for emerging 
markets. It emphasized performance in 
addition to disclosure, so we can measure 
ESG impact and learn in real time. We can 
also deal with global problems like climate 
change with a data-driven approach. Our 
voluntary carbon market, one of the big-
gest globally, recently held the largest ever 
carbon credit auction. But we cannot do it 
all alone. As investors and entrepreneurs, 
we must create quality jobs not just quan-
tity and provide educational opportunities 
for young people in a knowledge-based 
economy. We must be open to innovation 
and find new ways of thinking about famil-
iar problems together. *

*Sourced from remarks made at the Future 
Investment Forum (FII), October 2022

DO YOU THINK the year that you were born 
really defines the way you behave and 
work? Or in other words does the gen-
eration you belong to really define you? 
There is definitely a gap here. There's an 
older camp, which is characterized as 
conservative and controlling, Then we 
have the newer camp of young people 
who are positive, progressive, and people 
oriented. Is that a clash of generations? 
I tend to disagree. For me it's more of a 
clash of mindsets a clash of work styles. 
In Saudi Arabia in particular we are em-
barking on a very ambitious h=journey 
to Vision 2030. We're doing it in a world 
that is fast changing and very complex. 
We have just come out of the pandem-
ic. We are here to transform our and we 
have studied very deeply the leadership 
traits needed for the leaders of the future. 
We are on a mission to create the leaders 
of the future, who will lead us to Vision 
2030. It's part of our mandate to empower 
talented young Saudis. One of the most 
important competencies, or arguably the 
most important one, is being a principled 
leader who does not dictate a set way of 
action but actually has two polarities or 
a spectrum of work styles or behaviors to 
choose from depending on the situation. 
Some of it is part of what we characterize 
as the old camp, some of it part of the new 
camp, and you're free to choose whatever 
matches the situation.*

*Sourced from remarks made at the Future 
Investment Forum (FII), October 2022
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EMBASSY AND
MISSIONS SNAPSHOT
SOURCE: TBY RESEARCH

Consulates on Saudi
territory 84

Embassies on Saudi
territory 110

Saudi consulates abroad 4

Saudi embassies abroad 46

SAUDI AID IN LAST
45 YEARS BY
CATEGORY
SOURCE: DARPE

  0.28%  Charitable aid

  15.4%  Humanitarian aid

  24.4%  In-country services to visitors

  59.9%  Development aid

RECENT DIPLOMATIC 
SUMMITS

• 2017 Riyadh Summit

• 2020 G20 Riyadh Summit

• 2020 Extraordinary G20 

Summit on COVID-19

• Global Center to Combat 

Extremism
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Diplomacy

s Crown Prince Mohammad bin Salman 
forges ahead with plans to solidify Saudi 
Arabia as a regional power, he is utilizing 

soft power tools to showcase the best of the coun-
try to the world while expanding commercial and 
diplomatic ties. By reconnecting with former allies 
and establishing new ones, Saudi Arabia is seeking 
a more peaceful region and a role as a potential 
mediator, even offering to act as arbiter between 
Russia and Ukraine shortly after hostilities began 
in 2022. Elsewhere, tensions were toned down fol-
lowing Saudi Arabia’s rapprochement with Egypt 
after years of sporadic spats and its backing for a 
UN-sponsored truce in Yemen. 

The Gulf nation has also begun to boost ties with 
partners across Europe. Indeed, the Crown Prince 
recently toured the EU for the first time since 2018, 
also stopping off in Ankara to meet President Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan. On the trip, the Crown Prince met 
with the leaders of both France and Greece to dis-
cuss bilateral relations and ways to improve their 
strategic partnerships, with Greece joining coun-
tries such as China to support Riyadh’s bid to host 

Expo 2030.
But the Crown Prince isn’t only looking west. He 

has also headed east in search of opportunities with 
countries including Singapore, Vietnam, India, 
and Pakistan. Indeed, bin Salman’s travel itinerary 
alone is suggestive of the scope of Saudi Arabia’s 
global ambitions.

Under his watch, Saudi Arabia has also embarked 
on a cultural sea change, empowering women and 
investing in new, forward-looking sectors such as 
entertainment and gaming. Young Saudis are also 
being encouraged into the private sector and in-
centivized to start their own businesses, all part of 
wider efforts to move away from an oil-dependent 
economic model. Indeed, the Saudi authorities are 
keen for the nation to be at the forefront of new 
trends and technologies, using their substantial 
oil wealth to build the foundations of a more sus-
tainable economy. In this context, one only needs 
to be familiar with the ambitions of the Public In-
vestment Fund (PIF), one of the largest sovereign 
wealth funds in the world, to get a sense of just how 
far Saudi Arabia’s ambitions go. ✖

FLURRY
OF ACTIVITY
A
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I N S I D E  P E R S P E C T I V E

In line with the vision for 
the private sector to be an 
important, strategic, and 
permanent partner in the 
success of Saudi Arabia, the 
Crown Prince has outlined a 
PIF Strategy for 2021-2025 
to ensure greater economic 
diversification and job creation.

MORE
to achieve

Mohammed bin Salman Al  Saud 
C R O W N  P R I N C E  &  P R I M E  M I N I S T E R , 
K I N G D O M  O F  S A U D I  A R A B I A

WITH GOD’S HELP today we approve the 
Public Investment Fund (PIF) Strategy 
2021-2025, which is central to achiev-
ing our country’s ambitions: economic 
growth, good quality of life, and inclu-
sive, sustainable development in all tra-
ditional and modern industries. 

Over the past years, PIF had made 
significant investments and reached 
economic milestones that enabled PIF 
to achieve strategic targets, doubling its 
assets to approximately SAR1.5 trillion 
by the end of 2020. PIF has launched a 
number of vital promising sectors and 
gigaprojects in the Kingdom and around 
the world, helping diversifying the Saudi 
economy in line with Vision 2030 objec-
tives. In addition, PIF generated 331,000 
direct and indirect jobs, by the close of 
the third quarter of 2020. 

PIF—God willing—will invest around 
SAR1 trillion in the local economy in the 
coming years through 13 strategic sec-
tors, in addition to doubling assets vol-
ume to more than SAR4 trillion by 2025, 
reaching SAR7.5 trillion by 2030. 

PIF also aims to invest SAR2 trillion 
in new projects, from 2026 to 2030, for 
a cumulative SAR3-trillion investments 
in new projects in the coming 10 years. 
PIF also aims to create 1.8 million new 
jobs—direct and indirect—in the coming 
five years; that’s because PIF is not just 
the Kingdom’s investment arm, but also 
the engine for economic diversification 
and job creation. PIF is making signifi-
cant strides toward becoming one of the 
world’s largest sovereign wealth funds by 
2030.

With God’s help, PIF’s assets will ex-
ceed SAR7.5 trillion by 2030, contribut-
ing to developing the local economy and 
achieving inclusive financial and devel-
opment sustainability, thus solidifying its 
position in global financial and business 
circles to become the partner of choice 
globally. In 2015, the PIF’s board of direc-
tors was reconstituted, with me becom-

ing the chairman, and PIF was restruc-
tured, and its structure was reformulated 
entirely, putting PIF on the world map 
as a pioneering sovereign wealth funds 
capable of investing capital in the King-
dom of Saudi Arabia and the global mar-
kets for long-term returns, using a disci-
plined, practical governance model, and 
a clear authority and mission meeting the 
highest international standards. 

PIF believes that the private sector is 
the most important strategic permanent 
partner that plays a crucial role in our 
success. The cooperation continues to 
develop and activate roles, enabling the 
private sector and uncovering invest-
ment opportunities. We aim to increase 
our local content in PIF projects and its 
portfolio companies to 60% in the com-
ing five years. PIF’s achievements have 
contributed to achieving the financial 
and development sustainability of the 
Saudi economy. PIF is committed to in-
vesting at least SAR150 billion annually in 
the local economy cumulatively by 2025. 
PIF and its portfolio companies aim to 
contribute SAR1.2 trillion to non-oil GDP 
cumulatively by the end of 2025. At PIF, 
we do not just invest in businesses and 
sectors; rather, we invest in the future, 
the future of the Kingdom, and the future 
of the world. Our purpose is to make our 
country a pioneer in funding new human 
futures to elevate the Kingdom and uplift 
the world. 

I would like to thank their Excellencies, 
the board of directors, committee mem-
bers, and PIF employees for their signifi-
cant work over the past period to achieve 
targets and devise their strategy for 2025. 

In conclusion, may God bring success 
to our collective efforts to achieve the as-
pirations of a great King, for great people, 
living in a great country called the King-
dom of Saudi Arabia. ✖

* Speech given by Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman on Jan. 24, 2021.
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invested
IN SUCCESS
The American administration is looking to support its partners in the 
Middle East, strengthen its alliances, and build coalitions to solve the 
problems facing the region and the world today.

Joe Biden
P R E S I D E N T,

U N I T E D  S TAT E S  O F  A M E R I C A

BIO 

President Joe Biden represented 
Delaware for 36 years in the US Senate 
before becoming the 47th Vice President 
of the US. President Biden graduated 
from the University of Delaware and 
Syracuse Law School and served on the 
New Castle County Council.

Foundational freedoms are founda-
tional to who we are as Americans. It’s in 
our DNA. But it’s also because we know 
that the future will be won by the coun-
tries that unleash the full potential of their 
populations, where women can exercise 
equal rights and contribute to building 
stronger economies, resilient societies, 
and more modern and capable militaries; 
where citizens can question and criticize 
their leaders without fear of reprisal.

The US is invested in building a posi-
tive future in the region, in partnership 
with all of you, and the US is not going 
anywhere. This is a table full of problem 
solvers. There are a lot of good we can do 
if we do it together. Thank you again for 
inviting me to participate in this summit 
today, and thank you for the many years 
of partnership between your countries 
and the US. ✖

*Speech given by US President Joe Biden at the 
GCC+3 Summit Meeting on July 16, 2022.

IT IS GOOD to be once more together with 
so many vital partners and to strength-
ening our cooperation on the future of 
this consequential region of the world. 
I would like to thank our Saudi hosts for 
inviting the US to join this summit and for 
their hospitality in welcoming all of us.

A great deal has changed since I visit-
ed this region when I served as Vice Pres-
ident of the US, both on the world stage 
and in the Middle East. Around the world, 
we are seeing efforts to undermine the 
rules-based order: with China’s increas-
ingly coercive actions in the Indo-Pacif-
ic and beyond; with Russia’s brutal and 
unprovoked war against its neighboring 
Ukraine; and with Iran’s destabilizing ac-
tivities. Here in the Middle East, we have 
also seen critical changes.

We will turn our attention and our 
resources to supporting our partners, 
strengthening our alliances, and building 
coalitions to solve the problems facing 
this region and the world today. 

The US is clear-eyed about the chal-
lenges in the Middle East and about 
where we have the greatest capacity to 
help drive positive outcomes. Our objec-
tives are focused, realistic, and achiev-
able so that we can target our resources, 
rebuild trust, and deliver real results. 
And we will operate in the context of the 
Middle East as it is today: a region more 
united than it has been in years. Let me 
state clearly that the US is going to remain 
an active, engaged partner in the Middle 
East. Our new framework for the Middle 
East has five key principles, and I’d like to 
very briefly share them with you today.

First, the US will support and strength-

en partnerships with countries that sub-
scribe to the rules-based international 
order. And we will make sure that those 
countries can defend themselves against 
foreign threats. The US and each of the 
countries around this table are an essen-
tial part of that order because we reject 
the use of brute force to change borders. 

Second, the US will not allow foreign 
or regional powers to jeopardize the free-
dom of navigation through the Middle 
East’s waterways, including the Strait of 
Hormuz and the Bab al-Mandab. Nor will 
we tolerate efforts by any country to dom-
inate another in the region through mili-
tary buildups, incursions, and/or threats.

We have established a new naval task 
force to work in partnership with many 
of your navies to help secure the Red Sea. 
That includes the first naval task force to 
use multi-manned [un-manned] surface 
vessels and artificial intelligence tech-
nology to enhance maritime awareness. 
We’re also integrating air defenses and 
early warning systems to ensure that we 
can defeat airborne threats. 

Third, the US will not just aim to deter 
threats to regional stability; we will work 
to reduce tensions, de-escalate, and end 
conflicts wherever possible.

Fourth, the US will build political, eco-
nomic, and security connections between 
the US partners wherever possible, while 
respecting each country’s sovereignty 
and independent choices. Integration, in-
terconnection—these are the underlying 
themes of our meeting today. 

Fifth, the US will always promote hu-
man rights and the values enshrined in 
the UN Charter.
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Josep Borrell Fontelles is High 
Representative of the Union for Foreign 
Affairs and Security Policy & Vice-
President of the European Commission 
for a Stronger Europe in the World since 
2019. He was minister of foreign affairs, 
the European and Cooperation, Spain, 
from 2018-2019 and president of the 
European Parliament from 2004-2007. 
He was previously Jean Monnet Chair 
of European Economic Integration at 
Complutense University of Madrid as 
well as president of the EUI. Fontelles 
holds bachelor’s degrees in aeronautical 
engineering from Polytechnic University 
of Madrid, a bachelor’s and doctorate in 
economic science from Complutense 
University of Madrid, and master’s 
degrees in oil industry economics and 
technology from French Institute of 
Petroleum and in applied mathematics 
from Stanford University, California.

The close regional cooperation 
between Saudi Arabia and the 
European Commission is set to 
bring various benefits to both 
regions, given that the EU is the 
second-biggest trading partner 
of Saudi Arabia and its biggest 
foreign direct investor.

A NEW
era

Josep Borrel l  Fontel les 
H I G H  R E P R E S E N TAT I V E  O F  T H E 
U N I O N  F O R  F O R E I G N  A F FA I R S 
A N D  S E C U R I T Y  P O L I C Y,
V I C E - P R E S I D E N T  O F  T H E
E U R O P E A N  C O M M I S S I O N

THIS IS MY FIRST OFFICIAL VISIT to Saudi 
Arabia, but it is my fifth meeting with the 
Minister [of Foreign Affairs of the King-
dom of Saudi Arabia Prince Faisal bin 
Farhan Al-Saud]. This visit illustrates the 
positive dynamics in our relations, which 
are getting stronger and more compre-
hensive, but still a lot has to be done. 

This Cooperation Arrangement that we 
signed is another testimony of our joint 
commitment to reinforce our relation-
ship. The agreement establishes a plat-
form for regular consultations between 
the European External Action Service and 
the Saudi Ministry of Foreign Affairs on 
political, security, and other issues of mu-
tual interest. 

Allow me to say that the EU is the sec-
ond-biggest trading partner of Saudi Ara-
bia and the biggest foreign direct investor. 
But building from this strong economic 
relationship, we want to go beyond eco-
nomics and to widen the scope of our in-
teraction—to make it more strategic, also 
on regional issues and global challeng-
es such as the green transition, climate 
change or digital revolution.

There are unprecedented reforms un-
derway in Saudi Arabia and we support 
this modernization drive that we wel-
come very much.

We are also engaging on human rights, 
with the first ever Human Rights Dialogue 
that we held in Brussels last Monday. And 
we sincerely hope it will produce concrete 
results and will contribute to our mutual 
understanding.

With my partners here in Riyadh today, 
we discussed also regional cooperation. I 
welcomed and recalled European support 
for the normalization of relations within 
the family of Gulf countries.

We appreciated a lot that the Al Ula 
Summit put an end to the Gulf internal 
crisis, and we welcome the recent bilat-
eral talks between Saudi Arabia and Iran.

This morning I met United Nations 
Special Envoy for Yemen Hans Grundberg 
and I stressed our call on all actors in this 
conflict to fully support a peaceful settle-
ment to the conflict. Later today I will also 

meet Yemeni President Mansour Hadi.
We talked certainly and unavoidably 

about global issues, among them the cli-
mate. I am happy that we managed to 
launch dialogue between the European 
Union and Saudi Arabia on energy, where 
we look at common points between our 
Green Deal and the Saudi Vision 2030 
when it comes to renewable energy, 
emission reduction, and carbon capture. 
I strongly believe that Saudi Arabia can 
and should lead by example in the Gulf 
and the wider region on these issues. To-
gether we can make a difference for the 
world’s climate, especially in light of the 
upcoming climate summit COP26. I trust 
that robust commitments by Saudi Arabia 
in Glasgow will inspire also other energy 
producers.

Let me conclude, Minister, with men-
tioning a meeting I had this morning with 
the Secretary General of the Gulf Coop-
eration Council [Nayef Falah Al Hajraf]. 
We are currently discussing possibilities 
to step up dialogue and cooperation be-
tween the two regional blocks. We already 
had a ministerial meeting last week in 
New York and I informed my partners 
about the intention to convene a Joint Co-
operation council early next year, because 
this Joint Cooperation Council has not 
been meeting since the last six years and 
this is something that has to be amend-
ed. We are ready to resume negotiations 
of a modern, comprehensive Free Trade 
Agreement with the Gulf Cooperation 
Council.

I think that such regional cooperation, 
in addition to robust and dynamic bilat-
eral relations between us, can only bring 
benefits to our regions and to our people. 
And that’s why I am so happy and hon-
ored, Minister, for your invitation, for this 
meeting, for the signing of this Arrange-
ment that represents the starting point of 
a new and more profound era in our rela-
tionship. ✖

* Remarks given by Vice-President Josep Borrell at 
the press conference with Minister of Foreign Af-
fairs Faisal bin Farhan Al-Saud on Oct. 10, 2021.
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Marcelo Ebrard Casaubon has wide 
experience in public service and as an 
elected official. He was undersecretary 
of foreign affairs before being elected 
to the 57th Legislature of the Mexican 
Congress (1997-2000). In the former 
federal district government, he was 
director general of interim affairs, served 
on the Council of Advisers to the Head 
of Government, and was secretary of 
public security and Secretary of Social 
Development. He was elected head 
of government of the federal district 
(Mayor of Mexico City) from 2006–2012. 
He also chaired the UN-Habitat Global 
Network on Safer Cities. Casaubon holds 
a bachelor’s degree in international 
relations from El Colegio de México and 
studied public administration at École 
Nationale d’Administration in Paris.

three times in the past year. Likewise, 
Mexico is focusing its efforts on the eco-
nomic and trade possibilities. Current 
commercial and investment exchanges 
are growing to comprise different sec-
tors. The participation and interest of 
Mexican federal states in this dynam-
ic is also a relevant factor, and our goal 
is for more companies and businesses 
to increase trade and help boost recip-
rocal investments. Additionally, both 
countries are members of the G20. Sau-
di Arabia is one of the fastest-growing 
countries in that group, particularly as a 
tourism destination. Therefore, the G20 
is an additional pathway to strengthen 
our dialogue and where we can discuss 
topics of common interest, such as food 
security. Another important part in our 
relationship is the multilateral arena, in 
which the exchange of support of our re-
spective candidacies in different interna-
tional organizations is a constant. There 
is also significant potential for synergy in 
cooperation, collaboration, and sharing 
best practices, which includes the cul-
tural area. Finally, an important aspect 
is the growth of the Mexican community 
in Saudi Arabia, both in the capital city 
and in other cities, which offers work and 
investment opportunities for Mexican 
citizens. 

You met your Saudi Arabian counterpart 
several times in 2022, and both parties have 
agreed to strengthen the bilateral economic 
relations. In what specific areas will bilateral 
cooperation focus on?
On the topic of trade and investment, 
Saudi Arabia is going through a major 
transformation deriving from Vision 
2030 and its focus on reducing its de-
pendence from oil and on developing 
other productive sectors. Both Mexico 

From a diplomatic perspective, what is the im-
portance of Saudi Arabia within the GCC mem-
ber states that Mexico is interacting with?
There is ample opportunity for joint di-
alogue with the six countries in one of 
the most relevant geopolitical areas in 
the world. Although the bilateral rela-
tionship is different with each of these 
countries, there are clear opportunities 
in the economic-trade, cultural, and 
cooperation aspects. As a G20 country, 
Saudi Arabia is, indisputably, a leader, 
not just within the GCC but in the Middle 
East and the entire Arab world, derived 
not only from its economic potential but 
also from its influence in the region’s po-
litical stability. Considering the acceler-
ated transformation put in place by the 
Saudi leadership since 2016, with Vision 
2030, there are renewed opportunities 
and possibilities for Mexico to strength-
en its relations with the entire Middle 
East, Gulf countries, and, specifically, 
Saudi Arabia, benefiting from their geo-
strategic location and their investment 
capacities, as well as shared interests in 
several areas.
 
1952 marked the beginning of diplomatic 
relations between Saudi and Mexico. What 
have been the main highlights and milestones 
achieved during 70 years of dialogue?
The opening of the embassies in 1981 
is an additional landmark to the formal 
beginning of diplomatic relations in 
1952. High-level encounters also register 
the visits of Mexican presidents to this 
country in 1975 and 2016. While the rela-
tionship has always been cordial, in the 
last two years, our ties have been more 
dynamic. We have strengthened politi-
cal dialogue. I have met my counterpart, 
the Minister of Foreign Affairs of Saudi 
Arabia, Prince Faisal bin Farhan Al Saud, 

and Saudi Arabia are oil producers, but 
our economies are and should be more 
diverse than that. In that regard, there 
are many possibilities for Mexican com-
panies in the agribusiness sector. Del-
egations of Mexican business leaders 
are traveling to Saudi Arabia to explore 
these opportunities. Likewise, Mexican 
start-ups in different sectors could ben-
efit from a relationship with Saudi Ara-
bia, considering as well the magnitude 
of Saudi projects in urban and tourism 
development. Tourism is another sec-
tor with great potential that can allow 
for reciprocal investment opportunities 
and sharing of best practices. The Saudi 
government is interested in what Mex-
ico has done in the tourism sector, and 
we could certainly share our experience 
there. Likewise, there are areas of oppor-
tunity for Saudi investment in the Mexi-
can tourism sector. ✖

Marcelo Ebrard Casaubon
S E C R E TA R Y  O F  F O R E I G N  A F FA I R S ,

M E X I C O

With Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030, there are unlimited opportunities 
and possibilities for Mexico to strengthen its relations with the 
Kingdom, benefiting from their investment capacities, as well as 
common interests in several areas.

mutually BENEFICIAL
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Aníbal Gómez-Toledo took office as 
Ambassador of Mexico to the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Oman, and Yemen, 
based in Riyadh, in 2019. Previously 
he served as chargé d’affaires at the 
Embassy of Mexico in the UK. He served 
also as consul of Mexico in London and 
Washington, DC; deputy consul general 
at the Consulate General of Mexico in 
Chicago, Illinois; and head of protection 
and legal affairs at the Consulate 
General of Mexico in El Paso, Texas. 
At the central offices of the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, he has held positions 
as director of protection to Mexicans 
abroad, deputy director of consular 
affairs, head of the department for 
consular organization, and coordinator 
of consular services. He holds a BA in 
international relations from the National 
Autonomous University of Mexico and 
has completed several courses on 
international affairs.

Looking at the areas of trade, 
investment, tourism, and 
academic cooperation, Saudi 
Arabia and Mexico anticipate 
developing a fruitful and 
productive cooperation strategy 
in the coming decades.

STRATEGIC partners

How would you assess the evolution of the ties 
between the two nations, and what are the main 
highlights and milestones achieved during 70 
years of dialogue?
Today, we have a solid highway to voice 
our political dialogue. We are friends 
and strategic partners. We have a robust 
framework of 15 bilateral agreements 
between Mexico and Saudi Arabia. Most 
of them were signed six years ago, and 
among them are MoUs for political dia-
logue, the tackling of international crime, 
the prevention of tax evasion and double 
taxation, as well as scientific cooperation, 
tourism, oil, relations between academic 
institutions, and labor and the economy. 
Most importantly, in this 70-year relation-
ship we have had no issues, and this is sig-
nificant in a relationship. On this path that 
we are on together, we share views, chal-
lenges, and eventually differences. This is 
what we have built and confirms the great 
importance that Mexico is giving to Saudi 
Arabia and vice versa.

Mexican Foreign Minister Marcelo Ebrard met 
his Saudi counterpart in Riyadh and agreed to 
strengthen bilateral economic relations. What 
will this specifically focus on?
Saudi Foreign Minister, His Highness 
Prince Faisal bin Farhan Al Saud, visited 
Mexico in November 2021, and a follow 
up visit to Riyadh by Mexican Foreign 
Minister Marcelo Ebrard took place in 
March 2022 with a solid and productive 
agenda featuring topics such as trade, 
investment, tourism, and academic co-
operation. During that visit, the Mexican 
Foreign Minister also met with the Saudi 
business community at the Federation 
of Saudi Chambers and visited the Shura 
Council. More recently, in June, the Saudi 
Minister of Investment visited Mexico to 
pursue conversations that started in 2021. 
The bilateral relation between Mexico 
and Saudi Arabia has other key aspects of 
importance such as cooperation in edu-
cation and culture. We are seeking to es-
tablish bilateral cooperation programs be-
tween Mexican and Saudi institutions of 
higher education, including the Mexican 

Diplomatic Academy. Apart from that, 
both countries are excited to celebrate the 
70th anniversary of our bilateral relations.

Saudi Arabia aims to attract 100 million tourists 
a year by 2030. As far as tourism is concerned, 
what lessons can the KSA learn from Mexico?
Saudi Arabia is currently undergoing a 
highly positive transition. We are learning 
a lot about what it is doing, and Mexico 
already has vast experience in different 
fields, including tourism, ranking among 
the top 10 countries for international 
visitors in 2019. Mexico did not close its 
borders during the pandemic, and be-
cause of this we were among the top three 
countries receiving international visi-
tors in 2021; however, we need to return 
to pre-pandemic levels. Saudi Arabia’s 
plan is to welcome 100 million tourists 
by 2030, and it is doing a great job and 
working in the right direction. Mexico is 
ready to strengthen our cooperation with 
our Saudi friends to achieve their goals. In 
addition to our experience in the tourism 
sector, we also share similar characteris-
tics; both Mexicans and Saudis are gen-
erous, welcoming, and friendly, which are 
key elements to serve better international 
visitors. Besides, Mexico has turned au-
thenticity into a brand, and it has paid 
dividends. Here, Saudi has the potential 
to do the same. Image and position seem 
to be essential also. As far as hospitality is 
concerned, a hospitality brand that was 
born in Tulum, Mexico—Habitas Hotel—
is present in Al Ula. Local operators have 
hired Mexican staff in an effort to give 
the customer service a Mexican touch of 
authenticity. We hope that in the months 
and years to come, there will be more 
Mexican resorts in Saudi Arabia. Within 
the field of entertainment, which is also 
important for the tourism industry, Mex-
ico already has a presence in Saudi Arabia 
through Cinépolis, a movie theater chain 
(the fourth-largest in the world) that plans 
to open 200 cinemas in the Kingdom. It 
has already started operating in the GCC, 
with new openings in Jeddah, Dammam, 
and Jizan. ✖

Aníbal  Gómez-Toledo 
A M B A S S A D O R  O F  M E X I C O ,
K I N G D O M  O F  S A U D I  A R A B I A , 
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F O C U S 
Soft  power

BEHIND THE SCENES WORK
Saudi Arabia’s socioeconomic reforms have expanded the Kingdom’s 
circle of influence, making it a more attractive place for outsiders.

age has further expanded its circle of influence. Most political sci-
entists agree that a country’s soft power primary lies in its appeal to 
the outside world, with media influence performing an important 
complementary role.

Glamorous megaprojects such as NEOM and the Red Sea have 
been making headlines since they were announced in 2017. Mo-
hammed bin Salman upped the game in 2022 by announcing the 
Kingdom’s most ambitious megaproject so far: The Line. Although 
some have questioned the feasibility of a modular, line-shaped, and 
fully sustainable city in the desert, the project’s glamour and ambi-
tion have turned quite a few heads. Who would not be curious to see 
a city straight out of a sci-fi movie? Saudi Arabia now looks more ap-
pealing than ever before, and, as a result, its soft power is on the rise.

This is accelerated by the decline of Saudi Arabia’s traditional 
regional adversary, Iran, which is struggling with economic sanc-
tions as well as a prolonged diplomatic stalemate. The collapse of 
the western powers’ nuclear deal with Iran brought back restrictions 
on the country’s oil exports, and Iran’s circle of influence has been 
constantly shrinking. One regional competitor’s loss is quite often 
the other’s gain. Saudi Arabia has always shown a certain degree of 
respect for international norms and laws, which makes it a reliable 
ally for Western governments and the go-to partner in the Middle 
East for many international businesses.

Saudi Arabia, in short, has evolved to maintain its leadership in 
the Middle East and the entire Islamic world. The Kingdom’s ruling 
elite has shown a knack for going along with the zeitgeist, which is 
a rare quality in a region dominated by rigid bureaucracies. The de-
gree of dynamism that Riyadh has displayed in embracing new ways 
of life is beyond the capability of many political establishments in 
the MENA region, and it is this very dynamism that keeps Saudi Ara-
bia relevant in the world in 2022.

Given Saudi Arabia’s successful transformation, other capitals 
across the Islamic world will try to follow suit. With many emulating 
the Kingdom and its particular brand of socioeconomic reforms, it 
will become an even more influential leader. In this midst, the re-
maining few years until 2030 will be a window of opportunity for 
Riyadh to make sure that its ambitious economic projects will truly 
bear fruit. ✖

IF YOU HAD ASKED anyone in the Middle East 20 years ago which 
government in the region had the strongest influence, most would 
have answered the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia—it was the religious 
and cultural epicenter of the Islamic world, it was the region’s most 
prosperous major economy, and its foreign policy machine was on 
excellent terms with western and Middle Easter nations alike. 

All those facts about Saudi Arabia still hold true today, though in 
over two decades the world has seen many changes. The winning 
cards that Riyadh had around 2000 may no longer be enough to 
make the Kingdom the de facto leader of the Islamic world in the age 
of image, self-expression, and cosmopolitanism. However, Saudi 
Arabia has changed, too. No matter one’s political stance, you can-
not deny that Saudi Arabia is undergoing tremendous reforms. A fair 
number of things have changed for the better over the last decade 
or so—doing business in Saudi Arabia is now easier for foreigners, 
women are achieving greater inclusion in the job market, and, as a 
result, the brand image of Saudi Arabia has improved significantly.

There is no shortage of examples for any of these claims. During 
the challenging year of 2020, when most economies of the world 
thought of nothing but survival, business intelligence companies 
noted a significant improvement in the ease of doing business in 
Saudi Arabia. “This improvement marks Saudi Arabia out as the 
biggest improver,” observed Russell Bedford International that year.

As for social freedoms, many longstanding limitations for women 
have been lifted thanks to the socioeconomic reforms championed 
by Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman. Women are increasingly 
integrated in Saudi Arabia’s job market, including the public sector, 
which was traditionally dominated by men. Anyone who last saw 
Saudi Arabia in the 2000s or even the 2010s will be surprised upon 
arrival in Jeddah or Riyadh to see women officials working in differ-
ent capacities at the airport.

The Kingdom, as such, is increasingly seen as an exemplar of 
successful socioeconomic reforms. In addition to breaking barriers 
for women, Saudi Arabia has managed to become the developing 
world’s first trillion-dollar economy. These achievements have giv-
en Riyadh a special position in the MENA region, with many fellow 
Arab nations looking up to Riyadh. Saudi Arabia already wielded 
considerable soft power before the reforms, and its improved im-
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How would you assess both the evolution and 
the current status of the ties between the two 
nations?
We opened an embassy in Riyadh in 
2014, and since then the links between 
our countries have been steadily deep-
ening. We highly value this relationship, 
but we have a great deal more to achieve. 
We work together within internation-
al organizations and cooperate closely 
in different multinational fora. Trade is 
constantly increasing, and I am pleased 
that Saudis can find more and more 
quality Georgian products in the King-
dom. However, our main strength relies 
on people-to-people relations, which is 
perfectly reflected in tourism. We were 
privileged to host more than 60,000 Sau-
dis in 2021. Georgia has become one of 
the most attractive tourist destinations 
in the world. Every year, we witness an 
increasing number of tourists visiting 
Georgia: before the pandemic, for ex-
ample, we hosted twice as many foreign 
visitors as our own population. Promot-
ing tourism and supporting hospitality 
industry is therefore paying back, and 
it gives me a special pleasure that my 
homeland is particularly appealing to 
Saudi travelers. We achieved this globally 
by facilitating entry procedures and en-
couraging direct flights. In summer 2022, 
we have over 50 direct flights from Saudi 
Arabia. With a visa-free regime not only 
for Saudis but also the Kingdom’s resi-
dents, the GCC region has never been so 
close to Georgia. My country has all the 
components the contemporary traveler 
is looking for: pristine nature, attractive 
sites, great hospitality, and delectable 
cuisine. We are also well positioned as a 
competitive hub for events. To provide 

just one example, in 2023 Georgia will 
host the Freestyle Ski and Snowboard 
World Championships. We have ideal 
slopes and ski resorts, so we are all-sea-
sons destination. We want to advertise 
more about its potential in the Kingdom.

Is there scope for attracting FDI from Saudi 
Arabia? 
Definitely. Thanks to many successful 
economic reforms that we have pur-
sued, Georgia has acquired the deserved 
reputation as one of the most rapidly 
developing countries in the world. To-
day, Georgia ranks seventh worldwide 
in terms of doing business and 12th in 
the index of economic freedom. We have 
free trade agreements with the EU, Chi-
na, and all our neighbors. Therefore, 
what is produced in Georgia can readily 
be sold in a market with a population of 
over 2 billion people. All the above men-
tioned, together with its stable develop-
ment, liberal and free-market economic 
policy, and simplified administrative 
procedures creates solid grounds for 
successful business in Georgia that is 
considered as an attractive platform for 
all investors and the business communi-
ty. We have considerable Saudi interest 
daily regarding investment opportu-
nities in Georgia. Those opportunities 
range from hi-tech and agriculture to 
real estate and hospitality. Saudis started 
also buying a property in Georgia, espe-
cially in Batumi: there are no restrictions 
in buying real estate in Georgia, as it is an 
open market. 

What are your priorities for 2023? 
The list is long and includes many 
spheres of political, economic and cul-

BIO 

Vakhtang Jaoshvili has been the 
Georgian Ambassador to Saudi Arabia 
since 2018. Prior to that, he worked 
within the ministry of foreign affairs' 
department for the Middle East and 
Africa. He has also helped to represent 
Georgia in Ethiopia, the Seychelles, 
Somalia, Israel, and France, 

Vakhtang Jaoshvil i
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Thanks to its successful tourism policies such as visa-free travel 
for all Saudis, Georgia has become one of the most rapidly growing 
tourism destinations in recent years. 

PAYING
dividends

tural relations. No doubt, tourism will 
remain one of the main spheres linking 
our countries and nations. We will con-
tinue to promote Georgia in Saudi Ara-
bia and encourage Georgians to visit the 
Kingdom. Saudi Arabia has everything to 
offer to attract more tourists. I know how 
hard the Ministry of Tourism is working, 
and I am confident it will swiftly achieve 
their ambitious goals to turn the King-
dom into one of the most popular tourist 
destinations in the world. In this regard, 
it is no coincidence that Riyadh will host 
the Middle East regional office of the 
UNWTO, the World Tourism Organi-
zation. As a Georgian, it gives me pride 
that the UN global entity for tourism is 
led by my compatriot and friend Zurab 
Pololikashvili.  ✖
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The Saudi embassy in 
Washington, DC
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Roberto Cantone graduated with a 
degree in political science from the 
University of Turin. From 1988-1989, he 
was assigned to the General Directorate 
for Cultural Affairs. He later attended 
Ecole Nationale d’Administration in 
Paris, France, after which he served as 
second/first secretary to the Italian 
Embassy in Algiers. He also served as 
consul of the Italian Consulate General 
in London, counselor in the crisis unit of 
the Foreign Ministry in Rome, and deputy 
head of mission of the Italian Embassy in 
Beirut. Cantone was also previously the 
ambassador of Italy to the Republic of 
Sudan as well as to Afghanistan. He also 
served as head of the unit for scientific 
and technological cooperation of the 
Foreign Ministry in Rome.

Italy’s strong presence in Saudi 
Arabia is a great reflection of 
the strong partnership achieved 
in over 90 years of diplomatic 
relations.

SOLID partnership
Roberto Cantone 
A M B A S S A D O R  O F  I TA LY,
K I N G D O M  O F  S A U D I  A R A B I A

Investment Forum. We are committed to 
enhancing our economic bilateral coop-
eration in the sectors that are playing a 
vital role in relation to the Kingdom’s en-
deavor to diversify its economy and en-
sure a lasting and sustainable economic 
growth for its people. Among these sec-
tors are renewable energy, transport and 
infrastructure, and tourism and culture, 
which were the focus of the Investment 
Forum, attended by many Italian and 
Saudi companies. Another of the main 
outcomes of the Joint Commission was 
the signing of an MoU between the Ital-
ian Space Agency and the Saudi Space 
Commission to enhance cooperation 
in the fields of space exploration, space 
technology, Earth observation, human 
spaceflight, as well as R&D.

Saudi Arabia aims to attract 100 million tour-
ists a year by 2030. What lesson can KSA 
learn from Italy?
As laid out by Vision 2030, the drive to 
advance the tourism industry relies on 
the development of resorts along the Red 
Sea cost, on the construction of NEOM, 
as well as on the preservation of the 
Kingdom’s rich cultural and historical 
heritage. In this respect, let me high-
light the great potential of cooperation 
to further develop the UNESCO sites of 
Al Ula or Diriyah, considering the Italian 
expertise in archaeological restoration 
techniques. We have already deployed 
an archaeological mission led by the 
University of Naples aiming at restoring 
the pre-Islamic historical sites in Du-
mat Al Jandal in the province of Al Jawf, 
though much more can be done. This is 
why I seek to facailitate an MoU between 
the Ministry of Culture of the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia and the Ministry of Culture 
of the Italian Republic. Italy will contin-
ue to support Saudi participation in the 
Biennale di Venezia, as well as in other 
international cultural events, in order to 
respond to the growing interest showed 
by the general public toward Saudi Ara-
bia’s vibrant cultural scene. ✖

2022 marks the 90th anniversary of diplomat-
ic relations between Saudi Arabia and Italy. 
How would you assess the evolution of the 
ties between the two nations, and what are 
the main highlights and milestones achieved 
during 90 years of dialogue?
From the outset, the relations between 
the two countries have revolved around 
the leitmotif “diplomacy of friendship.” 
Italy was indeed one of the first countries 
to recognize the Kingdom in 1932, and 
King Abdulaziz defined Italy as a country 
toward which Saudi Arabia had always 
expressed feelings of sincere friendship. 
From the post-war period onward, Italy 
has maintained a close political dialogue 
with Saudi Arabia, sharing similar views 
with respect to the crises affecting the 
Middle East region and working at the 
same time to lay the foundations for a 
solid economic partnership. The signa-
ture on 1975 of the economic, industrial 
and financial cooperation agreement is 
definitely a milestone since it established 
the Joint Commission between the Ital-
ian Republic and the Kingdom. Since 
that time, we have convened several ses-
sions of this inter-governmental frame-
work, the last taking place in Riyadh in 
June 2022 with the presence of former 
Italian Minister of Foreign Affairs and In-
ternational Cooperation, Luigi Di Maio, 
and the Saudi Minister of Finance, Mo-
hammed bin Abdullah Al-Jadaan. Over 
the years, the meetings at governmental 
level have accompanied the establish-
ment of a number of Italian companies 
in Saudi Arabia, firstly focusing on the oil 
and gas sector and now on the various 
economic sectors addressed by Vision 
2030. The Italian presence in the King-
dom is therefore growing and ultimately 
reflects the strong partnership achieved 
in these 90 years of diplomatic relations.

In what specific areas will bilateral coopera-
tion between Italy and Saudi Arabia focus on?
Former foreign affairs minister Di Maio 
came to Riyadh to chair the Joint Com-
mission and address the Italian-Saudi 
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Fumio Iwai is a Japanese diplomat who 
currently serves as the Ambassador of 
Japan to Saudi Arabia. He previously 
served as the Ambassador of Japan to 
Iraq. Born in Kyoto, he studied at Kyoto 
University and joined the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs in 1984. Since then, he 
has pursued a career as a specialist of 
the Middle East spending many years in 
this region.

small and certainly not a huge undertak-
ing like Petro Rabigh, SHARQ, or Ar-Razi; 
however, the bottom line is to transfer 
technology, knowledge, and expertise 
so that Saudi Arabia can proceed in the 
right direction. We are not limiting our 
efforts to the economic sphere: as a mat-
ter of fact, the cultural exchange between 
the two countries is growing as well. We 
are extremely grateful for the wide ac-
ceptance of Japanese culture, especially 
Japanese pop culture, such as anime, 
manga, and so on. In fact, last year, Sau-
di Manga Productions under the Misk 
Foundation, in cooperation with TOEI 
Animation, a Japanese animation studio, 
released the film “The Journey,” which 
explored the ancient history of Saudi 
Arabia and the Arab Peninsula pre-dat-
ing Islam. At the same time, earlier this 
year, a Jeddah Season featured the estab-
lishment of an Anime Village. It is clear 
that there is room to consolidate our cul-
tural dialogue at the higher level. ✖

The 1950s marked the beginning of diplomat-
ic relations between Saudi Arabia and Japan. 
How would you assess the evolution of the ties 
between the two nations? 
Japan and the Kingdom established their 
diplomatic relations in 1955. Throughout 
those 70 years, supply has been constant 
and stable, bringing a sense of safety and 
security, and ensuring the economic 
prosperity and development of Japan. 
On the other side, Japan has been mak-
ing a modest contribution to Saudi na-
tion building since as early as the 1980s. 
Jubail is a perfect example of an industri-
al city, and there are two huge national 
joint ventures between Japan and Saudi 
Arabia. One is Eastern Petrochemical 
Company (SHARQ), which produces 
ethylene. The other one is Ar-Razi Sau-
di Methanol, which produces methanol. 
The contribution of Japan was focused 
on the development of downstream in-
dustries within the Kingdom. In the early 
2000s, one of the largest petrochemical 
projects in the world was built in Rabigh. 
Petro Rabigh is a joint venture between 
Japan’s Sumitomo Chemical and Aram-
co. Furthermore, Saudi Arabia previous-
ly as well as currently requires the devel-
opment of human resources, and there 
have been a number of projects that 
both Japan and Saudi Arabia embarked 
on. One is the Saudi Japanese Automo-
bile High Institute (SJAHI), located near 
Jeddah. It is the first training institute 
established in 2002 for developing the 
Saudi capacity for vehicle maintenance. 
We have another human resource devel-
opment project, the Higher Institute for 
Plastic Fabrication, opened in 2007 near 
Riyadh. In the future, the focus will be 

on renewable energy, such as hydrogen. 
Saudi Arabia has launched an initiative 
to develop a Carbon Circular Econo-
my (CCE) and made it known through 
the G20 Riyadh process in 2020; Japan, 
as well, is developing carbon recycling 
technologies to realize carbon neutrality. 
That is why in 2021, both countries suc-
ceeded in the world first blue ammonia 
shipment from KSA to Japan for a com-
bustion experiment at a power plant. 
What we are doing now is fostering a 
more comprehensive and wider cooper-
ation regarding those energy resources 
involving the government as well as the 
private sector.

Saudi-Japan Vision 2030 was launched in 
2017. What are the shared objectives and tar-
gets set in the agenda of the two nations?
The joint vision was established in 2017 
on the occasion of the visit of His Maj-
esty King Salman bin Abdulaziz to Japan 
as a sort of framework of cooperation in 
various areas. It has three pillars: diver-
sification, innovation, and adding val-
ue. Under those concepts, we have nine 
themes, including the development of 
competitive industries, energy, agricul-
ture, SMEs, culture, and sports. We have 
a review mechanism at the ministerial 
level, and thus far we have had five min-
isterial meetings to review progress and 
deepen the discussions to find further 
avenues for cooperation. And indeed, 
when we launched this vision, we had 
just 30 joint projects. Now, with the help 
of both countries, the private sector, and 
both governments and government-af-
filiated agencies, the number has in-
creased to over 80. Each of them may be 

Fumio Iwai 
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Japan and Saudi Arabia have many more 
opportunities to further consolidate their 
economic and cultural cooperation at a 
higher level given their many successes 
in the last 70 years.

wider AREAS OF COOPERATION



Country 20XX

A view from King Abdullah Financial 
District in Riyadh
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market to make it more competitive.”
All the efforts and initiatives taken by the gov-

ernment are currently paying back: according to 
a report published by the EIU, indicators sug-
gest that Saudi GDP is expected to reach 7.5% 
this year, the fastest growth rate recorded since 
2011.

Meanwhile, its current account balance is 
likely to score a surplus of about USD163 billion 
in 2022, up from USD44 billion in 2021. The re-
port forecasts real GDP growth to hit a solid 5% 
in 2023 before settling down to about 3% be-
tween 2024 and 2026.

In August 2022, the IMF released a report 
highlighting that the inflation rate in the King-
dom will be 2.8% by end of year. Furthermore, 
the IMF noted that “liquidity and fiscal support, 
reform momentum under Vision 2030, and high 
oil prices and production helped the economy 
recover with robust growth, contained inflation, 
and a resilient financial sector.”

In addition, the IMF reports that the increase 
in interest rates is expected to have only a min-
imal impact on the local economy. The report 
further noted that improvements in tax policy 
and revenue administration will raise more tax-
es from non-oil related sectors, further support-
ing the fiscal consolidation of Saudi Arabia. ✖

WELL ON ITS WAY
n the face of COVID-19, Saudi Arabia’s 
efforts in digitalization allowed its econ-
omy to emerge victorious in many areas. 

And as the world begins to rebuild, Saudi Arabia 
is ahead of the game in sustainable develop-
ment. The International Monetary Fund even 
noted that the “performance of the Saudi econ-
omy is a bright spot amid global crises.”

In line with this year’s objectives, the Ministry 
of Economy and Planning has emphasized its 
commitment to the UN’s SDGs by signing the 
Sustainable Development Cooperation Frame-
work, as well as committing to investing further 
in young people and digital transformation. 

Moreover, the ministry’s strategic partnership 
with the Saudi Authority for Data and Artificial 
Intelligence (SDAIA) will explore ways in which 
AI and data can strengthen policymaking and 
economic growth, thus accelerating the realiza-
tion of the goals of Vision 2030.

Elsewhere, the opening of Saudi Arabia to 
foreign investment is boosting national pro-
ductivity and accelerating government desires 
to become a hub in several new areas. As per 
the official statement of Vision 2030, this will be 
achieved by “improving our business environ-
ment, restructuring our economic cities, creat-
ing special zones and deregulating the energy 

I
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How does Federation of Saudi Chambers sup-
port Vision 2030?
FSC is considered a representative of the 
private sector; it seeks to raise the con-
tribution of the private sector up to 65% 
of the GDP in 2030. Driven by the spon-
sorship of the private sector and the great 
development efforts put in to increase its 
vital contribution to the structure of the 
national economy, FSC—in close cooper-
ation with the chambers of commerce—
contributes effectively to achieving the 
goals set by Vision 2030, especially with its 
follow up of the outstanding performance 
of the private sector and its goal to expand 
its role to better serve the purposes of 
development and participate in bringing 
about structural change in the structure 
of the Saudi economy. To best support Vi-
sion 2030, FSC has implemented a trans-
formation plan based on empowering the 
private sector, raising its competitive ca-
pabilities, and enhancing its engagement 
in giant projects such as NEOM, Qiddiya, 
and the Red Sea Company. FSC also effec-
tively contributed to enhancing foreign 
investments to the Kingdom by introduc-
ing the investment opportunities and pro-
grams of Vision 2030. It also played a vital 
role in enhancing the international com-
petitiveness of the national economy. In 
partnership with the concerned author-
ities, the federation seeks to overcome 
many procedural obstacles and support 
the national transformation. In addition, 
MoUs were concluded between FSC and 
several programs of Vision 2030, such as 
the pilgrim service program, with the aim 

of empowering the private sector and en-
hancing its economic contribution.

What measures and plans did FSC undertake 
to enhance the economic growth of the King-
dom?
Based on the new law of the federation, 
one of the key goals is to play a vital role 
in promoting economic growth through 
several strategic themes; some key goals 
include exempting new enterprises from 
subscription fees for a three-year period, 
which contributes to supporting SMEs. 
FSC has also played a vital role in over-
coming the procedural obstacles facing 
private-sector establishments, which con-
tributed to promoting growth, in addition 
to facilitating the payment of the private 
sector dues to the Kingdom. Combined 
together, this contributed to enhancing 
the growth of upcoming enterprises and 
developing competitive capabilities. FSC 
also concluded a MoU with the Export De-
velopment Authority to enable the private 
sector to export abroad, which is certainly 
reflected directly in achieving growth for 
the private sector. When comes into play, 
this means achieving economic growth at 
the level of the Kingdom.

What investment opportunities would you like 
to highlight inside the Kingdom to attract in-
ternational investors?
Objectively, since the launch of Vision 
2030, the Kingdom has become an attrac-
tive beacon of investment opportunities 
and a global investment destination as a 
result of the improvement of its invest-

FSC has played an important role in promoting economic growth in 
the Kingdom via several strategic themes, including strengthening 
private-sector investment and enhancing the competitiveness of the 
national economy.

ment environment, strengthening the 
economy, with a high population growth 
rate and a huge consumer market, in ad-
dition to the strategic location of the King-
dom as it links three key continents. The 
programs of Vision 2030 have generated 
many huge feasible investment opportu-
nities. The National Investment Strategy 
was also launched, aiming to significantly 
increase the volume and quality of invest-
ments in vital and traditional sectors that 
include green energy, technology, health-
care, biotechnology, transportation, and 
logistics, as well as other cross-cutting 
matters such as innovation, start-ups, 
and entrepreneurship. The strategy is 
based on the following four pillars: pro-
moting and encouraging investments and 
business opportunities in the economic 
sectors through target programs; increas-
ing investments by strengthening the re-
lationship between different investors in 
the investment law; enhancing financing 
options and creating new financing tools 
and platforms; and adopting the best laws 
and regulations to increase transparency 
and promote a healthy and sound com-
petitive environment. The important 
aspect of the strategy is that it integrates 
with the previously announced programs 
of Vision 2030, such as the Public Invest-
ment Fund Program, the National Indus-
trial Development and Logistics Program, 
the Privatization Program, the Financial 
Sector Development Program, and the 
Quality-of-Life Program, in addition to 
other national strategies. Strategically, the 
private sector will be the main driver for 

ENHANCING growth

I N T E R V I E W
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BIO 

Hussain Abdulkader obtained his 
bachelor’s degree in Sociology from King 
Abdulaziz University and a diploma in 
human resources management from 
the Riyadh Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry. He is currently Secretary 
General & Assistant Secretary-General 
for Executive Affairs at the Federation 
of Saudi Chambers. He is also a 
member of the board of directors of the 
International Chamber of Commerce, 
the board of directors of the Global 
Compact Initiative, a member of the 
Executive Leadership Committee of 
the Federation of Gulf Chambers, and a 
member of the board of directors of GS1 
Saudi Arabia.

achieving the objectives of the Strategy. 
Therefore, FSC highlights the importance 
of the role of the private sector in achiev-
ing the objectives of the strategy and is 
currently working in line with achieving 
these objectives. The sectors that should 
be taken into consideration for future 
investors are the sectors that are in line 
with Vision 2030 programs and initiatives 
that the Kingdom has prioritized and har-
monized because it is enjoying a rise in 
growth at the present time.

How do you evaluate the current performance 
and future development of the Saudi business 
community?
The Saudi private sector is a key driver 
in implementing and achieving the am-
bitions and aspirations of Vision 2030 to 
increase the private sector’s contribution 
to the GDP from 40% to 65%, improve 
the contribution of FDI to the GDP from 
0.7% to 5.7%, and raise the contribution of 
SMEs to the GDP to 35% to other targets. 
As a result of supporting and stimulating 
government policies, the growth of the 
private sector in the Kingdom along with 
its contribution to the economy has sig-
nificantly improved over the past years. 
This is evident through several changes 
and key indicators best reflected in the 
rise in competitiveness in the private 
sector as a result of improving the infra-
structure of the business sector. Thus, 
the proportion of non-oil exports of total 
exports increased by 143% from 2011-
2020, while the number of companies 
also increased by 40% in 2016-2020 to 

reach 626,669 companies. This also in-
cluded the rise in entrepreneurship due 
to the Kingdom’s efforts to improve the 
business culture in the private sector by 
encouraging innovation and creativity. As 
a result, the Kingdom ranked 12th global-
ly and third regionally in the Availability 
of Venture Capital indicator according to 
the 2020-2021 Global Competitiveness 
Report. Equally important is the increase 
in partnership between the public and 
private sectors, whereby many initiatives 
and programs were launched to strength-
en this partnership, the most important of 
which is the Partner Program. This aims to 
increase local private-sector investments 
to SAR5 trillion to help achieve the main 
objectives of the private sector for Vision 
2030. The program will also contribute to 
creating hundreds of thousands of jobs 
and adding SAR2 trillion to the GDP by 
2025. The Saudi business sector and its in-
stitutional bodies represented by the Fed-
eration of Saudi Chambers and chambers 
of commerce, as partners of government 
agencies in the economic development, 
were highly prepared and ready to make 
more supporting efforts and attract in-
vestments, as they played a proactive role 
once Vision 2030 was launched; they have 
worked to accomplish many initiatives to 
raise the contribution of the private sector 
to 65%, as well as harmonize the plans and 
strategies of the federation and the cham-
bers of commerce with the objectives 
of Vision 2030 in coordination with the 
Vision Realization Offices (VROs) in the 
government entities and investing oppor-

tunities in various sectors and promoting 
the opportunities provided by Vision 2030 
through commercial delegations, inves-
tors, and international partners. FSC has 
also worked to maximize the benefits of 
the Saudi private sector from investment 
opportunities and programs of Vision 
2030, the Public Investment Fund, and 
programs to support local content in ma-
jor companies. FSC has also launched the 
2030 Opportunities Initiative. It has iden-
tified the investment opportunities in the 
Pilgrim Service Program, the Privatization 
Program, the National Transformation 
Program, the National Industrial Devel-
opment Program and Logistics Services, 
the Financial Sector Development Pro-
gram, and the Quality-of-Life Program. ✖
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Ajlan Al-Ajlan 
C H A I R M A N ,
R I YA D H  C H A M B E R  O F  C O M M E R C E

Hisham Kaaki 
C H A I R M A N ,
M A K K A H  C H A M B E R  O F
C O M M E R C E  A N D  I N D U S T R Y 
( M C C I )

Considering Vision 2030 and the significant 
transformations in the country, what role does 
the city play in the development of Saudi Ara-
bia?

AJLAN AL-AJLAN The Kingdom’s stra-
tegic objectives including transforming 
the capital into one of the world’s top 10 
city economies and doubling its popula-
tion. Riyadh is witnessing an integrated 
development movement in the context of 
gigantic development programs, creating 
many investment opportunities in several 
sectors including housing, health, educa-
tion, and in the fields of heritage, tourism, 
entertainment, hospitality, and industry 
besides other sectors. The GDP of the city 
of Riyadh was estimated to be almost a 
quarter of the Kingdom’s GDP in 2019, 
reflecting the economic weight of the city 
of Riyadh and the competitive advantag-
es of the region. As a business sector, we 
are keen to wholly engage this sector as 
a strategic partner in the achievement of 
the desired economic development and 
help provide logistics services for events 
and activities related to private invest-
ment.

HISHAM KAAKI Vision 2030 focuses on the 
haj and umrah sector, and one of its key 

programs is the Doyof Al Rahman Pro-
gram, which aims to increase the number 
of pilgrims and enhance their experi-
ence in the Holy Cities by creating tour-
ist and cultural attractions and providing 
high-quality services. The private sector is 
working on these strategic and operation-
al objectives. MCCI, as a home for busi-
ness and the voice of the private sector, is 
working hard to develop this consistency 
and its continuity. Our goal is to foster 
profitable partnerships and relationships 
and provide investment opportunities 
that are diversified in terms of scope and 
customization.

How have policies helped to improve the ease 
of doing business?

AAA The government has developed 
many policies to reform the business sec-
tor, which has made the Kingdom get a 
hold of advanced ranks in business per-
formance indicators at the global level. In 
Riyadh Chamber, we have a wide-ranging 
strategy for development focusing on sev-
eral performance indicators, including 
development of internal work environ-
ment and providing high-quality services 
to business community in Riyadh region. 
The ultimate aim of all such transforma-

CHAMBERS OF
COMMERCE
The chambers of commerce in Riyadh and Makkah have important 
roles to play in promoting the national economy and serving the 
business sector in line with the strategic objectives of the Kingdom.

tional steps is to make Riyadh region an 
attractive business environment, attract 
more companies to move to Riyadh, 
enhance the role of the private sector 
economically and socially, and provide 
basic value-added services to the Riyadh 
Chamber’s subscribers. The transforma-
tion also aims at promoting growth in 
the small and medium enterprises sector, 
adopting digitization as a competitive ad-
vantage, and providing relevant special-
ized research to empower the work en-
vironment and identify corporate needs 
in Riyadh. All of our transactions in the 
Riyadh Chamber are based on the main 
objectives of the Kingdom’s Vision 2030, 
which are to develop a prosperous econ-
omy, enhance principles of social welfare, 
develop education, reduce unemploy-
ment rates, enhance the renewable ener-
gy sector, increase women employment 
rate in the labor market, enhance e-com-
merce, and achieve water and food secu-
rity.

What investment opportunities would you high-
light, and how will MCCI support investors?

HK The move to grant real estate owner-
ship for non-Saudis in Makkah and Me-
dinah is a strategic step that reflects the 
far-sightedness of the Saudi government. 
It came to strengthen the pillars of Vision 
2030, which aims to make the market at-
tractive to local and foreign investment 
and play a pivotal role in developing the 
economy and diversifying its sources of 
income. MCCI has a number of sectoral 
committees, each of them working on 
studying and analyzing the sector and 
identifying the challenges and opportuni-
ties inherent in it. They also submit solu-
tions and suggestions to the competent 
authorities, represent business owners 
in government agencies, hold exhibi-
tions and forums that would raise public 
awareness, and shed light on the available 
opportunities. One of these committees is 
the Real Estate Committee, which had an 
impact on real estate decisions and vari-
ables and worked as a link between busi-
ness owners and decision makers. We 
cooperated with major real estate com-
panies from Makkah to submit the views 
that we came with to the Royal Commis-
sion of Makkah City and the Holy Sites. 
We proposed providing foreign investors 
the opportunity to own real estate for a 
period of 99 years according to specific 
requirements that benefit and support 
the economy of Makkah. Although the 
proposal is huge, attracting investments 
is one of the most important strategic 
goals for MCCI. ✖
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The Mecca skyline featuring the 
Royal Clock Tower
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F O C U S 
Gigaprojects

Saudi Arabia has a number of world beating gigaprojects in the works and 
is using its stalwart Public Investment Fund (PIF) to achieve its goals. 

CROWN JEWELS

NEOM
• A three-phased plan with an investment of USD500 billion for 

the northwest
• Includes a futuristic smart city spanning 26,500sqkm
• A model for sustainable living with 100% renewable energy
• A diversified portfolio of investment from PIF
• Reachable by 70% of global population within 8 hours

DIRIYAH
• A UNESCO World Heritage site
• Home to the “birthplace of the Kingdom”
• Turaif district was the original seat of power of the Al-Saud family
• A USD50-billion investment underwritten by PIF to restore the 

once-thriving city
• Hopes to attract 30 million annual visitors by 2030
• Investment will build luxury hotels and restaurants in the 

traditional Najdi style
• Project will also be home to new King Salman University 
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THE LINE
• A unique global project that is the cornerstone of Saudi Vision 

2030
• A 170km-long, 200-m wide belt city with zero cars, streets, or 

carbon emissions
• Powered 100% by clean energy
• Will contribute SAR180 billion to GDP by 2030
• Will create an estimated 380,000 jobs
• Ultra-high-speed transport, with the longest journey taking 

20 minutes
•  Part of NEOM project

AMAALA
• AMAALA will be an ultra-luxury wellness retreat
• A focus on relaxation, meditation, and sports
• By 2024, 9 hotels will have opened on the 3,300-sqkm 

site

RED SEA PROJECT
• Two luxury tourist destinations with a focus on sustainability, 

conservation, and culture
• Aims to be global leader in conservation across 34,000-sqm site
• Overseen by Red Sea Development Company, which is owned by 

PIF
• Will employ 35,000 people directly
• Red Sea International Airport will open in 2023
• Project will feature 50 resorts with more than 8,000 rooms and 

1,000 residential plots by 2030

Source: NEOM, Arab News
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“We must extend the 
adoption of AI in KSA 

by organically growing 
the capabilities and 

upskilling people and, 
at the same time, 

acquiring companies 
and establishing 

strategic and fruitful 
partnerships.”

Ayman AlRashed 
C E O ,
S A U D I  C O M PA N Y  F O R
A R T I F I C I A L  I N T E L L I G E N C E 
( S C A I )

SCAI’s mission is to catalyze 
and shape the future of AI 
through effective partnerships, 
targeted investments, and 
strategic capabilities that 
address global market gaps.

SHAPING
the future

it comes to AI. Also, in partnership with 
SDAIA’s innovation arm, the National 
Center of AI, we jointly solve Kingdom’s 
specific problem statements.

SCAI’s mandate is the acceleration of techno-
logical adoption across various sectors in the 
Kingdom. How will partnerships and collabo-
rations help it achieve this mandate?
We must extend the adoption of AI in 
KSA by organically growing the capabil-
ities and upskilling people and, at the 
same time, acquiring companies and 
establishing strategic and fruitful part-
nerships. Generally speaking, we are 
focused on establishing equity-based 
partnerships. In KSA, AI is a nascent field 
for smaller players. The majority of the 

How is SCAI helping to shape the future of 
KSA through the application of AI? 
We play a pivotal role when it comes to 
shaping the future of the Kingdom's AI 
and emerging tech adoption. Our coun-
try—under the transformational lead-
ership of the Crown Prince Mohammed 
Bin Salman—is agile and keen to not 
miss any new opportunities. The Public 
Investment Fund (PIF) decided to invest 
in this emerging AI field and has creat-
ed projects that will be the torchbearers 
within the sector. That is part of our role. 
We have the responsibility of accelerat-
ing the adoption of AI in the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia and involving all the differ-
ent sectors and industries that are driv-
ing the growth of the national economy. 
The other aspect of the mandate is how 
we jumpstart the ecosystem itself. AI in-
volves creators and users. The creators 
are those who create the algorithms of 
AI, and the users are those people or or-
ganizations that will use that AI in their 
operations. When we accelerate the 
adoption of AI, that will affect the user 
part, though we also need to make sure 
we also jumpstart the ecosystem, namely 
the creators of AI. The adoption of AI in-
volves multiple levels—AI is the engine, 
and the fuel for the engine is data. We 
need massive amounts of data to fuel AI. 
We start by working with key organiza-
tions, such as SDAIA, to ensure the reg-
ulations will not hinder innovation when 
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players in AI today are small companies. 
There are large companies dominating 
the market, but many of the capabili-
ties lie with the small companies. Many 
of the companies in AI in KSA have be-
tween two and 15 employees. Some of 
those companies have excellent capabil-
ities, but do not have full solutions. We 
could approach those companies and 
help them turn those capabilities into a 
solution that would create real value. We 
are constantly scouting the sector, trying 
to probe the capabilities in the market 
and seeing who has what and how can 
we help them. At the same time, we are 
still a commercial company that needs to 
make a profit. Any time we identify a lo-
cal company that has a capability that we 
can utilize, we also want to ensure we do 
not compete with them. We try to com-
plement their offerings and make sure 
that they can grow.

How is SCAI supporting Saudi Arabia’s new 
strategy for smart cities, which aims to trans-
form municipal sector services through digital 
smart technologies and AI?
Smart city is a large umbrella. Many peo-
ple define smart cities differently, but the 
reality is there is no real concrete defini-
tion of a smart city. We look at multiple 
industries such as financial services, 
healthcare, or energy and how we can 
enhance those in terms of efficiency. 
For example, we can apply AI to smart 

grids of the energy, monitoring, and con-
trolling the way the energy is produced 
and consumed. The economics of ev-
ery single industry can be completely 
changed. AI gives us the power to boost 
decision-making actions and thinking. 
For example, using AI, we could give ac-
curate recommendations on the loan ’s 
interest rate we should charge an indi-
vidual. It would probably make econom-
ics more efficient in some industries, or it 
could completely disrupt some of them. 
In terms of where AI can change the eco-
nomics of a sector completely, in health-
care we can use AI to predict if a certain 
individual will be inflicted by diabetes in 
advance and use AI to recommend cer-
tain lifestyles, medications, and eating 
habits to prevent the illness. The change 
AI will have on the economy goes far be-
yond healthcare bills. A certain person in 
a specific environment, community, or 
city will be more productive, benefiting 
the entire system and the whole econ-
omy. When we talk about smart cities, 
we must fragment the scenario into seg-
ments, sectors, and specific industries 
and categorize them. It depends on the 
industry and the use cases within the in-
dustry itself. Many of the use cases in AI 
impact the economy directly and trans-
form it or make it more efficient. 

What is SCAI’s medium-term objective mov-
ing forward?

BIO 

A highly successful business leader 
with a strong track record across 
diverse fields including technology, 
consulting, defense and security, 
cloud infrastructure, and the public 
sector, Ayman AlRashed serves as the 
CEO of SCAI. Leveraging more than 
two decades of experience in leading 
the delivery of infrastructure and 
technology projects, AlRashed provides 
strategic oversight for all aspects of the 
company’s operations and steers the 
development of its short and long-term 
strategy. He joined SCAI from Accenture 
Saudi Arabia, where he held the post 
of managing director. Previously in his 
career, he held various senior roles at 
companies including, Microsoft, Saudi 
Cloud Computing Company, SOL, and 
AIG. AlRashed holds a bachelor’s degree 
in computer science from King Saud 
University.

We want to accelerate the adoption of 
AI: it is our main goal and mandate. We 
want to boost and cultivate the adop-
tion of AI in the local ecosystem. In a few 
years’ time, I would love to have a few 
of the globally well-known names in AI 
base their HQ in KSA. I consider it a suc-
cess if I see the software not just being 
used in KSA, but in the region or global-
ly. The medium-term objective is for the 
ecosystem to start flourishing, with mul-
tiple start-ups and unicorns blooming in 
KSA. ✖
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BIO 

Abdulrahman Al Samari is the CEO of 
LCGPA. He has extensive experience 
in business strategy, supply chain 
development, operational and capital 
budgeting, workforce planning, and 
performance measurements, having 
started his career at Saudi Aramco 
and later Accenture. He became a civil 
servant in the Saudi government in 2016 
and has served as an advisor at the 
Ministry of Economy Planning. Al Samari 
holds a master’s degree in business 
administration and a bachelor’s degree in 
management information systems from 
KFUPM.

In order to further encourage 
opportunities to localize 
industries and transfer 
knowledge, LCGPA focuses 
on developing local content 
mechanisms on all key projects 
in the Kingdom.

A ROLE
to play

Abdulrahman Al  Samari 
C E O ,
L O C A L  C O N T E N T  A N D
G O V E R N M E N T  P R O C U R E M E N T 
A U T H O R I T Y  ( L C G PA )

ble in government tenders. In addition, 
we introduced the contracting method of 
localizing industries and knowledge trans-
fer, which is one of the government pro-
curement methods developed by LCGPA 
in government tenders and procurement 
law. The idea of the method is localizing 
high priority industries and products in 
partnership with local or foreign inves-
tors, where in return, the benefited gov-
ernment entities commit to purchasing a 
specific amount of these products during 
the duration of the agreement. 

Local content is a new concept in Saudi Arabia. 
What are LCGPA’s efforts at raising awareness 
of this newly introduced concept? 
Raising awareness of local content is one of 
our key objectives, and we have launched a 
few initiatives this year to achieve this cru-
cial objective. We launched the first edi-
tion of The Local Content Forum, which 
is led by LCGPA and aims to spread local 
content culture, as well as transfer knowl-
edge and build partnerships to exchange 
expertise and apply global benchmarks. 
Over 45 government and private entities 
participated in the forum, with the atten-
dance of nearly 1,000 people. In addition, 
around 20 MoUs and agreements that aim 
at unlocking local content potential have 
been signed between different private and 
public entities during the forum. We also 
announced The Local Content Award, 
which is among our strategic initiatives to 
promote local content at a national level. 
The main role of the award is to encourage 
all economic segments to participate in 
the development of local content, which 
will be reflected in the development of lo-
cal content within GDP. Since the award 
was launched, it has witnessed a wide 
turnout from the private and public sec-
tors, whereby the number of participants 
has reached nearly 450. The last aware-
ness initiative is Mina w Fina, a national 
campaign that targets individuals with the 
aim of spreading awareness of local con-
tent and its components. The campaign 
contributes to achieving the authority’s 
goals by motivating individuals who rep-
resent one of the main economic seg-
ments to direct their expenditure towards 
local content components. ✖

How does your mandate and mission match 
Vision 2030, and what role does LCGPA play in 
the development of KSA’s non-oil sectors?
Vision 2030 has three main pillars, and 
LCGPA plays a pivotal role in one of them, 
namely a thriving economy. LCGPA con-
tributes directly and indirectly in achiev-
ing around eight objectives on different 
levels, such as increased local content in 
non-oil sectors and localize promising 
manufacturing industries. As a result of 
Vision 2030, the Kingdom is taking steady 
steps to achieve economic diversification 
and reinforce its sustainability, by relying 
on its natural resources and local capa-
bilities, expanding its production base, as 
well as localizing industries and attracting 
foreign investments; therefore, the King-
dom’s leadership introduced the con-
cept of local content as a key enabler to 
achieve these ambitions and aspirations, 
where LCGPA’s role is to activate such as-
pirations; LCGPA contributes immensely 
to the development of non-oil GDP, by 
directing expenditure of all economic 
segments such as the public and private 
sectors and individuals toward local con-
tent components. These components 
are represented in the definition of local 
content, which is the total expenditure in 
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia through the 
participation of Saudi components in the 
workforce, goods, services, assets, and 
technology.

What are some of the milestones and highlights 
achieved by LCGPA? 
LCGPA developed several local content 
mechanisms in cooperation with the rel-
evant entities, which were embedded 
within the Government Tenders and Pro-
curement Law. One of these mechanisms 
is the national products mandatory list, a 
list of national products that the contrac-
tor is required to adhere to when purchas-
ing products throughout the fulfillment 
of the contract deliverables. The list aims 
to develop national industries and prod-
ucts that have the capacity to meet the re-
quirements of government projects. Other 
mechanisms include local content score 
in commercial evaluation, minimum local 
content threshold, and price preference. 
All these mechanisms are now applica-
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148 interviews were conducted for The Business Year: Saudi Arabia 2022/23 Analytics.

BUSINESS CONFIDENCE INDEX

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

TBY ANALYTICS SAUDI ARABIA 2022

SECTORS TO WATCH

AVERAGE 
RATING

4

ADVANTAGES & CHALLENGES

What are the most commonly mentioned advantages and challenges of doing business in Saudi Arabia?

A D VA N TA G E S

• High 5G coverage

• Vision 2030

• Green economy incentives

• PPP framework

• Lively desalination sector

• Strong digital infrastructure, such as 
cashless payments

• State support for SMEs

• Growing tourism sector

• Construction boom

C H A L L E N G E S

• Global supply chain disruptions

• Lack of awareness around mortgage 
products

• Continuing reliance on oil and gas

• Lack of compatibility in ESG data

• Challenges retaining talent due to 
size and competitiveness of job market

3

INDUSTRY

4.5

TOURISM & 
ENTERTAINMENT

4

CONSTRUCTION 
& REAL ESTATE

3.5

HEALTH & 
EDUCATION

4

GREEN ECONOMY

4

FINANCE

4.5

IT & 
TELECOMS

4

TRANSPORT

5

SPORTS & 
ESPORTS
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Gautam Sashittal has been the CEO 
of KAFD since 2021. His career has 
seen him work in both the private and 
public sectors across diverse industries 
including oil and gas, real estate 
development, free zone regulation 
and development, trade facilitation, 
and healthcare. After a career at Shell 
spanning nearly two decades, he held a 
range of leadership roles in companies 
across the Middle East, including CEO 
of the Dubai Multi Commodities Centre 
(DMCC). He serves on numerous boards 
including UNOPS, Copenhagen, where 
he is a member of the audit advisory 
committee; Fintech Innovations 
International, to which he is an advisor; 
and Risk Quotient Ltd. Sashittal has also 
been named on Forbes’ top 50 Indian 
Business Executives list.

A landmark development and 
a significant symbol of Saudi 
Arabia’s social and economic 
transformation, KAFD has 
transformed into a business and 
lifestyle destination with state-
of-the-art physical and digital 
infrastructure.

PRIME
destination

Gautam Sashittal 
C E O , 
K I N G  A B D U L L A H  F I N A N C I A L 
D I S T R I C T  ( K A F D )

How is KAFD positioned to generate significant 
value for the Kingdom?
Although the district is the largest mixed-
use development in the world spread over 
an area of almost 2 million sqm, our real 
value add for the Kingdom is in the dynam-
ic business and finance ecosystems we are 
building while also focusing on providing 
our residents and visitors with a premium 
lifestyle experience. We are enablers for Vi-
sion 2030 goals for socio-economic growth 
and quality of life. As we speak, we are 
working to complete almost 94 buildings, 
comprising approximately 1 million sqm 
of office real estate, 130,000 sqm of retail 
space, and over 900 apartments. KAFD will 
become a hub and an iconic district where 
companies both from the public and pri-
vate sector and international companies 
will move their offices. Almost 70% of our 
buildings have been pre-leased, and it is 
clear that demand is not an issue. Our eco-
system is attracting both local and inter-
national demand, including international 
banks, legal firms, and international con-
sultancy firms. The heart of KAFD is the Fi-
nancial Zone, which hosts leading entities 
such as the Public Investment Fund (PIF), 
Riyadh Bank, SNB Bank and the Capital 
Markets Authority (CMA). The northern 
tip of the district—the Innovation Zone—
is also hosting a growing network of start-
ups and fintechs. Conscious of the entire 
experience and our emphasis on retail and 
hospitality, we have developed a compre-
hensive connectivity and mobility strategy 
that will ensure the entire area is served 
and connected by multi-modal transport, 
including shuttle bus services, a monorail, 
and a network of skywalks that will con-
nect different buildings within the district. 
We want to set new standards as the prime 
destination for business and lifestyle in the 
region. 

What emphasis will KAFD place on the concept 
of environmental sustainability?
We are striving to create a sustainable dis-
trict, and awareness of our climate impact 
is one of our driving factors. KAFD is the 
largest LEED platinum-certified, mixed-
use district in the world for various rea-
sons. There are two district cooling plants 
that supply chilled water that permits low-
er costs and a sustainable solution relating 

to providing air conditioning across the 
district. We have 30 towers at the moment 
undergoing LEED certification, and 14 of 
them are already certified, with one plat-
inum and several silver and gold awards. 
Many of our towers have solar panels on 
the roofs and there is a great deal of inno-
vative functionality built into individual 
towers and the district. 

What challenges does KAFD expect to face over 
the medium term?
The challenges are in operationalizing 
such a large district. Therefore, it is import-
ant to have everything be smart enabled, 
harnessing technologies including AI, 
IoT, and cashless smart systems. An entire 
smart city platform will enable us to con-
trol and monitor everything. The second 
challenge is that we need better road con-
nectivity. We are in talks with the authori-
ties to create more integrated intersections 
coming into the district. We have conduct-
ed traffic impact and mobility studies to 
manage more traffic entering into the dis-
trict, and the Riyadh Metro network will 
alleviate some of the traffic entering the 
district. Internally, the monorail and sky-
walks will provide alternative means for 
mobility. Parking is also a challenge; ulti-
mately, it is about encouraging people to 
use multi-mobile transportation solutions. 
It involves a wider cultural shift across the 
country. We are a microcosm for the big-
ger Riyadh city. We also need to provide 
a healthy micro climate within this dis-
trict, because we are the first vertical city 
within a horizontal city. This is where our 
environment and sustainability measures 
come in. We need more green areas, walk-
ing areas, pedestrian-only areas, crowd 
management, and traffic control. Plans are 
in motion for all these issues as we work to 
make KAFD a thriving district that meets 
the aspirations of Vision 2030. ✖

“Almost 70% of our 
buildings have been pre-

leased, and it is clear 
that demand is not an 

issue.”
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Cyril  Piaia 
C E O ,

E M A A R ,  T H E  E C O N O M I C  C I T Y  ( K A E C )

BIO 

A seasoned senior executive with 
more than two decades of leadership 
experience, Cyril Piaia serves as CEO 
of Emaar, The Economic City. Prior to 
joining the company in 2021, he was 
managing partner & founder at Stratford 
& Russell. Previously, Piaia was CEO 
of Musstir Group in Oman. He has also 
served as CEO of Orascom Development. 
Prior to that, Piaia was senior manager 
for Arthur Andersen in Paris, leading the 
firm’s European practice for hospitality, 
real estate, travel, and tourism. He holds 
a bachelor of science Degree from Lycée 
Thiers in Marseille and a master’s degree 
in engineering from École Centrale in 
Lille, both of them with honors.

Emaar, the Economic City is on a major urban development path 
to put KAEC not only on the regional, but world map, as a leading 
global investment destination. 

How would you characterize the potential for 
Saudi Arabia to be an entertainment destina-
tion in the region, and how do you see KAEC 
integrating within that?
The Kingdom is moving rapidly to attract 
international visitors, and entertainment 
and leisure are part of the big picture 
where tourism is concerned. Situated 
by the pristine waters of the Red Sea, 
KAEC is ideally positioned to develop 
multi-faceted tourist, entertainment, 
and leisure offerings that cater to visitors 
and residents of all ages. We are doing a 
great job operating our beach destina-
tion, Pure Beach, with major concerts, 
events, and DJs. There is increasing com-
petition now, and so we are working to 
refine and properly integrate our road-
map now with the new team, which will 
be aligned with everything the Kingdom 
is doing at the national level. ✖

Can you outline the major events of the past 
year?
In September 2021, we welcomed PIF as 
a 25% shareholder and I became the new 
CEO. From September to December, we 
took some time to do an assessment of 
the city’s baseline to determine where 
we currently stand in terms of issues 
and opportunities. Then in January, we 
presented a new strategy to the board 
of directors, which was the first board 
chaired by PIF. Our overhauled strat-
egy is designed to strengthen KAEC’s 
capabilities and scale up its impact to 
further contribute to the objectives of 
Vision 2030. Firstly, we have changed the 
business model. Previously, the compa-
ny was an end-to-end type of develop-
er doing everything by itself. Now, we 
focus mainly on being the custodian of 
the master plan while overseeing urban 
development and primary infrastruc-
ture development. Secondly, we want to 
bring third-party developers and inves-
tors to the city. This will help develop-
ment to move much faster, and we will 
not be limited by our own capital. Third-
ly, we aim to highlight the advanced in-
vestment-ready infrastructure available, 
particularly in Industrial Valley, with the 
goal of attracting investors and business-
es across diverse industries. We also wish 
to position ourselves in terms of leisure 
and entertainment, and are aiming to 
cater to an upscale type of tourism. For 
instance, we have signed with Rixos for a 
major development with 576 rooms plus 
the biggest water park in Saudi Arabia, 
and perhaps even the Middle East. We 
are also looking at business tourism with 
MICE and other activities, and will look 
into how we can integrate pilgrim tour-
ism into our overall strategy. The city 

has a high-speed train, and we are locat-
ed exactly an hour from Medina and an 
hour from Mecca by train. There is also 
a strong focus on urban planning to de-
velop KAEC as a fully integrated urban 
community that offers a wide variety of 
housing and lifestyle solutions. Our key 
advantage compared to other giga-proj-
ects is that we are advanced with regards 
to infrastructure. We are meeting with all 
the stakeholders from governments and 
rebuilding connections with various dif-
ferent stakeholders. All of this is creating 
many exciting opportunities for inves-
tors.

How is the Made in Saudi brand playing out for 
you, and what particular industries are you fo-
cused on attracting?
As the home of many car manufactur-
ing and assembly facilities, KAEC is 
recognized as Saudi Arabia’s automo-
tive manufacturing capital. We have 
Juffali Automotive Company, which is 
the sole distributor for Mercedes-Benz 
passenger cars in Saudi Arabia, and are 
in discussions with several other lead-
ing companies. This automotive cluster 
will become the main hub for automo-
tive manufacturing in the Kingdom. 
The long-term ambition from His Royal 
Highness is to start producing cars made 
in Saudi Arabia, and this is what we are 
working toward. We also have a food 
cluster, a pharmaceutical cluster, and a 
few more. We do not wish to dilute our 
capabilities, and therefore will not move 
in too many different directions at once. 
There are already more than 100 ten-
ants in those clusters, although not all of 
them are active yet, but pharmaceuticals 
and food are among the key targets mov-
ing forward.

location
OF CHOICE
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Why partner with PROVEN

We offer services for 
streamlining business 

processes and a delivery 
organization, helping to 

achieve the goals you 
set with your 
investments

We successfully steer 
your company in the 
right direction, speeding 
up the growth and 
success of your venture)

Our decade-long 
presence allows us to 

bring the ideal 
combination of expertise, 

technology, and 
contemporary service 

delivery model)
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Rayyan Nagadi became CEO of SEDCO 
Holding Group in 2021. He has over 22 
years of experience in both the public and 
private sectors, leading megaprojects in 
banking, public utilities, petrochemicals, 
infrastructure, and building materials. 
Prior to joining SEDCO Holding, he 
was the CEO of the National Center for 
Privatization & PPP. Moreover, Nagadi 
was advisor to the Minister of Finance 
and serves on the boards and executive 
committees of several companies and 
the CMA advisory committee. Nagadi 
holds a bachelor’s degree in applied 
electrical engineering from King Fahd 
University of Petroleum & Minerals 
(KFUPM).

Rayyan Nagadi
C E O ,

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

One of Saudi Arabia’s leading privately-owned investment companies, 
SEDCO Holding focuses on investments that create genuine value for 
not only its shareholders but also wider communities.

strategic
INVESTMENTS

While we have a well-balanced and di-
versified investment strategy in key glob-
al capitals, our key focus is very much 
at home. Our shareholders, board, and 
management are all committed to ex-
ploring opportunities in the Kingdom 
and supporting the economic transfor-
mation being catalyzed by the Saudi 
Vision 2030. We want to create tangible 
socio-economic value and support the 
nation’s strategic goals.

What are your priorities for the rest of 2023 in 
the short term?
We are currently optimizing our organi-
zational structure to respond even faster 
to new opportunities. We are looking to 
expand investments in key sectors that 
we want to focus on. We are also expe-
diting the development of real estate 
projects, particularly those near Saudi 
Arabia’s west coast. These projects are 
important for our hospitality investment 
plans in the next few years. ✖

What is your company’s vision going forward?
Established in 1976, SEDCO has come 
to the fore thanks to a diversified and 
prudent investment policy and strong 
corporate governance. SEDCO Holding’s 
investments have focused both on local 
and international markets. We have a 
track record of investing in key sectors 
within the Kingdom and have recently 
been prioritizing those highlighted in 
the Saudi Vision 2030. Locally, we have 
focused on direct equity investments in 
companies that fit our vision and strate-
gy and those of the Kingdom. For exam-
ple, SEDCO Holding owned 50% of Nah-
di Medical Company (NMC), the largest 
pharmacy chain in the MENA region, 
which has held an IPO. Internationally, 
our focus has been on income-generat-
ing investments that meet our ESG and 
ethical investing criteria. Our focus has 
always been Kingdom-first. Now, with 
national transformation plans under-
way, this focus is even more essential as 
regulatory changes, government initia-
tives and gigaprojects unlock new oppor-
tunities. Real estate remains an import-
ant pillar for us. I also see opportunities 
in education, hospitality, and healthcare, 
sectors where we already have expertise 
and a strong footprint. For us, COVID-19 
led to the realization that localizing the 
supply chain is critical for certain indus-
tries. Accordingly, we are planning to 
expand into infrastructure and logistics 
to support national industries such as 
petrochemicals nationalize, localize and 
secure some of their supply chains. Other 
opportunities include advanced technol-
ogies, food security and more. We want 
to explore partnerships with like-minded 
providers and create knowledge transfer 
to localize some processes. We have a 
clear philosophy on choosing our part-

ners and seek congruence on world-
view, values and governance. We are cur-
rently exploring a partnership with the 
Public Investment Fund (PIF), whom we 
are looking forward to working with.

What are your priorities moving forward?
SEDCO Holding refines, optimizes, and 
adapts its strategy frequently based on 
our conviction and market movements. 
We have recently finished a refresh, 
which builds on our previous achieve-
ments while positioning us for new op-
portunities. We have in the recent past 
exited some investments that, while per-
forming well, were no longer in line with 
our focus sectors. These exits, in almost 
all cases, were beneficial to SEDCO Hold-
ing as well as the purchasing party, which 
is testament to the capabilities we build 
within the businesses we invest in. The 
IPO of Nahdi, in which we hold a major-
ity stake, is an example of this. Our re-
freshed strategy will be announced soon.

Given that SEDCO is a sector leader in invest-
ment strategy, where do you see potential op-
portunities as the country heads toward 2030?
Our focus is education, healthcare, 
hospitality, and infrastructure, along 
with real estate. The groundbreaking 
giga-projects introduced by the Public 
Investment Fund have changed our ap-
proach to real estate. We will continue to 
invest in the sector, with a view to local-
izing supply chains and building capabil-
ities within the nation.

Can you tell us about your international ambi-
tions?
We use our asset management arm SED-
CO Capital to explore passive interna-
tional opportunities, which are mostly 
regarding income-generating assets. 
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Khalid Alkhudair joined SMC in 2022, his 
last role being chief experience officer 
(CXO) at Riyadh Bank. He also worked 
as an advisor to the Saudi Banks Media 
Committee and previously founded 
Glowork. He is the first Saudi Ashoka 
Fellow, Young Global Leader at the 
World Economic Forum, and an Endeavor 
entrepreneur. Previously, he also held 
the role of COO - Markets at KPMG in 
Saudi, Kuwait, and Jordan. He has a 
bachelor’s degree in commerce from 
Saint Mary’s University in Canada with 
majors in marketing, HR, and psychology 
and completed his Executive Education 
in leadership at the University of Yale and 
in public policy from Harvard Kennedy 
School. He is the recipient of several 
awards, including the Chaillot Prize 
for Human Rights by the EU, The King 
Salman Award for Entrepreneurship, and 
sits on a number of advisory boards.

SMC aims to become a leading 
global media, sports, and 
entertainment powerhouse 
in the region with a focus on 
advertising media sales and 
sponsorships.

BUILDING
a name

Khalid Alkhudair 
C E O ,
S A U D I  M E D I A  C O M PA N Y  ( S M C )

“SMC is an educator, 
partner, and a 

trusted advisor in 
accelerating the digital 

transformation for 
media.”

How are you working toward building a strong 
image of the sport industry through event spon-
sorship and branding activities?
As we continue to build a strong image 
within the sporting industry, today we 
represent beIN Media Group, SAFF, and 
Mrsool Park, which is the heart and soul 
of any activity regarding sport and event 
sponsorships. We are capitalizing on this 
to host renowned sporting events in the 
region. The way we are building on this 
is based on technology, sponsorships, 
contacts, clientele and our user base in 
the region to really reinforce our brand 
presence, especially as the whole media 
scene in the Kingdom is familiar with Mr-
sool Park. We have locked in a significant 
amount of prestigious events that will run 
through until the end of the year, and that 
is based on space, branding, and exposure. 
The opportunity is based on media oppor-
tunities that we extend across TV, print, 
and digital of these events as we host them. 

As far as regional and international expansion 
is concerned, what specific areas are in your 
radar?
We need to stop referring to KSA as a mar-
ket with potential; the potential is already 
here, so our job now is to guide this po-
tential to greater success. SMC is an ed-
ucator, partner, and a trusted advisor in 
accelerating the digital transformation for 
media—this is the message we want to ele-
vate throughout the Kingdom and beyond. 
We do not shy away from the big chal-
lenges—we embrace them and invest in 
knowledge, the right technology, and the 
right people so we can drive actions that 
make a difference to the bottom line. That 
is important for us as a company—show 
the value, purpose, and ROI in the media 
solutions we provide. ✖

How did the pandemic revolutionize the media 
industry in the region?
The pandemic accelerated digital trans-
formation by about seven years, accord-
ing to a study by McKinsey & Company in 
2020. On the flip side, we saw many brands 
pause spending for digital media because 
it was the easiest thing to do over cancel-
ing more traditional media. Now, howev-
er, we are seeing a spillover of extra media 
budgets that is being allocated in a much 
broader way. Brands are coming round to 
thinking digital first, but that doesn’t nec-
essarily mean “digital only.” Instead, they 
are looking at a range of channels to both 
tailor and amplify their message to the 
biggest, relevant audience. E-commerce 
is one area that has massively increased its 
investments on a local, regional, and glob-
al scale. It gave businesses the assurance 
that online investments were the way to go 
to ensure long-term sustainability for their 
enterprise. Now as more tech emerges to 
make shopping online even more of an ex-
perience, and a seamless one at that, pre-
pare for even more advancements in this 
sector. We are seeing many more invest-
ments in terms of media exposure, with 
performance as a deliverable becoming a 
key component of measuring success.

How are you capitalizing on technology and AI 
to deliver tailor-made solutions and tools to ful-
fill the needs of your clients?
Today, technology is no longer an after-
thought to how businesses run; it is fully 
integrated on every level to ensure pro-
cesses and efficiencies are effective. For 
any business, regardless of the industry, 
this needs to be a fundamental compo-
nent in how media is offered. In terms of 
the kind of tech we use at SMC to support 
our clients, we provide a direct link to their 
ROI and expected deliverables to be able 
to track performance. We also use a great 
deal of dynamic creative optimization 
(DCO) that balances automation with ef-
fective creative. This is the most efficient 
way of delivering a campaign while utiliz-
ing AI to select the most relevant creative 
to connect users with the brand itself. The 
engagement factor is important in order 
for us to track, measure, and record users 
interacting with any given brand. 
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KAFALAH GREW ITS CONTRIBUTION
WITHIN THE TOTAL LENDING OF
SMES IN SAUDI ARABIA
FROM 4% TO 12.2% BY THE
END OF YEAR 2021.

During the pandemic, the total size of SMEs lending
grew 73% and Kafalah grew 142% which makes
Kafalah the fastest-growing lender of SMEs.
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F O C U S 
SMEs

HELPING THE SMALL GUYS
Saudi Arabia’s business ecosystem has become more conducive to SMEs 
thanks to the streamlining of finance, leading to a multi-fold rise in the 
number of SMEs in 2022.

Such companies are increasingly financed with the help of fin-
tech solutions, which are high in popularity across the GCC region 
right now. The diversity of finance options, however, is growing fur-
ther. Amer Siddiki, CEO of THEMAR, told TBY his fintech company 
offers finance to micro enterprises in those segments of the econo-
my that are usually un-financed.

The most well-known fintech service provider in the country is 
Funding Gate (locally known as Tamweel). It offers a semi-automat-
ed platform that speeds up the lending process for SMEs approved 
by the General Authority for Small and Medium Enterprises (Mon-
shaat). As of 2021, some 2,770 enterprises had arranged their financ-
ing through Tamweel. The funding platform has reduced the com-
panies’ waiting time for borrowing from around 90 days to a week.

Data released by the government shows that Saudi SMEs applied 
for finance at an unprecedented rate in 2020-2022. Monshaat re-
ported a nine-fold year-on-year jump in the number of applications 
for finance approved by Tamweel in 2021, a clear indicator of the 
SME scene’s vibrancy.

Venture capital is also available in the Kingdom, offered by a 
long-established Saudi giant that is extending a helping hand to 
small businesses. Saudi Aramco, as one of the world’s most valu-
able listed companies, is running an entrepreneurship center called 
Wa’ed Ventures to empower SMEs. Wa’ed is an all-rounder venture 
capitalist that seeks to contribute to the organic growth of the busi-
ness ecosystem in Saudi Arabia.

To make financing even more easy to access, Monshaat recent-
ly signed an MoU with two fellow government entities to support 
SMEs specializing in non-oil exports—namely the absolute major-
ity of them. The entities include the Saudi Export and Import Bank 
and the Islamic Trade Finance Corporation. The MoU is intended 
to facilitate “finance, training, consultancy, and capacity-building 
initiatives,” according to a joint statement. 

The government of Saudi Arabia, too, has adopted a supportive 
stance, letting SMEs grow by relaxing certain regulations for the reg-
istration of businesses. Among other things, SMEs were exempted 
from paying registration fees for three years in 2022. Given that fi-
nance is already widely available to aspiring entrepreneurs, the ease 
of registration is likely to pave the way for a wave of Saudi SMEs in 
the short term. ✖

THE PROLIFERATION of  SMEs is often a positive omen for any econ-
omy. As SMEs tend to engage in genuine business activities and are 
often locally managed, they can distance an economy from monop-
oly and centralization. Saudi Arabia has seen a growth in the num-
ber of SMEs in 2022, thanks to the Kingdom’s Vision 2030, which 
encourages the expansion of SMEs. Well over 90% of the companies 
registered in Saudi Arabia as of 2022 can be categorized as SMEs.

There is no universal consensus about the definition of an SME, 
but they are loosely defined as companies with up to 250 staff mem-
bers and an annual revenue of under USD50 million. SMEs are most 
common in prosperous developing economies, where they organi-
cally emerge to fill the niches in the supply chains of various sectors. 
SMEs can also be particularly beneficial to Saudi Arabia’s business 
climate, as they are an excellent remedy for single-product econo-
mies. SMEs rarely cluster in a single sector.

Saudi Arabia’s decision-makers have been calling for diversifi-
cation for years, which has been met with limited success. Saudi 
SMEs, however, seem to be perfectly diversified already. Statistics 
show that no single industry dominates the SME scene in the coun-
try.

The retail industry is ahead of others, with some 14% of the SMEs 
in the Kingdom operating in the retail market. This is followed by 
construction (13%) and food and beverage (10%), among many oth-
ers. These low percentages indicate a highly diversified economic 
landscape, without any significant reliance on oil and gas. The more 
SMEs are established in Saudi Arabia, the closer the Kingdom will be 
to achieving true economic diversification.

The rise of SMEs in the Kingdom can be partially explained by 
the increasing popularity of entrepreneurship. Saudi Arabians have 
come to regard entrepreneurship as an honorable pursuit in recent 
years. Looking up to Arab and international entrepreneurs who 
have made a difference in the world, the youth are interested to turn 
their business visions into reality. 

Young middle-class Saudis are less likely these days to apply for 
positions in the public sector or even huge private corporations. 
They are instead more interested in founding or co-founding new 
enterprises from scratch. As most young businesses are—almost by 
definition—SMEs, the Kingdom is witnessing a golden age of small 
businesses.
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Homam Hashem joined Kafalah as 
General Director of Kafalah loan 
guarantee program in 2017. He has over 
25 years of experience in the financial 
and financial consulting services sectors. 
He has a successful tracking record of 
managing a risky portfolio and converting 
opportunities to tangible business. 
Also, he managed areas like consumer 
financing, SME lending, commercial 
financing, real-estate mortgagees, 
credit card, auto-leasing, and digital-
transformation projects. Hashem has 
managed several strategic AI and 
scoring projects that helped automate 
the credit decision and published 
multiple articles on this subject. He 
has worked as a Visa International risk 
advisor representing the Middle East and 
North Africa region.

a helping
HAND
A program developed specifically to assist SMEs with credit, Kafalah 
has seen great success across all segments of entrepreneurs and 
regions of the Kingdom.

Homam Hashem
C E O ,

K A FA L A H  P R O G R A M

What is your vision for the medium term until 
2030?
We are having a moment of continuous 
growth. Demand is high, especially be-
cause of our young population; there 
are many business opportunities. We 
also want to improve our current struc-
ture and have to adopt new technology 
that will help us align with Vision 2030 
and serve the new sectors, for example, 
culture: museums film making and arts, 
technology AI, software development, 
cloud hostility, cybersecurity manage-
ment, and so on. We need the appropri-
ate knowledge for each area. At the mo-
ment, we are investing heavily in SMEs in 
high-tech technology, tourism, culture, 
and entertainment. We also have a spe-
cial program for SMEs involved in manu-
facturing, a supply chain franchising and 
schooling projects. Our aim is to stan-
dardize processes and support women 
and SMEs in remote areas. ✖

What is Kafalah Program’s mandate?
Kafalah Program is a program launched 
by the Saudi government under the Sau-
di Industrial Development Fund (SIDF) 
with the contribution of the Saudi banks. 
The program aims to promote financing 
to SMEs within Saudi Arabia. A fund was 
set up to help SMEs comprising SAR200 
million, of which SAR100 million would 
be provided by the government. 11 banks 
participated in the beginning, and now 
there are 36 members from various fi-
nancial bodies. Over the last year, we 
have supported 14,956 businesses. In 
2018, we partnered with different gov-
ernment agencies and expanded our 
network, increasing our capital to almost 
SAR1.8 billion. Simultaneously, we start-
ed partnering with different governmen-
tal entities, like the Ministry of Tourism, 
the Ministry of Culture, and the Nation-
al Technology Development Program, 
and increased our portfolio services. Our 
number of employees has also increased 
by 5-6%. To help the priority set out by 
Vision 2030, we work to figure out what 
policies work for our partners to ensure 
a win-win strategy. The financing part-
ner cross references the businesses and 
evaluates the ones that can receive a loan 
guarantee program. Then, we do the ver-
ification to ensure businesses are solid, 
the decision is the right one, and that the 
SME has the capability to repay its ob-
ligations. This means we look for areas 
that need support, such as for example, 
exporting, manufacturing, supply chain, 
and socialization.

How has Kafalah Program helped SMEs 
across the different provinces in Saudi Arabia?
Kafalah has supported specific sectors 
through different products. Under situ-
ations where there is lack of financing, 

Kafalah has reduced its fees by one-third 
to targeted segments, and that helped 
financial partners and SMEs to acquire 
cheaper or lower rates. The program has 
also supported some less developed cit-
ies, as well as enabled access to remote 
cities by increasing the loan amount. 
We also developed a special program for 
women wherein our fees are reduced. We 
have another program for e-commerce 
and online trading SMEs where wom-
en receive a further reduction of fees in 
order to increase their contributions to 
society.

How has Kafalah Program digitalized its ser-
vices and leveraged from innovation?
We have developed a platform based on 
AI models that is able to make a decision 
on the spot. It is a Kafalah-tailored SME 
scoring model that has been embedded 
within the digitalized platform for auto-
mating the credit decision. We now gath-
er a large amount of information through 
our platform, such as education, the five 
Cs of credit, and so on, all of which help 
us make the right decisions regarding 
loans amount. The result is that it has 
enhanced our KYC process by reducing 
information asymmetry. We are com-
pletely paperless and have shortened 
the time needed to issue a guarantee. We 
enable swift decision-making, as well as 
execution of loans. We share our experi-
ence and knowledge from our database 
with every financial institution, and this 
data has helped them grow their product 
portfolio. The objective is to build a plat-
form linked to the SME Funding gateway, 
where we are able to filter or license all 
SMEs. Specifically, all leads of SME ap-
plicants received from the SME Fund-
ing Gateway will receive a pre-approved 
guarantee.
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Proven’s CCO and Deputy CEO Omer 
Saleem is an experienced strategist and 
seasoned business leader who brings 
innovation, talent, and operational 
efficiency together. With a demonstrated 
history of developing several businesses 
from initial concept, and seeing them 
through from implementation to growth 
successfully. His financial experience 
aids him to create value for clients 
through unique solutions derived from 
operational and financial analysis. His 
managerial, operational, and financial 
skills have contributed to the success of 
multiple organizations and brands and 
has raised his profile across the GCC.

In line with the growing 
professionalization of companies 
in the Kingdom in the last few 
years, Proven helps its clients 
not only adhere to current 
regulatory requirements but 
also stay compliant with future 
changes.

AREA
of expertise

Omer Saleem 
D E P U T Y  C E O ,
P R O V E N  S A

compliant as changes are enacted. 

What is your assessment of government reg-
ulation?
There is a general drive by the govern-
ment to make it easier to do business. 
Saudi Arabia is a heavily compliant mar-
ket, from a corporate structuring per-
spective. For Proven, that is in itself an 
opportunity, because that is the business 
we are in: advising, restructuring, and 
keeping our clients compliant. It is also 
a challenge as well because it is a rap-
idly evolving landscape. We ensure our 
consultants monitor the changes and 
provide related solutions to our clients. 
It is a good challenge to have because it 
also creates opportunity for an advisory 
firm such as Proven. In terms of what is 
upcoming, the introduction of free zones 
will be a game changer in terms of forging 
a way forward. 

Are you looking forward to expanding into any 
other countries?
Given our expertise and knowledge base, 
the major focal region for us is Saudi Ara-
bia and the wider GCC region. Proven has 
service portfolios with global ambitions, 
especially with service offerings that can 
be easily customized for global clients’ 
needs. The goal for Proven SA is to move 
up the value chain within the corporate 
services ecosystem and build expertise 
for Saudi, for those services as they come 
online and as the demand side picks up.

Are there particular industries or sectors that 
you are focusing on?
Healthcare sector is growing, most of 
the service sector, banking, finance, and 
marketing are all maturing. This maturity 
demands a higher level of sophistication 
when it comes to business and services 
partner solutions. Most of this growth and 
subsequent maturity is in the SME space. 
As soon as that middle market grows, with 
the size of the economy that Saudi has, 
there will be many untapped opportuni-
ties. For mid-sized firms who specialize in 
any sort of service areas, there is a huge 
growth opportunity in Saudi to come in 
and provide those services. ✖

What achievements would you like to highlight 
from the past 12 months? 
We have grown along three verticals. The 
first vertical was adapting more of the 
corporate immigration services that we 
have and moving them into more of a 
consultative service delivery model. For 
example, the conversation shifted from 
how do we meet HQ requirements to how 
do we now utilize that and increase the 
value from that project. In the last two 
and a half years, there have been many 
changes across the board. From an im-
provement perspective, we do complete 
corporate entity corporation, post incor-
poration, and then government relations 
compliance and management. We have 
changed the service delivery team within 
these three verticals to be more consulta-
tive and be more involved as a business 
partner for the clients. Moreover, Prov-
en’s digital consult and solutions have 
come into play. Both of those divisions 
have matured in the last year. We are now 
in Africa. As a Saudi company delivering 
projects in northern Africa and Jordan, 
we bring back expertise to our existing 
clients. We are also investing in service 
robotics. Our first batch of robots are sit-
ting in inventory and we are customizing 
them for clients on the ground. From cor-
porate services to automation, digitiza-
tion, and actual hard robotics and VR, it 
has been a year of change.

Who is your client and customer base?
Many service-oriented companies, are 
entering the market, including corporate 
service providers. Saudi was not previous-
ly mature enough for these firms to come 
in. This whole market is now maturing 
rapidly on multiple fronts and the focus is 
on developing this SME space. The sector 
is evolving to move from being non-reg-
ulated to more regulated. An indicator is 
seen in many family-owned businesses 
going public. They are restructuring their 
governance models away from the tradi-
tional to more robust, modern models. In 
this ever-changing environment, Proven 
is catering to clients from multiple sectors 
and of various sizes to not only adhere to 
current regulatory requirements but stay 
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A street scene from an old market 
in downtown Jeddah
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Stuart D’souza is CEO of AEI. He 
has lived in Saudi Arabia for over 15 
years and is a regular contributor and 
commentator on all matters relating 
to the transformation of the country 
and has worked as an advisor to the 
ministries of defense in Saudi Arabia, 
Qatar, and the UAE.

AEI has worked hard to 
establish itself as the “go-to” 
support partner for foreign 
companies seeking to enter, 
establish, or expand in Saudi 
Arabia.

IN THEIR
best
interests

Stuart  D’souza 
C E O ,
A R A B I A N  E N T E R P R I S E
I N C U B AT O R S  ( A E I )

What milestones and achievements would you 
highlight during this past year?
2021 was a good year for AEI, with a 30% 
growth in sales, and we hit our target of 
USD25million in sales. This was a huge 
milestone for us not only after the pan-
demic but also in the context of AEI being 
a relatively small business in Saudi Ara-
bia. Since 2019, we have had an ambition 
to position AEI as the “go-to” support 
partner for companies seeking to enter, 
establish, or expand in Saudi and we 
have seen a massive increase in interest 
in the Saudi market from foreign compa-
nies as well as companies actually seek-
ing to register a subsidiary in the King-
dom through the Ministry of Investment. 
Our Corporate Services Team are often 
the backbone of the support that we pro-
vide to those clients looking at register-
ing an entity. In order to accommodate 
the year-on-year growth in demand for 
corporate services, we launched a trans-
formation plan in 2021, investing in our 
people, growing the team as well as en-
suring we have the right systems in place 
to deliver for our clients. We had nearly 
a 200% increase in sales in corporate ser-
vices. More broadly, our headcount has 
grown to over 200 employees up from 
150 last year. Over the last year, we have 
invested heavily, particularly in our cor-
porate services business unit, and we are 
ready for further growth in 2023.

How do you assess the interest of investors in 
the Kingdom? 
Our focus, as a business, is principally on 
companies that are looking to enter the 
Saudi market rather than investors per 
se. There has been strong demand for a 
number of reasons—comparing the Sau-
di market to the regional market, other 
countries in the Gulf continue to strug-
gle after COVID-19. They cannot keep 
up with Saudi in terms of the opportuni-
ties, projects, budgets, and the appetite 
for change that Vision 2030 is bringing. 
There is a focus on infrastructure proj-
ects, and the giga- and megaprojects are 
leading the way; however, those projects 

provide opportunities for companies, not 
only in construction-related sectors but 
also in terms of training, consultancy, 
and so on. Across the board, whatever 
you are doing, there are significant op-
portunities in Saudi. Additionally, in the 
last 12 months, the regulatory reform, 
which has tightened the rules around 
awarding contracts to entities that are 
not registered in Saudi Arabia, has result-
ed in a huge boost to our sales in corpo-
rate services. The Saudi authorities right-
ly want to be contracting with companies 
that are registered in the Kingdom. There 
are opportunities in every sector, partic-
ularly because Vision 2030 is everywhere 
and, particularly, as Vision 2030 moves 
from strategy to implementation. There 
is still a significant demand for consul-
tancy and external support to augment 
ministries and commissions to provide 
oversight and governance. Another area 
that remains strong is human capital de-
velopment, whether that is education, 
training, vocational, or academic. The 
Ministry of Investment has launched a 
number of programs to attract foreign 
universities and schools. It is not only the 
academic side of it but also vocational 
training opportunities and professional 
development, providing training to com-
panies, and helping employees. There 
are many opportunities—the challenge is 
figuring out a route to market that is low-
cost and low-risk, and that is what many 
of our clients use AEI for. 

What clients would you like to add to your cli-
ent base?
We work as a partner of foreign business-
es. We could provide accommodation, 
transport, office space, consultancy, help 
set up their entities or develop a strategy 
for doing business in Saudi. Since 2021, 
we have helped an additional 200 com-
panies with their Saudi journeys. AEI has 
supported over 1,700 companies that 
have been successful in the Kingdom. 
There are still many challenges, although 
the digitalization of government services 
has helped make things easier. ✖
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The content of this article is intended to 
provide a general guide to the subject matter. 
Specialist advice should be sought about 
your specific circumstances. 

2022 MARKS 10 YEARS since AEI was 
founded and in that time we have helped 
over 1,800 foreign businesses to enter, es-
tablish, and expand in the Saudi Market.

WHY CHOOSE SAUDI?
Under Vision 2030, the Kingdom truly pro-
vides a unique opportunity for business. 
The market is booming and there is simply 
nowhere else on the planet with the breadth 
and scale of opportunity that we see in Sau-
di. We all know the headlines about NEOM 
and the Red Sea developments but there is 
much, much more beyond. Whatever your 
sector from cheese to UAVs, from hotel 
construction to healthcare transformation, 
Saudi must be front and center of your 
growth strategy.

WHY SET UP IN SAUDI
There has been a huge influx of foreign 
businesses setting-up in the Kingdom with 
an increase of 700% in foreign investment 
licenses issued so far in 2022. This is in part 
due to the ever tightening regulatory envi-

ronment, clamping down on the “fly-in/
fly-out” model of old, but it also reflects the 
scale of opportunity in Saudi. Understand-
ing your optimum operating model re-
quires planning and advice from informed, 
locally based professionals with Saudi spe-
cific experience. New entrants to the Saudi 
market often make the mistake of thinking 
that regulations in the Kingdom are the 
same as in the UAE—this is absolutely not 
the case.

WHAT DO WE NEED TO KNOW?
Understanding your liabilities is crucial and 
“getting it right” from day 1 will require in-
formed, local advice. Regulations change 
often and keeping ahead of the information 
curve can be difficult.

Our Top Three Tips are:
• Route to Market Strategy — consider an 

iterative strategy that is based on a low-
cost, low-risk approach. Understanding 
risk is crucial as is understanding custom 
and practice. You are not the first foreign 

business seeking success in Saudi.
• Saudization — this is the broad policy 

to compel companies to employ more 
Saudis. There is a good workforce in the 
Kingdom but recruitment and retention 
of Saudi nationals can be challenging. 
Failure to maintain Saudization levels 
will impact your business so having a 
Saudization plan is critical for the com-
pliant employment and deployment of 
personnel in the Kingdom.

• Back Office Compliance — do not un-
derestimate the challenge of maintaining 
government portals, filing VAT returns,  
or complying with the Wage Protection 
System. Failures or delays in back office 
activities can result in fines and penalties.

WHY CHOOSE AEI?
We are a trusted partner to businesses, 
large and small, and to governments from 
around the world. They rely on our Saudi 
specific knowledge and experience which is 
second to none. Let us accelerate your jour-
ney to success in Saudi. ✖

EXPERTS IN SAUDI SUCCESS

AEI is an expert in assisting foreign businesses to enter Saudi Arabia and has the local knowledge to 
ensure the best start possible.

C O M M U N I Q U É 
Arabian Enterprise Incubators (AEI)
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Fahad S.  Al idi  
M A N A G I N G  D I R E C T O R ,
WA’ E D  V E N T U R E S

What is Wa’ed’s mandate?
Wa’ed was established in 2011 by Saudi Ar-
amco under the official name of the Saudi Ar-
amco Entrepreneurship Center to unlock the 
entrepreneurial capacity within the Kingdom. 
Initially, our core functions revolved around 
business coaching and mentoring for emerging 
start-ups, and we also offered SME lending as 
a supportive function; however, between 2013 
and 2014, we recognized a massive shift in the 
local ecosystem; on the one hand, there was an 
increasing capability among founders to devel-
op new technologies, and on the other, venture 
capital was starting to become a reality globally 
but not exactly within the Kingdom. We real-
ized that in the local ecosystem, there was limit-
ed venture capital (VC) activity at that time, and 
it was at that same period when Wa’ed became 
the recipient of a USD200-million venture cap-
ital fund, making it one the first institutional 
VCs in the Kingdom. Since then, our mandate 
was meant to evolve at each ecosystem shift to 
enable us to become an entity that propels in-
novation and advances digitization within the 
Kingdom through its VC arm. We see ourselves 

as a major ecosystem contributor and we con-
tinue to position ourselves as an anchor for the 
Kingdom’s innovation ecosystem. 

What is the dynamic between Wa’ed and the fintech 
space in Saudi Arabia? 
When it comes to the fintech space in Saudi 
Arabia, we were definitely one of the first VCs 
that were eager to enter this space and take 
risks, even at the very earliest stages when regu-
latory terms were not yet established to support 
the industry. We were quick to identify the vital 
importance that financial technology has for 
advancing the region, and in 2014, we decid-
ed to invest in the payment processing fintech 
PayTabs. Today, we are reaping the benefits of 
our foresight, as we continuously experience 
the massive growth trajectory that many of our 
portfolio companies in fintech were able to 
achieve. Boosting the local fintech ecosystem 
is becoming one of our central strengths as a 
well-rounded VC. Our multilateral partnership 
with Fintech Saudi, an amazing organization 
and a formidable enabler for the fintech space 
in the Kingdom, is particularly valuable, not 
least as it acts as a connective channel between 
our work as a VC and the work of local regula-
tors who seek to encourage innovation in the 
fintech space. ✖

BIO 

Fahad Alidi has over 13 years of 
experience leading multiple projects and 
divisions in Saudi Aramco. Before joining 
the Saudi Aramco Entrepreneurship 
Center as managing director of its 
venture capital arm, he served as head 
of integration and interface in Aramco’s 
Industrial Investments Program, after 
leading the integrated resource planning 
division at Aramco Power. Alidi has also 
joined the World Economic Forum as 
a Global Fellow, leading engagements 
with executives across 30-plus financial 
institutions and establishing the oil 
and gas climate related financial risks 
workstream.
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Seral Sofi is a recruitment veteran with 
over 20 years of knowhow in executive 
search and the Saudi employment 
market. She has formed companies and 
served in a range of senior positions in 
the sector, and is today Managing Partner 
at Ideas Bureau and a board member 
of Wisdom Management Consulting, the 
first in chapter female member of the 
Entrepreneurs Organization.

best and
BRIGHTEST
With the growing interest in and importance of talent acquisition and 
retention in Saudi Arabia, Ideas Bureau has positioned itself as the 
expert in human capacity building for the public and private sectors.

Seral  Sofi
M A N A G I N G  PA R T N E R ,

I D E A S  B U R E A U

and testing tools, no one has yet proven 
to hire talent without human interven-
tion, such as interviewing for a position. 
With that said, adopting tools will enable 
early movers to drive higher efficiencies, 
capture more compelling data, improve 
objectivity, and speed up the generally 
slow-moving process. What I love about 
the shift in experience since COVID-19 
is the ability to engage virtually and 
move the markers that way. What could 
have taken months in the past to get 
two people in a room together, and the 
exorbitant costs of flying people around 
the world, now happens at the click of 
a button. It gives people significantly 
more choice and range of access where-
by agents of change need to act quickly 
and with accuracy so as to not lose out 
in the talent war in this upward moving 
market. ✖

Could you elaborate on the operations of 
Ideas Bureau and the services it provides?
Ideas Bureau (Rawad Al-Afkar) came 
about in 2007 once I exited a partner-
ship with ECSA—the first ever female-fo-
cused recruitment firm in KSA. It was a 
concept somewhat ahead of its time, 
paving the way for a generalist executive 
search and recruitment advisory firm 
when there was little, if any, such indus-
try presence in the market. Essentially, 
we are strategic hiring solutions/ adviso-
ry consultants that support both public 
and private sector entities in human ca-
pacity building. 

Vision 2030 includes both Saudization and in-
ternationalization of the Kingdom’s economy. 
What are the sought-after capabilities, and 
what is the market seeking from a strategic 
standpoint?
Exponential and agile growth is what’s 
needed today. The drive to take the King-
dom to its highest potential in response 
to the national Vision’s objectives re-
quire turbo-charged work behavior and 
lightning speed adoption. The success 
will rely on efficient digital evolution but 
will require the smartest brain power to 
deliver. The market will continue to soak 
up the brightest of international talents, 
and this will be additionally enabled by 
the upcoming global economic slump 
that will saturate the employment mar-
ket with talent. Meanwhile, it will be 
essential to ensure that local talents are 
adequately developed given the steep 
learning curve ahead by leveraging ex-
pert SME capabilities.

What is the public-private sector balance in 
your portfolio, and do the talent requirements 
differ between the two?
There is little difference between the two 

sectors today. There are many sets of tar-
gets to accomplish within a short time; 
therefore, the reliance on tenured, low-
paid, civil servants is no longer consid-
ered. In early 2017, we witnessed a mass 
exodus from the private to the public 
sector where there was almost a “call to 
proudly serve your nation.” This trend 
will continue until the pendulum starts 
to shift back to further enable the private 
sector. Investor confidence is at an all-
time high, and that sentiment then gets 
mirrored in private-sector employabili-
ty. Within the coming two years, we will 
experience healthy competition on both 
sides attract national talent to produce 
astounding results.
 
What is the balance between recruiting locally 
vs. internationally?
Our primary focus has been, and will al-
ways be, to grow local talent. While we 
are very confident in attracting SMEs 
from across the globe, we will always 
do so such that it is done in conjunction 
with national talent development path-
ways. The conversations I am really ex-
cited to start engaging in are the outward 
mobilization and demand for local talent 
to the international communities which 
will be taking place sooner than we ex-
pect. The abilities and peak of growth 
we have witnessed within a remarkably 
short time will lay the foundation for 
Saudi talent to be in high demand in 
globally developed markets based on the 
unique expertise developments taking 
place at present.

How has the cultural and economic shift in the 
Kingdom affected the way you work with part-
ners and clients locally? 
Our industry has not evolved much in 
over 100 years. Even with the advent of AI 
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An entrepreneur, Fahad Naif Alfaqeer’s 
experience covers the establishment, 
implementation, and management of 
new businesses including the selection 
and creation of strategic partnerships, 
both locally and internationally. In 
addition to his business role, Alfaqeer is 
involved in many social activities.

Working to provide trained and 
specialized human resources in 
nearly every sector, Almawarid 
Group stands out for its ability to 
cover the needs of any sector or 
service.

THE RIGHT
talent

Fahad Naif  Alfaqeer 
C E O ,
A L M AWA R I D  G R O U P

“We strive to work at 
the highest standards 

of professionalism and 
keep in mind a clear 

vision for our future.”

er are based on the needs of our clients. 
The future of the national economy will 
rely on specialized industries, as well as 
on the healthcare sector, IT, tourism, and 
entertainment. We currently have around 
1,200 Saudi employees and around 4,000 
non-Saudi workers; we extend our services 
from labor all the way to consultants and 
can provide them all to our clients. We 
have a strategic partnership with different 
sectors; we provide consultancy services 
and help companies reach their goals for 
Vision 2030. In healthcare, especially, we 
also have around 35 nurses in that service 
and can also provide therapy. This unit 
provides care for people in their homes 
whenever they need services or treatment. 
We can also cover the needs of the real es-
tate and construction sector as well and 
can provide specialized engineers as well 
as the labor. There is also a huge boom in 
this area.

Your division, Ruwwad, has more than 20 years 
of experience in event services. How is this di-
vision capitalizing on Saudi Arabia’s growing 
entertainment industry?
The entertainment industry is booming in 
the country, and we are capitalizing on that 
engaging with the key events happening in 
the country. We have the experiences that 
allow us to understand the needs in this 
sector. We have both a national and expat 
expert team, and we operate using a state-
of-the-art technical equipment, material, 
and technologies. We are a one-stop shop 
within this sector. We have modern tech-
nologies and experts, and we engage in the 
leading ceremonies and events through 
the entire nation. We work with different 
partners and have clients from both the 
public and private sectors. We have been 
there for government events, especially in 
Jeddah. We will work hard until we are one 
of the largest, and we can manage events 
from A to Z. ✖

Can you introduce Almawarid Group, its compa-
nies, and its core activities?
We are a national group formed based on 
social responsibility and building value 
through hard work and quality of output. 
We seek to contribute to creating a fer-
tile and productive environment for our 
valued customers, allowing them to offer 
their services and products according to 
the standards of balanced performance 
that ensures continuity, thus, reducing the 
proportion of risks expected. Therefore, 
we strive to work at the highest standards 
of professionalism and keep in mind a 
clear vision for our future. The real invest-
ment lies in focusing on human resources, 
which have proved to be the key to success 
and progress at all levels. In our group, 
we focus on the provision of specialized 
national cadres and the recruitment of 
trained manpower and contributing to 
public- and private-sector programs that 
deal with the same context. At the same 
time, we are aware of the size of the invest-
ment sector and the great need to create 
a supportive services sector. We strive to 
meet the needs of the labor market and 
keep pace with the growing demand for 
human resources by providing trained and 
specialized human resources. The compa-
ny is specialized on wide range of activi-
ties: recruitment, training, consultancy, 
outsource services, general contracting. 
We operate as well in the real estate sector 
and in debt collection; over the years, we 
have managed to successfully expand our 
business in travel and tourism, cleaning 
and maintenance services, advertising, 
and lighting and sound services. We are 
a solid company and managed to avoid 
the impact of the pandemic. The govern-
ment’s support and its guidance in dealing 
with this pandemic was the first booster. 
Internally, having strong financial assets 
and a solid risk management methodology 
also allowed us to preserve all the human 
assets. 

What specific sectors of the national economy 
are you involved with and where do you foresee 
an increasing demand coming from?
We serve every single sector of the econ-
omy; we are ready to meet any of our cli-
ents’ needs independently despite the 
sector or industry they are working in. The 
sectors and types of industries that we cov-
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reaping
THE REWARDS
Tareq Alangari sees unlimited opportunities to develop innovative 
solutions in Saudi Arabia, including AI applications and smart cities 
developments.

Tareq Alangari 
C E O ,

E &  E N T E R P R I S E  S A U D I

BIO 

Tareq Alangari has been CEO of e& 
enterprise Saudi—a subsidiary of the 
UAE-headquartered telecommunications 
e& Group, formerly Etisalat Group—since 
2020. Alangari holds a bachelor’s degree 
in business from King Fahd University 
of Petroleum and Minerals, a diploma 
in commercial banking, and an MBA 
from IE Business School in Madrid 
and is currently undertaking related 
qualifications through the INSEAD 
business school in France. He is a 
member of the board of directors and 
executive committee of Leejam Sports 
Co. and has been a board member & 
chairman of the audit committee of 
Tabuk Cement Co. since 2017. Since 
2018, Alangari has been a board 
executive committee member of the 
Saudi Spanish Business Council and 
recently became its vice chairman. 

the urban dimension. It is also crucial to 
educate the market about such complex 
technologies: the best thing is through 
developers and not through individuals. 
In NEOM, the cost of the technology we 
added is more expensive than the house 
itself. What everyone is doing is simply 
becoming a system integrator; no one is 
coming up with a new technology. When 
we talk about smart cities, the first solu-
tion that comes to my mind is related to 
waste management. Currently, in Saudi, 
there are many companies in the mar-
ket with more than 120,000 garbage bins 
already connected. Smart parking solu-
tions are also part of the smart city. Con-
sidering that new cities and districts are 
currently mushrooming in the Kingdom, 
the potential is huge. ✖

In light of your broad experience in KSA, how 
would you assess the importance of innova-
tion for the development of the Kingdom? 
The future of KSA relies on innovation. 
Both the public and private sector are 
heavily investing in innovation, apply-
ing and developing the best interna-
tional standards to every single sector 
of the economy. Previously, we were 
only adopting technologies from other 
countries, but currently, we are able to 
generate them in the country: the King-
dom is turning into a hub. First, the gov-
ernment has been investing heavily in 
its own talent through scholarships and 
programs that are pushing young talent 
to work. In addition to studying abroad, 
there are programs of secondment, in-
ternships, and multinational companies 
abroad. The lifestyle here is improving, 
and salaries are much higher than in oth-
er markets. Having a forum that attracts 
people to come and innovate here will 
add great value. The investments by the 
government and working to attract the 
top companies here will also play a ma-
jor role. Saudi has a unique advantage of 
having the biggest market by itself to sell 
innovation domestically and then export 
it. The scholarship program in Saudi 
for the past 15 years is now reaping the 
rewards. There are companies moving 
their headquarters here. We also see a 
great deal of AI utilization in every sec-
tor, especially in entertainment. AI and 
machine learning are being ingrained 
in local businesses. On this note, the 
evolution of the healthcare sector has 
been impressive; Saudi Arabia is adopt-
ing the latest technologies available in 
the market to extend an excellent and 
effective healthcare service to the com-

munity. e& enterprise, with a team of 
experts in digital health, built the hospi-
tal information system (HIS) and the lab 
information system (LIS). Supported the 
government to speed up this revolution, 
we are working on a new cloud system to 
bring together all medical records. That 
also gives us a mine of data related to our 
community.

How is the private sector supporting Saudi 
Arabia’s new strategy for smart cities, which 
aims to transform municipal services through 
digital smart technologies and AI?
Every single company in KSA is investing 
in digitalization, and many are imple-
menting solutions to shape the way we 
live in our private spaces, cities, and large 
urban areas. When it comes to smart 
homes and smart cities, e& enterprise 
has different verticals: we have more 
than 800 people working from more 
than 100 nationalities in one company. 
We have delivered interesting solutions 
in the smart home sector. NEOM has a 
project called NEOM Living Lab where 
some of its management team live in 
these homes and experience what we 
do. In NEOM, we developed a complete 
end-to-end smart home solution—the 
goal is for someone to go through an en-
tire day without using their hands. Sau-
di has some smart home solutions. We 
are not innovators of technology; we are 
more of innovators of solutions. NEOM 
has what it calls solution architects that 
gather information from the market, do 
a knowledge transfer, and enable it. The 
application of smart solutions to home 
living and cities will have a strong im-
pact on the future of Saudi cities and the 
way communities will interact within 
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BANK DEPOSITS BY 
SECTOR, 2Q2021
SOURCE: ALJAZIRA CAPITAL,
ARGAAM, SAMA

  73.3%  Local

  24.5%  Regional

  2%        International

INSURANCE PENETRA-
TION OF TOTAL GDP 
(%)
SOURCE: SAUDI CENTRAL BANK

2018 2019 2020

General
insurance 0.48 0.48 0.56

Health
insurance 0.68 0.76 0.87

Protection
insurance 0.04 0.04 0.05

SAUDI CAPITAL
MARKETS SNAPSHOT, 
2020
SOURCE: THE WORLD BANK

Market cap $2,429,102

Market cap
(% of GDP) 347

No. of domestic
companies listed 207
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Finance

MORE
FOR EVERYONE

he role of banks and financial institutions 
is changing, not only in the Kingdom, but 
across the GCC. In Saudi Arabia, finance 

sector firms, aligned with Vision 2030, are rein-
venting their offers and services by innovating new 
products through supply chain finance solutions.
Indeed, there is a specific need for new financial 
tools, services, and policies to ensure the SME seg-
ment continues to grow in Saudi Arabia.

Financial organizations perusing the man-
date of Vision 2030 have also realized they have a 
unique opportunity to have a direct impact on cor-
porate society and local communities through the 
creation of new funds, financial packages, and bor-
rowing schemes. Boosted by new digital solutions 
and platforms, they are set to unlock the potential 
of every sector of the national economy, from real 
estate and housing to industry, retail, and tourism.

Once a slow-moving ecosystem, Saudi Arabia 
has bloomed into a dynamic landscape for entre-
preneurs, offering them greater access to funding 
and friendlier regulations. 

The fintech sector in particular has grown from 
just 10 start-ups registered under the Fintech Sau-
di initiative in 2018 to a total of 155 in 2020. The 
concerted IPO push across the entirety of the 

economy, but particularly in the finance sector, 
has seen almost weekly announcements of com-
panies going public and raising large amounts of 
capital in the process. In 2021, fintech start-ups 
based in Saudi Arabia raised almost USD130 mil-
lion, a whopping jump compared to the USD23 
million raised between 2015 and 2020, and this 
turbo-charged trend is only set to continue in 
2022-2023. The Saudi cabinet has approved the 
Kingdom’s financial technology strategy, which 
further exemplifies Saudi Arabia’s aim of attracting 
foreign companies and growing local players. This 
strategy continues to bolster efforts toward wider 
digitalization, with Riyadh keen to become a global 
tech hub.

The appetite for digital products and accessibil-
ity in every sector of the economy has been met 
by a receptive and reactive private sector. Add-
ing to this picture, the public sector, with Fintech 
Saudi, SAMA, and the CMA playing key roles, also 
actioned several decisions that have helped this 
leap forward. Accelerator and incubator programs, 
the push toward an open banking framework, and 
data-driven access and analysis are some key fea-
tures in a public-sector drive to enable the private 
sector fintech space to flourish. ✖

T
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