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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

BIO 

Abdullah Al-Swaha was appointed 
Minister of Communications and 
Information Technology in 2017 after 
more than 15 years of experience in IT, 
entrepreneurship, and executive and 
digital consulting. He has held several 
positions in the public and private 
sectors. In the former, he was director-
general of the Digital Transformation 
Office in charge of expediting the 
realization of Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030. 
In the private sector, he has served as 
CEO of Cisco Saudi Arabia.

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

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



7Contents

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

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

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

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

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

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

BIO 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Well-oiled 
machine

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

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

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

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

DATA
commander

SDAIA came online at a 
critical time and played a 
key role in providing data to 
the government during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.



11Regulation & Governance

I N T E R V I E W

Esam Abdullah Khalaf  Alwagait
D I R E C T O R , 

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

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

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

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

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

BIO 

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

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

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

ready,
STEADY, GO
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Mohammed Alshaalan
F O R M E R  C E O ,
N AT I O N A L  D I G I TA L  T R A N S F O R M AT I O N 
U N I T  ( N D U )

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

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

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

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

BIO 

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

TIME TO 
be digital

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

F O C U S 
Digital ization and reform in the government



14 Digital Kingdom Special Report

Im
ag

e:
 H

1N
1 A view from inside a government 

building in Riyadh



15Regulation & Governance
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Rashed Al-Qaood 
D I R E C T O R  G E N E R A L ,

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

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

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

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

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

were affected negatively.

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

quality
ASSURANCE

“One of ADAA’s main 
new measurements is 

the national satisfaction 
index of public services 

wherein the baseline 
value will be generated 

in 2021 as well.”
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Abdulaziz  M. AlSwailem 
C E O ,
S A U D I  A U T H O R I T Y  F O R  I N T E L -
L E C T U A L  P R O P E R T Y  ( S A I P )

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

How did COVID-19 impact your operations?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

BIO 

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

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

S T C  PAY

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

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

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

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

BIO 

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

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

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

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

pay DAY
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Abdulaziz  Al-Onaizan
C E O ,

B A N K  A L B I L A D

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

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

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

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

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

BIO 

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

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

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

digital 
ASCENSION
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Rajiv  Shukla 
C E O ,
H S B C  S A U D I  A R A B I A

How has the pandemic impacted your opera-
tions over the past 12 months, and how have you 
adapted to the new reality?
Everyone was forced to adapt, some suc-
cessfully and some not so much. Given 
our systemic position in the local markets, 
our focus was to continue supporting our 
clients’ needs and keeping the markets 
functional, while of course also keeping 
our staff safe and able to deliver even on 
a remote basis. The support of our local 
and global shareholder partners ensured 
that our automation and digitalization was 
accelerated, and clients were not impacted 
by the shift to our modified way of work-
ing.

Was the impact contained, or was there a sig-
nificant dip in activity due to the volatility in the 
markets?
We actually spotted many more opportu-
nities as far as investment banking goes. 
For instance, in the very first month of the 
outbreak, the Kingdom was involved in 
issuing a large multi-billion-dollar bond. 
We were leads on the issuance, and were 
able to guide it to success, including then 
issuing one in a tranche with the longest is-
sued tenor of 40 years, which held up well 
in the aftermarket. We also participated 
in a large syndicated loan financing for a 
GRE totaling USD10 billion. Having spot-
ted the market opportunity, we pitched to 
key bank clients on the advantage of tier-
2 issuances. We did a few of those across 
the local and international markets, such 
issuances augmenting bank capital in ad-
dition to raising financing. We did the first 
“green” sukuk out of Saudi Arabia, for Sau-
di Electricity Company, and the first green 
ECA loan for the Kingdom’s Ministry of Fi-
nance—this was the first for a sovereign in 
the entire MENA region, in fact. We advised 
PIF in an M&A situation, co-investing with 
a Chinese investor into a port operator lo-
cally. We also advised on the largest-ever 
trade in the history of the Saudi Arabian 
market: the sale of SABIC shares by PIF to 
Saudi Aramco, and being the sole bank to 

cross the trade in the market. Similarly, we 
advised on the first government-led pri-
vatization for Saudi Grains Organization 
(SAGO), in line with the timeline put in 
place prior to the pandemic. We advised 
Saudi Electricity Company also on the 
conversion of its government liabilities, 
about USD45 billion equivalent in terms 
of size, into an equity-like non-dilutive 
shariah-compliant financial instrument. 
We also handled a number of cross-bor-
der M&A deals and successfully completed 
the first wave of government NCP-led PPP 
transactions for the construction of circa 
60 schools. HSBC also helped kick-start the 
derivatives market on the exchange, and 
was the only foreign institution to be part 
of that initial set of banks at launch, and 
having provided a great deal of support to 
the market participants to reach that stage. 
We continue to help the market push de-
velopments on several fronts, for instance 
having done the first securities borrowing 
and lending trade, and more recently the 
first short selling trade. All these were done 
during the pandemic, and we hope to con-
tinue trailblazing on many other firsts as 
well while supporting the Kingdom’s Vi-
sion 2030 agenda.

What are your expectations over the next year?
I do not expect things to return to the 
pre-pandemic “normal.” Digitalization 
has “tasted blood,” as they say, and will 
accelerate. We already have a policy in 
place that allows for remote working, even 
post-pandemic: if the employee wishes 
and manager allows, they can work en-
tirely remotely. As such, post-pandemic, 
there will certainly be a different way of 
working, although we do not see any signs 
of returning to anywhere near normal on 
the horizon and will continue to adapt. For 
instance, for the first time in more than a 
decade of running an investor conference 
physically in Saudi Arabia, we ran it fully 
virtually this year. We matched corporate 
clients with global investors, which took 
place at the end of March 2021. ✖

BIO 

Rajiv Shukla is the CEO of HSBC Saudi 
Arabia. He joined HSBC in 2004 and 
has held a number of roles, including 
head of global banking and markets and 
head of investment banking for HSBC 
Saudi Arabia. He has over 30 years of 
experience, including eight years with 
Citibank in the Asia Pacific and six years 
with Tata Steel in India. He has a degree 
in engineering from the Indian Institute 
of Technology and an MBA from the 
Asian Institute of Management.

KEEP
on 
trucking
HSBC achieved much over the 
course of the last year, in spite 
of the impact of the pandemic. 
Its large global network also 
helped it deploy digital solutions 
quickly.
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Priyan Attygalle 
C E O , 
A M E R I C A N  E X P R E S S 
S A U D I  A R A B I A

The payments industry has seen a unique set 
of impacts from the pandemic. How have you 
reacted?
The payments industry never sleeps. To 
provide service 24/7, you need to make 
sure your staff can work remotely from 
wherever they are located. American Ex-
press Saudi Arabia had the legacy infra-
structure for remote access and we were 
able to extend this facility to all staff from 
the start of the pandemic. Our strategy 
for COVID-19 was designed around four 
stages—lockdown, transition, recovery, 
and the growth stage. For the lockdown 
stage, we looked at the payment services 
customers needed during a total lock-
down. They would be ordering essentials 
online and driving to neighboring grocery 
stores and pharmacies. Traditional cash 
users started moving to cards and other 
electronic payment methods. Contactless 
payments started to become important 
for the customer. The central bank react-
ed fast and increased the contactless limit 
from SAR100 to SAR300 per transaction, 
so people did not have to touch payment 
machines when entering their PINs to 
make small payments. Subsequently, the 
first behavioral shift of paying for even 
a small item with a credit card or phone 
started. The second was the increased 
use of credit cards for local transactions 
in Saudi Arabia. Previously, many only 
used credit cards when they were overseas 
and still used cash or debit cards at home. 
Third, we noticed our ATM usage falling 
because people were using less cash and 
more electronic/card payment methods. 
All card and electronic payments saw a 
massive growth in transaction numbers 
locally. During the transition phase, con-
sumers were buying home entertainment 
units such as televisions, sound systems 
and work from home essentials such as 
computers, large monitors etc. Home and 
garden improvement products became 
popular. In the recovery stage people 
started to travel locally. This saw people 
who never considered a local holiday be-
fore going on staycations. Local tourism 
became more popular, for example going 
fishing and diving in Jeddah. That is the 

phase we are in now—people are chang-
ing their lifestyles. The next stage is when 
people can travel internationally, though 
that is some time away once a vaccine is 
found.

What has happened to American Express Saudi 
Arabia's revenue in this period?
Our revenues have suffered like most com-
panies who depend on travel and con-
sumer spend. A large part of our revenue 
stream comes from international travel 
and corporate travel. Thus, while we have 
suffered from a revenue perspective as a 
result of COVID-19, we have been able to 
re-invent ourselves as an everyday card for 
local spending in the Kingdom. We have 
made our platform more efficient and 
automated a large part of our processing. 
Overall, COVID-19 has hurt the credit card 
industry in the short term but accelerated 
the move away from cash, an exercise that 
would have required a substantial market-
ing investment and time. In our transition 
to being an everyday card, we have in-
creased our acceptance rate threefold. Our 
aim is to be close to parity in terms of mer-
chant acceptance with other card schemes 
in Saudi Arabia. We are also incentivizing 
customers who use their American Ex-
press card at selected supermarkets and 
online merchants so that their everyday 
spend is captured.

What do you see for American Express' busi-
ness in Saudi Arabia for the next year as the 
situation evolves?
The worst is behind us, and we expect to 
see a gradual recovery. During the recov-
ery, we will ensure that American Express' 
platforms are robust to support our dig-
ital offering. We need to make sure we 
have the right partnerships to support the 
change in our customer behavior trends. 
As we are a closed loop card system, we are 
the issuer, network, and acquirer retaining 
the transaction with us at all times, unlike 
other card schemes where the transaction 
is handed over to various other entities. 
From a safety and security angle, a closed 
loop network is always a better option for 
the customer. ✖

BIO 

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

EXPRESS
line

COVID-19 has hurt the credit 
card industry in the short term 
but accelerated the move 
away from cash, and American 
Express Saudi Arabia is now 
focused on incentives for 
customers and expanding its 
client base.
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J.K. Khalil is the Country 
Manager of Saudi Arabia, 
Bahrain & Levant at Mastercard. 
He has over 16 years of 
banking, strategy consulting 
and technology experience, 
having held a number of roles 
across multinational banks, top 
tier consulting firms and tech 
start-ups. In his previous role at 
Mastercard, he was the Middle 
East Region Lead for Mastercard 
Advisors, Mastercard's data-
driven strategy consulting 
practice that enables and 
supports banking, merchant and 
government partners around 
the world. Prior to Mastercard, 
J.K. was a senior manager with 
Strategy& (formerly Booz & 
Company), based out of Dubai 
where he was a principal in 
their financial services practice, 
where he focused on the wealth 
management, risk and digital 
verticals in particular. Before 
joining Booz & Company in 2012, 
he held a number of positions 
at Barclays Bank including 
strategy, transformation and 
at one-point derivatives sales. 
He had also, prior to his MBA, 
served a number of financial 
services institutions in Europe 
in his capacity as a senior IT 
consultant, including names 
like BNP Paribas and Munich 
Re. He holds an MBA with 
distinction from the University 
of Chicago (Booth) and is the 
President of the GCC Alumni 
Club chapter. He also holds a 
computer systems & networks 
engineering degree from the 
Saint Joseph University in 
Beirut.

Awareness of the benefits of electronic 
payments versus cash exploded 
during the pandemic, and firms like 
Mastercard are at the forefront of new 
payment solutions.

behavior will not return to where it was, and all in-
dicators say it will continue to be the way it is now. 
This cash displacement has set up a new baseline, 
so once the second recovery starts to take place, 
and economic activity returns to 2019 levels, this 
new baseline will be set to the new level of spend-
ing and will take into account new behaviors that 
will no longer happen at cash points going for-
ward.

What is your strategy in a market that is so innovative 
and changing so quickly in terms of regulations and new 
products?
In Saudi Arabia today, we have cashless payments, 
cross-border remittances, account-to-account 
transfers, QR payments, which are quick response 
code payments, and e-commerce. We have done 
about 85% of all e-commerce flows in the market 
across all schemes. These are all different payment 
rails that we have brought to life in these markets 
in the Middle East and the GCC specifically. When 
regulators like the Saudi Central Bank (SAMA) 
open up to embrace the future and bring all these 
multi-rails, they are so hungry to unlock the dig-
ital economy across all levels and provide choice 
to consumers. It makes us excited because this is 
the ecosystem that we have contributed to global-
ly. In terms of regulatory change, when we look at 
the upcoming open banking regulations that have 
already been announced, those will bring a new 
layer that will enable many use cases that will fit 
with other innovations, such as QR and real-time 
payments, which we are rolling out in Saudi with 
Saudi Payments. We will have a market that has so 
much to offer and we will be up there with the likes 
of Singapore and London in being at the forefront 
of pioneering new technology. We shed our lega-
cy skin many years ago as a company, and we are 
really embracing change. Instead of being afraid 
of the future or betting only on one technology or 
rail, you have to bet on a future that has choice. ✖

What did 2020 mean for you, and what changed in terms 
of volumes and patterns?
The biggest impact for us was the acceleration of 
awareness at the consumer, corporate, and mer-
chant levels. Awareness of the benefits of elec-
tronic payments versus cash has exploded. Many 
businesses realized their current setups were un-
suitable for a zero-contact economy, while con-
sumers realized how convenient, quick, and, more 
importantly, hygienic it was not to handle cash 
and to use electronic payments instead. We did 
a survey in Saudi in 2Q2020, and 90% of respon-
dents had already used contactless in April and 
May 2020, many of them for the first time. Around 
80% also said they would continue to use electron-
ic payment features such as contactless as much 
as possible, regardless of COVID-19. From the 
merchant perspective, it was more a case of sur-
vival as they had to accept payments through a se-
cure, seamless, and safe way online so they could 
deliver goods to customers. Interestingly, these 
are solutions that Mastercard has been working on 
for the last 10 years. The biggest win for the digital 
economy was the crucial need at this point in time 
to change behavior. This will have far-reaching 
implications.

Has the volume of individual transactions risen while the 
amount of money spent in each transaction has fallen, 
and what other trends have you seen?
This pattern is what we call cash displacement. 
When cash moves from bank notes to electronic, 
you see vastly increased transactions, but low-
er individual amounts because small purchases 
are being converted to digital from cash. While 
cross-border spend plummeted in 2020, actual-
ly electronic spend on domestic categories shot 
through the roof. All the volumes that we lost in 
1Q2020 because of the systemic shock to the sys-
tem started coming back. We definitely saw a mas-
sive boost that will continue because consumer 

cashing OUT
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Ali  Bailoun
G E N E R A L  M A N A G E R - S A U D I  A R A B I A ,

V I S A

2020 was certainly an interesting year, especial-
ly for the payments sector and all kinds of digital 
products. How have you seen volumes at Visa 
change since 2020?
Saudi Arabia was making steady progress 
toward achieving a 70% cashless economy 
by 2030, as part of the goals for Vision 2030, 
and the pandemic has accelerated this 
shift toward digital commerce. As the pan-
demic began to impact daily life in Saudi 
Arabia, card payments (both face to face 
and online) saw double-digit growth while 
cash withdrawals declined. This trend is 
set to accelerate, as more consumers and 
merchants become used to these cashless 
options. International volumes have been 
hit, particularly due to travel restrictions, 
which has affected Saudi residents since 
April 2020. However, online shopping has 
increased sharply, and even the accep-
tance of digital payments has increased 
massively over all the different merchant 
sectors. Another trend is contactless pay-
ments, wherein nine out of 10 in-store 
transactions are tap to pay versus less than 
two out of 10 before the pandemic. Debit 
has been the biggest growth driver across 
all portfolios as opposed to credit and pre-
paid. That is another global trend we have 
seen in Saudi as more people spend their 
own money rather than tapping into credit 
lines. The pandemic has accelerated sev-
eral years of change in a matter of months.

What have these new trends meant for Visa in 
Saudi Arabia?
From a volume perspective, today, face-
to-face was a big chunk of our business 
and a main driver because of travel and 
high-ticket items. We are not seeing that 
growth of volumes because of travel re-
strictions; however, domestic spending 
across all categories has grown massively.

Will this shift be permanent, and is the drop in 
face-to-face volumes at risk of continuing?
The changes that we have seen definite-
ly are long-lasting. The use of contactless 

payments was always in the best interest 
of public health, and we have no reason to 
believe things will return to the way they 
were. We see consumers demanding pay-
ment options that are more secure and do 
not necessarily require physical contact, 
and that was driving the preference for 
contactless. When it comes to in-person 
and high-ticket payments, there was defi-
nitely a drop. However, the transformation 
to digital payments created a new behavior 
in the market that will shift cash to digital 
in every sector. As part of the expansion, 
POS payments and financing platforms 
are each undergoing a huge transforma-
tion to make sure digital options are the 
first choice and digital wallets become the 
preferred method for consumers to make 
purchases. Sellers that still use cash on de-
livery as their primary method will need to 
quickly implement a contactless system 
to survive. Across even smaller sellers, the 
transformation is moving rapidly, and we 
have seen it across the board.

Did Visa see a huge uptick in business with STC 
Pay coming on to the market to provide these 
digital wallet services?
STC Pay, Hala Pay, and digital wallets 
in general serve a segment that was not 
served by financial institutions before. 
Now, there is a shift even from the finan-
cial institutions to serve these segments. 
The customer journey was different. To-
day, from home one can apply for a card 
from their phones, and within minutes 
everything will be on the mobile, and they 
can start purchasing. Wallets are some-
times serving specific use cases that were 
not catered to before. That is why the mar-
ket is transforming quickly. The increase in 
transactions and volumes was significant, 
and STC Pay certainly played a part in that. 
In terms of our financial performance, Vi-
sa’s revenue worldwide has not been im-
mune to the pandemic. However, while 
other industries have struggled with finan-
cial decline, we are fortunate to operate in 
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country. He is an accomplished business 
leader with 15+ years of experience 
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the Head of Marketing and Research at 
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development. During his time at Saudi 
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He holds a Bachelor of Science in 
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Contactless payments saw explosive growth over the last year, and 
Visa believes a return to the old ways is unlikely post COVID-19.

an area where the shift from cash to digital 
is still high, which helped us remain prof-
itable in our fiscal year and definitely con-
tributed to our global income of USD11 
billion. 

tap
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What role is FintechSaudi playing in Saudi Arabia’s finan-
cial ecosystem?
Saudi Arabia’s central bank launched FintechSau-
di as an initiative to act as an ecosystem developer. 
We know that fintechs cannot operate on their own. 
They are dependent on regulations, banks, and in-
vestors. Fintechs need to fill gaps in the market and 
can do so if they are properly managed through-
out all the stages. We started by building a map of 
stakeholders. The central bank partnered with the 
Capital Market Authority in 2019 to create a physical 
space that will help attend to fintech needs, create 
a space for organic growth, and improve access to 
finance. We will use the space to launch accelera-
tor programs as needed, depending on the stages 
and needs of fintechs. We are talking to operators 
around the world to support our programs. Regula-
tors have been opening up the testing environment, 
the sandbox, and the fintech lab to receive more ap-
plications for fintechs wanting to operate, either di-
rectly or as infrastructure providers. The first cohort 
mainly consists of wallets and payment providers. 
The second group focused more on lending plat-
forms. We will soon start reviewing the third cohort, 
which has more than 100 applications.

Where would you say Saudi Arabia currently is in its jour-
ney to become a cashless society?
No one is aware of the impacts of a 100% cashless 
society from liquidity or stability standpoints. There 
is also the impact on trade as well. Every country 
needs to find its own balance and target. In Saudi 
Arabia, the government’s target is 10%, as beyond 
that is not considered healthy for the economy. 
Aging societies like Japan have different healthcare 
needs and requirements compared to countries 
with a young population, such as Saudi Arabia. The 
dynamics and demographics are totally different. 
Globally, we share the same direction, but with dif-
ferent indexes. Some of the steps we are taking are 
the introduction of new instruments and payment 
industry regulations. In recent years, several pay-

ment providers and processers, POS, and e-money 
wallets, including back office wallets for manage-
ment, have entered the Saudi market.

What balance do you hope to achieve through FintechSau-
di’s integration plan?
All central banks have committees and forums. 
When it comes to local regulations and economy, 
I think we need to develop our own direction. It is 
encouraging to do so because more international 
banks and institutions would feel more comfortable 
to understand the Saudi market and adapt their 
services accordingly. Culture and population are a 
just a few distinguishing factors. In Saudi Arabia, we 
have our own challenges in terms of behavior and 
adoption. Yet, we have one of the highest mobile 
penetration rate in the region. Saudi Arabia also 
ranks high in terms of international collaborations 
as well. For example, Saudi and Emirati companies 
collaborate together. We would love to see more 
companies owned by GCC citizens enter Saudi Ara-
bia and expand their regional presence.

How are sandbox regulations contributing to connecting 
the dots in the market? 
The Sandbox is a complete in-testing environment. 
The majority of fintechs that come to us are ready to 
hire, but they need better connectivity. That is why 
we have more than 55 partnerships across the eco-
system, either with universities, banks, or other pro-
viders. Once a fintech enters the sandbox, they are 
given a period of time to set up their business. Then, 
they are required to go to market with certain limits 
and caps. We work closely with them throughout 
the process. We have already identified seven areas 
that do not require regulation, but rely a lot on tech-
nology and development. It is our role to support 
fintechs because there are only a few other expen-
sive alternatives in the market. Cybersecurity is an-
other issue that all the financial providers are facing. 
It takes a lot of time and investment for a start-up to 
become capable of looking after its cybersecurity.✖
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Nejoud Al Mulaik is the 
Director of FintechSaudi. She 
previously worked for 10 years 
at JPMorgan Chase Bank in the 
corporate investment banking 
space

COME IN 
& grow

The fintech sector spans large, 
developed finance players to small, 
scrappy start-ups. To help develop 
a better ecosystem in pursuit of the 
next big thing, the Saudi central bank 
launched FintechSaudi.
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What impact has Geidea seen from COVID-19 
in volumes and types of cashless transactions?
The first few weeks of the pandemic were 
extremely challenging, and many indus-
tries saw a massive drop in activity, espe-
cially retail, hospitality, and real estate. We 
are fortunate that the government reacted 
both quickly and decisively by pushing 
and mandating digital acceptance in small 
shops, as well as for all deliveries. Further-
more, the authorities also supported many 
businesses by financing some of the costs 
on behalf of merchants, a major example 
of the commitment to make Vision 2030 
a reality. This had a massively positive 
effect, with the number of digital transac-
tions increasing significantly in compari-
son to pre-COVID-19 levels, as well as the 
average transaction value going down by 
25%. The latter could be erroneously per-
ceived as a negative indicator, but it is ac-
tually an extremely strong sign that many 
buyers now rely on digital payments for 
most of their purchases, as they were only 
using cards for higher transactions earlier.

Geidea has been extremely successful in grad-
uating from the SAMA fintech sandbox and get-
ting licenses. What allowed you to achieve this?
The shared vision between management, 
our shareholders, and myself has truly 
made this a reality. From the beginning, 
we focused heavily on investing in our 
people and technology, as well as under-
standing how we can meet the needs of 
merchants. We also went through this 
journey hand-in-hand with Saudi Pay-
ments and SAMA, by building both mutu-
al respect and trust along the way. These 
factors allowed us to cement our position 
as one of the largest service suppliers in 
Saudi Arabia and the wider Middle East. 
Today, we have more than 75% market 
share in the sector, amounting to over 
500,000 terminals and serving more than 
100,000 clients. Moving forward, our goal 
is to leverage our licenses to offer a seam-
less and intuitive experience to smaller 
traders and companies, with a complete 
suite of payments, e-commerce, and busi-
ness management tools aimed at growing 
and scaling their businesses. Today, we 
can on board businesses in minutes and 
deliver our terminals on the same day that 
merchants request it.

You have two arms, Geidea Banking Business 
(GBB) and Geidea Merchant Business (GMB), 
which offer tools to SMEs and clients. What 
digital tools make Geidea attractive to SME cus-
tomers?
Our Geidea application is really the core 
of our ecosystem: it brings merchants on-
board in minutes, lets them manage or-
ders, send e-invoices, and take payments 
or simply gives them access to their bal-
ance in real time, across all channels. No 
one else in the country gives small mer-
chants an omnichannel experience with 
such a seamless experience.

Are the changes that have swept the Saudi dig-
ital payments sector recently long lasting, or 
will people return to cash?
We firmly believe these changes are here 
to stay. Digitalization was already in force 
pre-COVID-19; however, it has been ac-
celerated because of the pandemic. 
Many pre-existing factors will continue 
to push this transition, such as a young 
population, access to financial services, 
and high smartphone penetration. The 
difference now, however, is that the in-
creased convenience of digital payments 
and the growing reluctance to handle 
cash or a payment terminal is pushing 
for the adoption of digital and contact-
less payment methods to even greater 
heights.

Saudi Arabia has explicitly encouraged the 
payments space with a number of regulatory 
and policy decisions. What recent changes 
have you found most beneficial?
The creation of Saudi Payments with a 
clear positioning as an enabler for the 
market was remarkable, as the Kingdom 
now benefits from a more efficient and 
better priced card-based system. The re-
cent introduction of instant payments is 
also opening the doors to an even-more 
promising future for the payment space, 
as the reduced fee and increased speed 
will create opportunities to pay mer-
chants faster and more often. This will 
also contribute to supporting their cash 
flows financing and help boost business 
in the country. We are currently living in 
a world where everyone expects quicker 
payments in real time, and these changes 
will help meet these needs. ✖
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DIGITAL
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Alongside a young population, 
growing access to financial 
services, and high smartphone 
penetration, COVID-19 
has accelerated cashless 
transactions, benefitting firms 
like Geidea.
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What impact have you seen from the pandemic 
in terms of volumes and types of transactions?
The impact has been enormous. The 
Kingdom is far above the government’s 
target of 28% cashless transactions by 
2020. We saw interesting trends during 
the lockdown; some merchants com-
pletely closed down, while others, espe-
cially food and home deliveries, tripled 
their sales. There were also trends in 
home furniture tied to people wanting 
to relax in their homes. After a while, 
we started seeing a growing demand 
for small office furniture such as desks, 
chairs, and laptops. A month or so after 
the lockdown, we started to see female 
categories, such as makeup, perfumes, 
and beauty products growing. Hyperpay 
saw a truly huge spike during the lock-
down, more than tripling its numbers. 
We are one of the few companies growing 
faster during COVID-19. The impact was 
positive for Hyperpay. Our official target 
was 200% growth in 2020 compared to 
2019, but now we will reach more than 
200% in 2020.

Could you have achieved 200% growth without 
the pandemic?
Yes, we could have because we were 
doing over 200% growth in the volume 
of transactions in the past four years. In 
July, when things opened up, the num-
ber of transactions slightly slowed down, 
but was still relatively higher than before 
the pandemic. Of our new customers, 
I would say a minimum of 30-40% will 
continue to use online transactions even 
when other options return. The impact 

was positive, and it is definitely in line 
with the strategy of the Kingdom to dig-
italize everything.

As a result of the pandemic, what have you 
seen in terms of the differences between the 
number of transactions and overall revenues?
The average expenditure per user fell, be-
cause certain sectors came to a complete 
halt, such as entertainment, airlines, 
travel, and so on. Usually, those sectors 
make big volumes, with an average of be-
tween SAR1,000 and SAR1,500 per trans-
action. The growth came mainly from 
delivery apps with an average transaction 
of SAR100-120. There is definitely a gap 
between the average transactions before 
and after COVID. Although we saw an in-
crease in the number of transactions and 
in volume, in terms of revenue we saw 
a small drop. We predict to end up with 
150-170% growth in revenue between 
2019 and 2020. Our plan was to hit 220-
230%.

Can you tell us about your partnership strat-
egy?
From the beginning, we had a mission to 
partner with everyone. Today, Hyperpay 
is the only payment gateway with access 
to all banks in KSA. We work with all 11 
banks in Saudi Arabia, and this gives 
our clients and merchants the ability to 
choose the bank they prefer to deal with. 
With regard to STC Pay, we consider it a 
partner, and this partnership is growing. 
You will see increasing collaboration be-
tween STC Pay and Hyperpay in the near 
future. ✖
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Hyperpay saw a huge spike during lockdown, more than tripling its 
numbers thanks to a cashless transaction boom. The firm, however, 
has been no stranger to explosive growth rates in recent years.

transaction
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The pandemic has accelerated existing digital 
trends in the payments industry. Has PayTabs, 
as both a Saudi and a global player, seen a rise 
in volumes as a result of COVID-19?
Digital payments have been soaring. Our 
numbers jumped by almost 300% in those 
four months during COVID-19; however, 
the dynamics of the business have also 
changed. Travel used to represent 30% of 
our business, and that revenue went down 
to zero. Business also fell for the big retail-
ers in the region, because they were not 
ready for the digital transition. They were 
trying to move online in such a short time, 
and they did not have the infrastructure 
or the capacity to support the transition. 
It was a tough challenge for those retailers 
to move, but some of them were smart and 
started to build digital partnerships and 
find digital channels for growth. Another 
trend we observed  is SMEs in all sectors 
disappearing in large numbers. We have 
also started to see businesses online that 
previously did not exist, for example food 
delivery, private yoga classes, and online 
education and tutoring services. The ed-
ucation sector went from 1-2% of our vol-
ume contribution to 20%. In April-May, we 
saw a 400% increase in the food industry 
payment space because people were get-
ting tired of cooking at home. Now, in 
4Q2020 we are starting to see airlines and 
retailers pick up pace again.

What large-scale patterns have you seen in 
terms of overall revenue versus the volume of 
individual transactions being made?
I have not seen the patterns change much 
in terms of revenue, which has largely 
stayed flat. But we had a 300% increase in 
the number of merchants requesting our 
payment solutions. For example, before 
the pandemic we were receiving around 
1,000 requests per month from merchants 
wanting to go online, and during the pan-
demic this number went up to approxi-
mately 3,500-3,700. We have more pay-
ment clients, but revenue has remained 
relatively flat. These clients will stay on 

after the pandemic and continue transact-
ing on our platform as the pre-pandemic 
sectors start to revive.

PayTabs has a presence in Southeast Asia, 
which is not typical for Saudi payment start-ups. 
Have you seen regional differences?
We have not seen much change; however, 
PayTabs does a great deal of offline, point 
of sale (POS), technology-based solu-
tions/business in Southeast Asia, more so 
than online, so we were affected in those 
countries. In Africa and northern Egypt, 
the market is extremely saturated. The 
electronic wallet business has just tak-
en off in Egypt. In the last four months, 9 
million new users created their own elec-
tronic wallets in the digital space in Egypt. 
This creates a huge new user base, and the 
challenge now is to persuade merchants to 
accept those digital payment schemes.

How is PayTabs’ business in the GCC different 
compared to other parts of the world? 
PayTabs is a payment processing com-
pany—that is our core, and we have built 
bi-products around our platform. We are 
looking more dynamically into what is 
needed in specific markets. Having one 
type of business in the GCC and another 
elsewhere really comes down to the busi-
ness culture and needs in the different 
markets. For example, the payments mar-
ket is new in Africa, and there is a need to 
bring in more automation into payment 
processing. It is more about increasing 
the levels of adoption and getting people 
into online business without many trans-
actions happening yet. Even in the GCC 
region, the UAE and Saudi are different. 
90% of people do online shopping in the 
UAE compared to 40% in Saudi before the 
pandemic. In Southeast Asia, our busi-
ness is focused more on POS, switching, 
and being the back office for the banks. 
In the GCC, we are at the front-end of the 
business and we do online processing and 
everything through the payment chain. In 
Egypt and North Africa, we support more 

BIO 

Abdulaziz Aljouf is a US-educated Saudi 
entrepreneur and the Founder and CEO 
of PayTabs, MENA’s ground-breaking 
payment processing powerhouse. 
He is also a regular commentator on 
international media organizations, 
including Bloomberg, Reuters, Sky 
Arabia, CNBC, and CNN Arabic. 

During the pandemic, PayTabs saw a 300% increase in the number 
of merchants requesting its payment solutions, and the firm now has 
its sights on more foreign markets.

in terms of global payment processing 
with various currencies.

Where do you see the most growth coming from 
in the future among those regions and where 
has PayTabs been focused recently? 
It is more a case of where we want to see 
our short-term return on investment 
and where we want to invest significant-
ly. North Africa is not somewhere where 
one expects to see a return on investment 
quickly. Southeast Asia is picking up now, 
especially in the Philippines, India, Singa-
pore, and Malaysia, where the online mar-
kets are growing significantly. In the UAE, 
the payments space has reached maturity. 
The Saudi market is moving in the same 
direction as Southeast Asia. ✖

stick
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WE STARTED by enhancing digital chan-
nels and online channels. Then, we put 
a digital outfit on top of what had previ-
ously been a very analogue body. What 
came next is a business from a digital 
core and not a digital outfit. That is why 
we started Yaqoot, our digital telecoms 
sub-brand. It has more than 35 employ-
ees, with only a few from Zain. Most of 
these employees have never worked in 
telecoms before and are 25 to 27-year-
old graduates who have had two- or 
three-years’ experience in sectors out-
side telecoms. This was done intention-
ally because outsiders are necessary to 
innovate telecoms. When the Saudi Ara-
bian Monetary Authority (SAMA) started 
the sandbox, it was a perfect time to look 
into something like fintech. The regula-
tion is there, the financial structure of 
the country is there, the economics are 
there, and we are a big telecoms compa-
ny with more than 8 million customers 
via Zain KSA. We applied to the sandbox 
with a vision of what we want the future 
to look like. One of the Zain Group’s 
main strategic pillars is the fintech digi-
tal banking pillar. We already have Zain 
Cash as a payment product in Jordan, 
Iraq, and Sudan. We already have 

IN TERMS of fundraising, we had big 
plans prior to COVID-19, but as a result 
of the pandemic we had a shift in men-
tality even before investors and decided 
not to proceed with fundraising rounds 
during this period. We shifted to being 
self-sufficient and more resilient during 
this period. It changed our perspective 
of how tech companies are perceived. 
It used to be that payment companies 
were losing money, burning investors’ 
funds until they got an exit. Now, things 
are different, which is why we decid-
ed to move into bootstrapping mode to 
prove we are able to be self-sufficient 
by growing our revenue stream. Recent-
ly, we started looking at a round again, 
but with a different mentality, size, per-
spective, and metrics since things have 
changed since we grew. There has been a 
major challenge in Saudi for a long time 
in terms of human resources. When a 
company decides to scale up quickly, it 
needs a large number of team members 
to come onboard, and it needs to think 
about how it can get around the scarcity 
of resources. Our regional ambitions and 
having a group on a regional level allow 
us to consider recruiting teams in differ-
ent locations. COVID-19 was an interest-
ing trial for us, as working remotely has 
proven to be extremely productive and 
effective and has shown us we can scale 
up even if the team is not working in the 
office.

WHEN COVID-19 hit, we immediately 
identified the sectors that the nation 
needed immediately and supported 
these sectors because it would truly im-
pact the lives of people. We looked at the 
suppliers of supermarkets and FMCG 
companies that we have been financing. 
It can sometimes take supermarkets 90-
120 days to pay these companies for the 
products that they put on shelves. These 
companies do not have enough cash to 
grow faster, so we helped by paying them 
up to 80% of the costs. This allowed the 
companies to produce more products, 
which helped them grow and ensured 
food stability. The second area was in 
logistics, where we financed many com-
panies that were growing significantly, 
whether it was last-mile deliveries or 
long haul across borders. They have to 
pay the drivers’, visas, oil, and gasoline 
costs upfront but only collect their rev-
enues after 90-120 days. The third aspect 
we looked at was e-commerce, where we 
customized a product during the pan-
demic that we will now launch fully. We 
were the first company in Saudi Arabia 
to ever finance e-commerce. It is the 
fastest-growing sector but not a single 
bank have financed e-commerce be-
fore. During the pandemic, we saw huge 
growth and lent large sums of money at 
0% default. Meanwhile, globally many 
fintechs in the lending space struggled 
because they had immediate defaults 
and late payments.

PAYMENTS
The fintech and payments space is at the forefront of Saudi Arabia’s digitalization revolution.
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Contactless payments and new fintech solutions were an obvious growth 
area during COVID-19, and Saudi Arabia’s local tech ecosystem did not 
disappoint.

PAY DAY

THERE HAS probably never been such rapid 
growth in the use of digital payments anywhere 
in the world or at any time as Saudi Arabia saw 
during the first 12 months of the pandemic. Oth-
er countries used digital payments more than the 
Kingdom pre-COVID-19, with East Africa and the 
Nordics being standouts, but these areas achieved 
high penetration through steady growth and reg-
ulatory reform. In Saudi Arabia, it all happened 
almost overnight. 

Or, at least, adoption did, because the ground-
work that enabled such explosive growth was laid 
over the past half-decade of careful reform and 
an intentional nurturing of the payments sector. 
SAMA, the Kingdom’s central bank, established a 
regulatory sandbox for fintechs several years ago. 
The first class was payment companies, and the 
first licenses for digital wallets and other services 
had just been issued months before the pandemic 
made these services crucial.

The authorities then issued a flurry of new li-
censes in the opening months of the crisis. They 
also legislated the relevance of the payments in-

dustry by forcing food-delivery and SME retail 
establishments to accept digital payments, and 
made it painless for them to do so by paying the 
fees involved for the first half year. This intelligent 
intervention saw adoption explode. 

These policy moves were coordinated across the 
government, with SAMA, the SME Authority (Mon-
shaat), and other agencies playing crucial roles in 
designing and implementing the intervention at 
speed. Esam Saleh Althukair, the Vice Governor 
for Entrepreneurship at Monshaat told TBY about 
the effect of the moves: “…before the pandem-
ic, people who paid with credit cards and fintech 
solutions represented 20%, but since the pandem-
ic only 20% now pay with cash. We were shocked 
by the huge adoption of payment solutions, as it 
shows people are eager to change their lifestyles.”

No one in the sector seems to believe that things 
will return to how they once were, either. Some of 
the numbers around the fintech boom support this 
theory. Geidea is the largest payment aggregator in 
the Kingdom and its solutions allow merchants to 
accept payments from virtually any source, giving 
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it a bird’s eye view of the sector.
Abdullah Al-Othman, the Founder & Chairman 

of Geidea pointed out a key trend seen across 
the sector: “The number of digital transactions 
increase[ed] significantly in comparison to pre-
COVID-19 levels, as well as the average transaction 
value going down by 25%. The latter could be erro-
neously perceived as a negative indicator, but it is 
actually an extremely strong sign that many buy-
ers now rely on digital payments for most of their 
purchases, as they were only using cards for higher 
transactions earlier.”

The rise in overall transaction volume, accom-
panied by a fall in the average transaction value 
points convincingly to a phenomenon seen in 
other digitalized economies known as cash re-
placement. As payment technology becomes more 
accessible people turn to it for more things and use 
cash less. Saudi Arabia was always a prime candi-
date for a cash replacement trend since its citizens 
are young, technology savvy, and were mostly still 
using cash before 2020. owever, a process that 
would likely have taken a decade instead occurred 
in a matter of months.

The historic nature of this transition was borne 
out in valuations and fundraising as well. Saudi 
Arabia’s first unicorn, or billion-dollar startup, was 
created by the payments boom. STC Pay received 
a USD200 million investment from Western Union 
during 2020 on the strength of its digital solutions 
for remittance payments. The investment gave it a 
USD1 billion valuation and was a milestone in the 
region. 

Payments are not the only fintechs though. 
There are a vast variety of applications in the pipe-
line awaiting full licenses from SAMA. TBY spoke 
to several consumer lending platforms that had 
already seen incredible success. More interesting 
still are the likes of Lendo, a platform that allows 
retail investors to provide short-term liquidity to 
SMEs by using invoices as collateral. 

These developments will have a real impact on 
Saudi Arabia’s ability to spur the entrepreneurship 
needed to generate jobs for its young population. 
For this relatively young country, 2020 may have 
been less a tragedy then a key turning point that 
saw local innovative businesses break through and 
become relevant on a mass scale. ✖
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Mana Alkhamsan 
D I R E C T O R  G E N E R A L ,
F I N A N C I A L  A C A D E M Y

How has Financial Academy reacted to the pan-
demic? 
There is no doubt that COVID-19 took the 
world by surprise and changed the way 
businesses operate today. The Financial 
Academy is no exception. We had to sud-
denly alter some of our operations. Prior 
to the pandemic, all of our programs re-
lied on the personal attendance of par-
ticipants. We changed that afterwards to 
online platforms. It was challenging, to 
say the least, particularly to our exams 
since we have specific criteria for them. 
We had to postpone the dates for our pro-
fessional certificate examination until we 
were allowed to return to office. When we 
returned, we introduced procedures for 
social distancing between examinees as a 
precautionary health measure.

What are the top priorities on the agenda?
We updated our strategy to focus on de-
veloping local talent and content that 
reflects the needs of Saudi Arabia’s mar-
kets. Previously, our aim was to increase 
partnerships with international schools. 
The new strategy aims at developing more 
local Saudi content with special focus on 
education materials, content of training 
materials, and case studies. Our inten-
tion is to collaborate as much as possible 
with independent practitioners to deliv-
er training and prepare study materials 
and examination questions. We have also 
changed some of our KPIs. However, our 
mission has not changed as we continue 
to set standards for ongoing professional 
training and qualifying trainers in the fi-
nancial sector, conduct exams, as well as 
host regional and international events that 
enhance the development of best practic-
es of the financial sector.

How does Financial Academy select the inde-
pendent experts who assist in formulating your 
training programs and exams?
We have two types of collaborations at the 
Academy: local and international. We col-
laborate with international parties in areas 
that local experts do not cover. To better 
prepare future generations, and since TASI 
is now among the top-ten markets in the 
world with foreigners having direct access 
to the market, we believe it is imperative 

to reflect the expertise of international ex-
perts in the academy's training sessions. 
At the same time, we will have interna-
tional speakers for some of our workshops 
wherever needed. We are currently in the 
final phase of a study that should provide 
us with a model for choosing the types 
of experts we want to collaborate with at 
the Financial Academy. We have also es-
tablished a new department for online 
learning to promote online programs. 
Now that normality has returned after the 
authorities lifted curfews, we will still need 
online programs, but not to the extent we 
see now. People like to have face-to-face 
interaction. We cannot accurately mea-
sure people’s needs for online programs 
because at the moment they are obliged to 
attend online courses. In the future, when 
we offer both normal and online courses, 
we believe the percentage will be 70% for 
attendance in classrooms and 30% for on-
line programs. 

Vision 2030 has an ambitious reform agenda, 
including many KPIs around the finance sector. 
How does Financial Academy fit into this broad-
er agenda of reform and growth for the King-
dom’s financial sector?
The Financial Academy is one of the ini-
tiatives of the Financial Sector Develop-
ment Program of Saudi Vision 2030. Its 
main goal is developing and enhancing 
the capabilities of human cadres in the 
sub-sectors of the financial sector: bank-
ing, financing, insurance, and capital 
markets. To develop the sector, you need 
to develop the people. You must have ex-
perts, knowledge, and training. In collabo-
ration with regulators SAMA and CMA, the 
Financial Academy has set up standards 
and qualifications required to work in the 
financial sector to ensure the efficiency of 
people working at each level in the sector. 
This will help organize the financial sector 
and establish competencies for each job so 
that regulators can be certain that the peo-
ple applying for jobs in the sector have the 
right knowledge for the job. The success 
of our nation's vision relies on the success 
of its people, and the Financial Academy 
plays a vital role in setting the standards 
for ongoing professional training and 
qualifying trainers in the financial sector. ✖

BIO 

Mana Alkhamsan has been Director 
General of the Financial Academy 
since June 2020. He was previously 
the director general of the Institute of 
Finance at the Saudi Arabian Monetary 
Agency and also held many positions at 
the Institute of Public Administration. 
He has a master’s degree in computer 
science from the University of New 
England in Australia.

THE
human 
element
The Financial Academy 
leadership believes that while 
demand for online courses may 
drop post COVID-19, it will 
remain a key source of interest.
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Ayman Sejiny
C E O

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

How has the pandemic shifted the core priori-
ties of development finance and how has ICD 
adapted to this new situation?
I think we are going to emerge from this 
era with a stronger focus on our business 
and this means reaching out and under-
standing SMEs, which are the best fit for 
our resilience targets, and ensuring  SDG 
compatibility. Islamic Development 
Bank Group (IsDBG) has set a USD3.2 
billion of funding target focusing solely 
on COVID-19-related transactions, of 
which we as ICD have earmarked a total 
of USD250 million. This includes a line 
of finance that is currently being provid-
ed as funding for financial institutions 
for on-lending to SMEs that have been 
affected greatly by the pandemic. We 
believe in partnering with local finan-
cial institutions because they are on the 
ground in the countries that we operate 
in. In this regard, they do a much better 
analysis and are more well-versed and 
equipped in understanding their local 
markets. These local financial institu-
tions ensure that lending is monitored 
correctly and undertake collections and 
facilitate redistribution to other SMEs 
that can benefit the most from our fund-
ing.

How has the attitude toward Islamic finance 
changed during the crisis?
Sharia-compliant or Islamic banking has 
witnessed significant growth over the 
years and will continue edging toward 
the mainstream moving forward. There 
is a growing demand and a pressing need 
for sharia-compliant financial solutions 
in our member countries. Globally, in-
terest toward ethical and impactful in-
vestments focused on serving the needs 
of inclusive and sustainable economic 
development has also increased, specif-

ically in 2021—in essence, this is the crux 
of Islamic finance.

Where does the sukuk fit into your overall fi-
nancing strategy and how have you planned to 
use those funds?
The sukuk that that we have issued re-
cently is the largest in ICD’s history. 
It was successful despite being in the 
midst of the pandemic, and the demand 
was high. The book was oversubscribed 
three times, including orders from joint 
lead managers. It attracted participa-
tion from 37 international and regional 
investors, and this is a testament to the 
strength of our business. Investors are 
confident regarding ICD’s credit story 
and our initiatives in promoting pri-
vate-sector activities, as well as our new 
strategy, which we have been working on 
diligently over the past three years. Ad-
ditionally, the capital raising will support 
ICD’s development activities including 
advisory projects, which create competi-
tion, entrepreneurship, employment op-
portunities, and export potential among 
our 55-member countries, all while en-
couraging the development of Islamic fi-
nance activities such as debt, equity, and 
capital markets. In the future, we look 
forward to engaging in blended finance 
transactions given its potential in sup-
porting the global development agenda. 
For example, let’s say we target USD100 
million in funding, and meanwhile a 
project in a member country required 
USD1 billion. We would be part of a syn-
dicate and provide USD1 billion to those 
transactions by issuing a sukuk. Our 
USD100 million becomes one of the sub-
scribers and this ensures that the trans-
action is known globally, and that there 
is continuity in the relationship, in turn 
making sure also that we have a bigger 

BIO 

Ayman Sejiny is the CEO of the ICD, 
the private-sector arm of Islamic 
Development bank Group. Ayman is a 
highly accomplished financial industry 
leader. He served as CEO of Ibdar Bank 
BSC, Bank Alkhair, Barclays Capital 
Saudi Arabia, and as the chairman of 
Open-Silicon, Inc and Bahrain Financing 
Company Group as well as a board 
member of Unicorn Bahrain. Sejiny has 
in-depth knowledge and more than 24 
years’ experience in investment and 
corporate banking in the local, regional, 
and international markets. He held 
a senior role in a number of regional 
and international financial institutions, 
including Citi Bank and an ABN AMRO 
affiliate in Saudi Arabia. He holds a 
BA in finance from Eastern Michigan 
University, US.

Demand for Islamic finance products and sukuk are driving growth 
for ICD, also boosting fee income.

impact with our USD100 million. That 
is what we would like to focus on more 
in the future, and with that approach we 
will be increasing our fee income as an 
institution, and we as ICD also then be-
come much more sustainable. ✖

another
WAY
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Paul  Melotto
C E O ,

A L R A E D A H  F I N A N C E

You have an offering to SME clients that is 
unique in the Kingdom. What advantages does 
it offer, and what has allowed you to innovate 
in this direction?
We are highly focused on point of sale 
(POS) financing, or, as it is known in the 
West, Merchant Cash Advance (MCA). 
We are the first to launch MCA in Saudi 
Arabia. This product allows small busi-
nesses to use their future POS transac-
tions as collateral to gain access to fi-
nancing. The repayment is a percentage 
of their daily sales directly through their 
POS devices. This system is perfect for 
the needs of SMEs. We could introduce 
this product because the Saudi central 
bank (SAMA) opened its regulations 
to allow third-party payment aggrega-
tors into the market, which are able to 
support the operational requirements 
of such products. In January 2020, we 
signed with Geidea and Sure Global 
Technology, which are both payment ag-
gregators. Previously, the only payment 
aggregators were banks. SAMA’s new ini-
tiatives allow new products to be intro-
duced to the market while remaining in 
a sandbox environment, allowing both 
the regulator and fintech an opportunity 
to test the market viability of their tech-
nology

How has the pandemic influenced your busi-
ness, and what have you done to respond to 
the current situation?
We were impacted significantly as our 
core business is SMEs. When the shut-
down occurred in Saudi Arabia, near-
ly all SMEs were shut down. The Saudi 
government’s response was amazing; 
we deferred payments to support those 
SMEs based on the mandates of SAMA 
and Monsha’at. It has also required us 
to look at the delivery mechanism of 

our product to our SMEs. It required the 
company to move plans forward on the 
complete digitalization of our merchant 
experience. Our product is well adapted 
to crises because if one’s business has 
to temporarily close, and has no reve-
nue it would not have to pay until it was 
allowed to reopen. This is built into the 
product and was an immediate relief to 
customers during this pandemic. We 
have begun pilot tests and now have 
about 70 SME merchants on the MCA 
platform. Our expectation is to grow the 
platform exponentially going forward 
with an expectation of having 2,000 mer-
chants on the platform in 2021.

Has the short-term impact for you been 
curbed by the SAMA interventions?
Many countries did not have a clear stim-
ulus package until after lockdown, while 
Saudi Arabia had a proactive approach 
and announced a plan prior to the tem-
porary shutdown, so the sequence of 
events was done properly. While there 
was anxiety amongst business owners, 
they felt relief that they would not have 
to pay their debtors or go bankrupt from 
their financing arrangements. That was 
extremely important. 

What does your recent MoU with Mastercard 
achieve?
Our tie up with Mastercard provides an 
SME-in-a-box service. We can issue pre-
paid cards, so that people have access to 
financing or capital, immediately. Most 
of merchants are underserved, and we 
wanted to make sure they had access 
to capital when they need it the most. 
We are dealing with micro to very small 
businesses with a maximum of SAR5 mil-
lion in revenue. That is why we are look-
ing at the entire SME ecosystem, from 

BIO 

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

AlRaedah Finance supports SMEs via cash advance systems, and 
was able to bolster resilience across the economy during COVID-19.

payments to cards. Once we have access 
to data, it will be easy for us to expand 
digitally. In that sense, open banking is a 
requirement to expand lending to SMEs, 
personal finance, and have a thriving fin-
tech industry. Fintech is driven by data. 
If you cannot get to the data, there are 
many limitations going forward, and this 
is a regulatory change we hope to see in 
the future. ✖

one-stop 
SHOP
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W
hen considering the pace of digital change in the Kingdom for this report, we 
broke down the roles played by different organizations and worked to categorize 
them. This chapter is focused on organizations that implement digital technolo-

gies across the economy. Private sector actors who perform IT integrations at a variety of 
organizations have long been key the use of new technology. Many of the top firms who 
work in this area are represented here. 

In Saudi Arabia’s public sector-led economy, government authorities are firms are nev-
er far from the action. That is also the case within the area of digital implementation. Sev-
eral key government bodies and state-owned companies did much of the heavy lifting in 
Saudi Arabia’s COVID-19 response. For example, the state-owned IT companies Thiqah 
and Tamkeen have long provided the digital backbone of individual ministry’s efforts to 
digitalize. Likewise, Tabadul, a state-owned IT firm, has created the digital system for the 
Kingdom’s customs and ports authorities.

While these government firms have done significant work on the Vision 2030 program, 
the private sector is served largely by pioneering IT firms who have grown through ag-
gressive innovation and by introducing new technology to the Saudi market. Jawraa, MIS, 
Detased, Beyond Technology, and many others have long played a leading role in bringing 
the Saudi economy up to speed with respect to technology, but the pandemic placed a 
new urgency on technological adoption at private companies. 

This drove a surge in requests for cloud solutions, data management, integrations, and 
digitalized processes. The result was that these firms suddenly became some of the bright 
spots during a very difficult time. They also became central to the continued functioning 
of the economy by enabling remote work and remote and secure access to key systems.

Some government bodies also played interesting and essential roles in the implemen-
tation of technology. Monshaat (the SME Authority) is a particularly relevant example. Its 
response to the pandemic was multi-pronged. First, the authority worked in coordination 
with larger policy initiatives to defer existing loans and guarantee new loans for SMEs. It 
also created a virtual classroom solution that sought to improve the skills of SMEs through 
online classes that focused on digitalization and new routes to market. The classes were 
well-received, and, along with other policies, pushed small business owners toward dig-
italization. 

Just as relevant is the Saudi Industrial Development Fund, whose loans have played a 
key role in creating the industrial sector in Saudi Arabia. In 2019 the authority engaged in 
a radical overhaul of its systems, which had not changed for decades, and created a fully 
digital loan application process. It also sought to encourage technological adoption in its 
customers.

The pandemic has taught us that technology is nothing without implementation. These 
companies and authorities have made an enormous difference throughout a trying year. ✖

Across the 
board
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Ibrahim Almojel is the CEO of SIDF, 
where he leads the transformation of 
the fund to be the key financial enabler 
of National Industrial Development 
and Logistics. He also served as the 
Head of Global Investment of Saudi 
Aramco's Energy Ventures (SAEV), was 
a member of Saudi Aramco's inaugural 
Young Leaders Advisory Board, and a 
member of the Energy Ventures and 
Entrepreneurship Ventures Committees. 
He is the founding president of the 
Stanford Club of Saudi Arabia and the 
Chairman of Eastern Oqal, the leading 
Angel Investors Network in the Eastern 
Province of the Kingdom. He is a board 
member of NIDLP, Samba Financial 
Group, Raidah Investment Company, 
Awqaf Investment Company, the Arabic 
Mining Company, the Saudi Industrial 
Clusters Program, and the National 
Companies Promotion Program. He 
holds a bachelor's degree in electrical 
engineering from Vanderbilt University, a 
master's degree in electrical engineering, 
and a PhD in management science and 
engineering from Stanford University.

Ibrahim Almojel 
C E O ,
S A U D I  I N D U S T R I A L 
D E V E L O P M E N T  F U N D  ( S I D F )

USD172 million directed to finance the 
raw material requirements of the compa-
nies involved in the medical sector to help 
in boosting the local medical content and 
kingdom’s pharmaceutical security.

Does your recent capital increase reflect a 
strategic reorientation in line with Vision 2030 
goals?
That was exactly the point; pre-2015, our 
capital was USD11 billion, and in 2017 it 
increased to over USD17 billion, then two 
years later it raised to USD28 billion. The 
successive increases of capital show the 
government’s commitment to the sec-
tors we serve. In order to transform the 
Kingdom and have a destination for our 
vision, SIDF had to change in three ways. 
We delivered and introduced new sectors 
in late 2019 and 2020, as we had focused 
mostly on manufacturing for more than 
40 years. In 2019, we expanded our sector 
offerings to include the whole mining pro-
cess, logistics, and renewables with project 
financing. We also introduced the working 
capital loan, which proved to be extremely 
useful in 2020.

SIDF recently completed a far-reaching digitali-
zation drive for its internal processes. What did 
this achieve?
Our process had not changed significantly 
since the 1970s, so in 2019 we introduced 
a major overhaul. We rewrote the pro-
cess, changed the organizational struc-
ture to align with that process, and built 
a new digital system. We also anticipated 
the need to embrace the idea of working 
anywhere and shifted to laptops. The pro-
cess of digitalization took a long time, as 
our activities, such as project finance, do 
not look at the financials of a company 
but their business plans. Asking a private 
company to only communicate online a 
system is difficult, but it is essential if we 
are to address the need in the market. Now 
one can apply for and sign a loan an online 
system, even factory visits can be carried 
out through our app. This provides trans-
parency on the challenges and issues we 
have with the process and address clients’ 
needs.✖

How did you coordinate with other parts of the 
government on the pandemic response, and 
what role did SIDF play?
SIDF was established in 1974 with a cap-
ital of USD133 million, thus SIDF has 
been supporting the Saudi manufactur-
ing industry for 46 years by providing 
medium- and long-term financial loans, 
advisory solutions, and human capital 
development of the ecosystem. Today, as 
a financial enabler of the industrial trans-
formation, SIDF has expanded its bylaws 
to extend its support to several promising 
sectors, raising its capital to USD28 billion 
in 2019, which allowed the fund to provide 
new tailored packages of financial services 
that meet the needs of the private sector 
in the industry, mining, energy, and lo-
gistics sectors under the National Indus-
trial Development and Logistics Program 
(NIDLP). SIDF is the financial enabler of 
NIDLP, which is one of the largest pro-
grams of Vision 2030, aiming to attract 
investment and transform the Kingdom 
into a leading industrial powerhouse and 
a global logistics hub. When the pandem-
ic occurred, the government was quick 
to respond and took decisive safety mea-
sures. We see the commitment to human 
life today in the low infection and fatality 
rates. In terms of economic measures, the 
government also acted quickly and early 
by launching urgent financial stimulus 
packages to ensure companies sustain-
ability through the crisis. In line with these 
efforts, SDIF proactively supported small, 
medium, and large companies and offered 
financial initiatives tailored to their specif-
ic needs during these difficult times. These 
efforts resulted in three urgent financial 
aid initiatives that exceeded USD1.3 bil-
lion; the aid was in the form of restructur-
ing installments of 546 loans due in 2020 
amounting to USD1 billion. The financial 
liquidity of the companies was augmented 
by credit instrument to finance the operat-
ing expenses of the companies, especially 
the ones impacted by the lockdown, out of 
which 86 companies have benefited from 
the initiative for a total amount of USD 
127 million. Finally, launching an accel-
erated working capital loan amounting to 

AUGMENTED
growth

SIDF has been supporting the 
Saudi manufacturing industry 
for 46 years by providing 
medium- and long-term financial 
loans, advisory solutions, and 
human capital development of 
the ecosystem.
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Esam Saleh Althukair is the Vice 
Governor for Entrepreneurship at 
Monshaat. He has more than 17 years of 
experience in entrepreneurship, banking, 
and the private sector. He holds a double 
master’s degree and got his bachelor in 
information systems from King Fahad 
Unibversity and Minerals.

Monshaat believes that the rapid uptake of digital solutions during 
the pandemic will lead to long-lasting change and a shifting of 
mentality toward a digital future.

Investment. The Kingdom succeeded in 
terms of digital; one statistic shows Saudi 
Arabia is now number one worldwide in 
terms of 5G connectivity. This infrastruc-
ture will help boost technology, e-com-
merce, logistics, fintech solutions, as 
well as all businesses. One final interest-
ing statistic is that before the pandem-
ic, people who paid with credit cards 
and fintech solutions represented 20%, 
but since the pandemic only 20% now 
pay with cash. We were shocked by the 
huge adoption of payment solutions, as 
it shows people are eager to change their 
lifestyles. ✖

Monshaat has been key to supporting small 
businesses and the overall economy during 
the pandemic. Can you give an insight into 
your role in the response?
The pandemic is hitting all economies 
worldwide, and the ones affected the 
most are SMEs, which are highly sensitive 
to cashflow, scalability, and even work-
force and employment. The government 
response in the Kingdom was overseen 
by the COVID-19 advisory committees 
for investments and for SMEs, as well as 
for trade and commerce. These commit-
tees have done an excellent job in creat-
ing a unified response to COVID-19 and 
creating a path forward through policy. 
We worked closely with other govern-
ment entities such as the Ministry of Fi-
nance and SAMA to help start-ups and 
SMEs. The first one was a deferral pay-
ment program of SAR30 billion of initia-
tives, wherein we delayed payments for 
SME loans by six months. This was the 
first initiative launched by Ministry of 
Finance, SAMA, and Monshaat to inject 
more money into SMEs’ cashflows. The 
second one was a program whereby the 
Ministry of Finance granted banks more 
than SAR13 billion to lend to SMEs. The 
last step was to deposit SAR6 billion for a 
loan guarantee program. Some SMEs still 
lacked profitability, and others had just 
started their businesses and did not have 
financial statements or credit histories. 
Under the loan guarantee program, the 
government guarantees 95% of the loan 
from banks, and SMEs provide collateral 
for the 5%. The program is called Katada 
and is just one pillar of support. The sec-
ond pillar was where we worked closely 
with the start-ups as well as SMEs to ac-
celerate the digitalization of businesses. 
This program was supported by govern-
ment subsidizing all payment gateway 

fees for three months. The second ini-
tiative was coaching and mentorship, 
where we went virtual to build capabil-
ities for SMEs during the pandemic. We 
reached more than 3 million companies 
within two months with our virtual class-
room solution. We invited international 
and local entrepreneurs and brought 
some of the key players in the market 
from government and the private sector 
to teach and give insight to SMEs on how 
to adapt during this crisis. We started to 
launch more than six bootcamps, each 
of them with more than 50 companies, 
to help them innovate and change their 
business models. All of this was done to 
build the capabilities for such an import-
ant category in our economy.

Will these digitalization changes stay in the 
long term, and has the pandemic increased 
the digital literacy of companies?
Absolutely, it has been a change of cul-
ture. The way we think about and the 
way we deal with SMEs has fundamen-
tally shifted. One of our projects was an 
entrepreneurial hub, where before the 
pandemic all start-ups were looking for 
offices, but now they are looking at op-
erating from home. This has huge poten-
tial to reduce the cost base of starting a 
business. If Saudi Arabia wants to create 
value and disrupt the economy, it should 
be through technology. The country de-
pends on oil, but we have an opportunity 
through technology and innovation. We 
have launched a strategic plan within all 
ministries that has logistics as a key pri-
ority, and people will invest more there 
as well. E-commerce is also central, and 
we have seen real success there. Now, we 
are in talks with Google to have its offices 
in Saudi Arabia and are in the final stage 
of facilitating this with the Ministry of 

culture
CHANGE
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Mohammed AlShaibi is currently CEO of 
Tamkeen Technologies, a government-
owned company specializing in providing 
high quality IT services to its clients, 
including information security. A 
highly experienced senior executive 
and respected leader in the area of 
information technology and information 
security, he has demonstrated his ability 
to lead diverse teams of professionals 
to achieve high levels of success in a 
variety of different fields. He has an 
impressive record of accomplishment 
spanning over 25 years of work in the 
government sector and four years in the 
private sector, first as VP for product 
management at the Takamol Holding 
Company before moving to his current 
position in Tamkeen Technologies.

Tamkeen Technologies is classified as one of the best places to 
work in Saudi Arabia, and hopes to participate in the national vision 
through the development of new technologies.

bility. We have found these women to be 
quite dedicated and talented. Additionally, 
we have participated in the Ministry of Hu-
man Resources and Social Development’s 
program to develop a new generation of 
women leaders in the IT field and a num-
ber of our talented female staff have par-
ticipants in this great initiative.

What will cloud technology and AI bring to the 
Kingdom’s productivity?
These are high potential technologies that 
we believe will flourish in the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia, hence we are working un-
der the guidelines of the regulatory bodies 
such as: the Commission for Information 
Technology and Communication (CITC) 
and the Saudi Authority for Data and Arti-
ficial Intelligence (SADAI) to develop solu-
tions for our clients using these technolo-
gies and as a result have obtained a Cloud 
Service Provider license from CITC. ✖

What distinguishes Tamkeen Technologies 
from other IT companies in terms of ser-
vices? 
One of the key things that distinguishes 
us from our competitors is that we hire 
as many Saudi nationals, male and fe-
male, as possible and give them an envi-
ronment where they can be productive 
and empowered. In recognition of this 
we are now independently classified as 
one of the best places to work in Saudi 
Arabia. We understand that our soci-
ety is going through a transformation 
to achieve Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030, 
but the major part of any transforma-
tion is technology, and without it, most 
of these ambitious initiatives will not 
be possible. Our role is to help our cli-
ents achieve this goal through the use of 
technology. We brand ourselves as the 
“Trusted and Preferred Digital Technol-
ogy Partner for Sustainable Growth” for 
our clients and Tamkeen Technologies 
is proud that an essential part of our 
mission is to be: innovative, committed, 
passionate, transparent, and empow-
ering for our employees, clients, and 
customers. We are well-known in the 
market for our ability to rapidly create 
innovative technology solutions built 
primarily on open-source technolo-
gies. And combined with our talented 
workforce of Saudi IT professionals, this 
makes Tamkeen Technologies a trusted 
and preferred IT partner. Since we are a 
government-owned company, our pri-
mary mandate is to help the public sec-
tor reach its goals; however, we are also 
committed to helping the local private 
sector grow and prosper.

What directions are Tamkeen’s efforts in de-
veloping the young talent that are now arising 
in the sector taking?
We are committed to developing talent. 
We understand that exceptional talent is 
rarer than capital and that’s one of the 
reasons why we have a generous bud-
get for training and upskilling all of our 
employees. Generally, employers seek 
people with experience, and Tamkeen is 
no different in this regard; however, we 
believe in the talents of our fresh young 
Saudi graduates and to this extent we 
developed and launched an on-the-job 
training (OJT) program in the summer of 
2019. This allows us to train new graduates 
in a manner that treats trainees as actual 
employees, who are given real tasks and 
responsibilities. After three to six months, 
they acquire real work experience and 
new skills and those that perform well are 
offered full time contracts.  As part of this 
program , each of the trainees receives a 
certificate of experience upon successful 
completion of the training program. 

How does Tamkeen try to empower women in 
the sector?
We currently have a female employment 
rate of 37% and plan to keep or increase 
this rate in the coming years. We have 
also developed programs that allow wom-
en to work from home by using them as 
tele-workers, or customer care agents. We 
entered the customer care sector not only 
to provide superior service for our prod-
ucts and services but also to provide qual-
ity sustainable jobs in rural areas, which 
is one of the ways we balance business 
results and corporate social responsi-

tech
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Ziad Mortaja 
C E O ,

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

BIO 

Ziad Mortaja is CEO of MIS. With over 
33 years of experience in the ICT and 
energy sectors in the Middle East and 
Australia, Mortaja is an experienced 
leader with in-depth knowledge of the 
Saudi market. Prior to MIS, he worked as 
country president of Schneider Electric 
in Saudi Arabia. Before that, he was the 
managing director of Hewlett Packard 
Saudi Arabia.

MIS is on a continuous journey of transformation in its portfolio of 
products and services and its operations with the fundamental goal 
of growth in revenues and profits.

patient followups. The devices help doc-
tors conduct medical checks on patients 
remotely and even read and check vital 
signs and reports. Our goal is to localize 
this technology in the Kingdom in terms 
of manufacturing and software develop-
ment. ✖

Every crisis presents an opportunity. What op-
portunity has COVID-19 presented to MIS and 
the Saudi IT sector?
The IT industry today is the core of all in-
dustries and businesses, including gov-
ernment services. No doubt it changed 
the way people live, learn, work, and play 
and people depend on it in most aspects 
of their lives. With its continuous innova-
tion, IT solutions bring more productivity, 
provide better customer experience, and 
generate stronger data analysis for im-
proved strategies. This was clear when the 
world was hit by the COVID-19 pandem-
ic and the way countries and businesses 
reacted. There was a boom in demand 
for IT services and solutions that enabled 
continuity and sustainability. Investments 
in strong and integrated IT solutions were 
the catalyst that helped many businesses 
continue operations during the disruption 
caused by COVID-19. Before the COVID-19 
pandemic, MIS invested heavily in its in-
frastructure to become an agile company 
and prepared business continuity plans. 
We did not experience issues when we 
started working remotely because we had 
already instilled it in the DNA of the com-
pany. We helped many of our customers 
build secure infrastructure and designed 
solutions to help them adjust to the new 
reality forced by the pandemic. One exam-
ple of that was when MIS was selected as 
the technology systems integrator for the 
G20 Virtual Summit project; a project we 
carried out successfully in a demanding 
environment and a short amount of time.

What are your plans to generate more profit than 
the SAR76-million net profit recorded in 2019?
MIS is on a continuous journey of trans-
formation in its portfolio of products and 
services and its operations with the fun-
damental goal of growth in revenues and 
profits. We strongly believe in the Saudi 
market as demand for IT solutions and 

infrastructure are essential to enable the 
Kingdom to realize its aspiring Vision 
2030. MIS is expanding its horizontal and 
vertical solutions, offering to cover more 
elements of the IT value chain. In addi-
tion, we always look for ways to leverage 
our resources better, reduce operational 
costs, and enhance customer experienc-
es. We are defining MIS 3.0 with the core 
theme to work on positioning Saudi as a 
digital experience, or “SaDX.” We had an 
ambitious plan for 2020 based on our deep 
analysis of market opportunities, govern-
ment and industry directions, and internal 
capabilities. We then adjusted the plan to 
reflect the impact of the COVID-19 pan-
demic and lower oil prices, but overall we 
see positive outcomes for many elements 
of our plan.

What services have you offered in this time of 
uncertainty to ensure business continuity and 
support the economy?
We have assured all of our clients we are 
there for them and will go the extra mile 
should any unforeseen circumstances af-
fect their businesses. For our employees, 
we provide assurances that our priority 
is their safety and wellbeing. We want to 
ensure we meet both our customer and 
employee satisfaction, as you cannot look 
after one and compromise the other. It is 
all about ensuring everyone can still con-
duct their tasks in the new normal. We 
have many critical projects to enable vir-
tual meetings, remote and secure access to 
information with mobility, and high avail-
ability.

You have created a Dr. Robot project with the 
Ministry of Health to target Hajj visitors. Can you 
tell us more about how that project is going?
Dr. Robot and all the other telemedicine 
devices we invested in are USA and Sau-
di FDA certified and designed to be used 
in hospitals for medical diagnosis and 

ambitious
PLANS
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Yasser  N Alobaidan
C E O ,

J AW R A A

BIO 

Yasser N. Alobaidan is a visionary 
leader who connects industries 
through digitization and leverages 
digital disruption to transform how 
governments and industries function. In 
his current role as Founder and CEO of 
Jawraa, Alobaidan directs the company’s 
operations, including its subsidiaries and 
each of its five business units. Under 
his leadership, Jawraa received Saudi 
Arabia’s first mobile virtual network 
operator (MVNO) license, securing its 
position as an industry pioneer. Yasser 
is the architect behind the company’s 
continuing expansion with long-term 
projects across the public and private 
sectors.

Jawraa has doubled its revenue and tripled its net income during the 
pandemic, with its products in greater demand across the hardware, 
software, and services lines.

region. There were many formations in 
Saudi and elsewhere on how to move the 
logistics system, make it easier to expand 
or measure, and so on, and we have seen 
the results. Most of the local unicorns 
are either in logistics, fintech, or other 
services related to the post-COVID-19 
situation that will help life continue in a 
much better way. ✖

How have you dealt with the new reality, both 
internally in terms of workflow and externally 
in terms of your offerings to clients?
In terms of business, the first month [of 
the pandemic] was particularly challeng-
ing , as we did not know how long the sit-
uation would continue. We had to find a 
way to continue our business operations 
and, like many others, change our strat-
egy to cope with the new reality. Howev-
er, where there are challenges, there are 
opportunities, and there are three areas 
that we performed and excelled in. One 
is when the Ministry of Education closed 
schools, which created two new oppor-
tunities for us. The first area is devices. 
We usually sell around 20,000 devices a 
year, but due to COVID-19 and the intro-
duction of remote learning for students 
across the country, we sold more than 
80,000 devices in 2020. The second area 
is support functions. In many of these 
schools, the teachers, students, and par-
ents had to immediately switch to a fully 
online schooling system, and they need-
ed to know how to use the new technol-
ogy for education. We worked with the 
Ministry of Education and Ministry of 
Telecommunications and Information 
to provide training to education insti-
tutes, schools, teachers, and students 
on how to use this technology. We also 
helped students manage their time and 
utilize devices, and we helped parents 
get the best from the devices to monitor 
the productivity of their children, and so 
on. These two areas were extremely ben-
eficial in positioning ourselves as a lead-
er in digital transformation, specifically 
in the education sector. For the non-ed-
ucation sector, we have developed new 
tools and discovered new partners that 
help many organizations to grow amid 
COVID-19, including automatic queuing 

systems, automatic air purifiers, and air 
ultraviolet cleaning with robots. These 
are some of the products we brought to 
Saudi and sold to many customers. We 
have increased our resources by a min-
imum of 20% in the past 12 months. 
We have doubled our revenue and tri-
pled our net income, so that was a great 
achievement for us.

What is the outlook for the MVNO license that 
you were awarded in the Kingdom, and how 
does that fit into your future plans?
This goes back to our digital philosophy 
when we set up the company as a part-
ner in digital transformation. Digital 
transformation is a mix of three things: 
IT, telecoms, and media. We have been 
doing a great job enabling IT infrastruc-
ture and IT services with our customers. 
We have great experience building tele-
communications services. We felt the 
best way of merging these three along 
with the new media today was not via TV 
or satellite, but from mobile phones in 
terms of entertainment, streaming, and 
how much time one spends just enjoying 
the streamlines. These are three particu-
lar areas that are combining to create a 
digital journey. Applying for a license is 
extremely important to connect these 
three pieces together and build the story.

What changes do you see in a strategic or op-
erational sense in the next six to 12 months to 
adapt to post pandemic era?
I believe life will not return to what it was 
before. There has been a huge activation 
in terms of digitalization. With going 
online and COVID-19, we have seen a 
number of challenges such as the logis-
tics system. We have seen huge demand 
on the logistics system, and that has test-
ed the entire country and perhaps the 

growth
ACROSS THE BOARD
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BIO 

A decisive digital technology CEO thriving 
in dynamic environments and with a 
success record in turnaround situations 
building fully integrated cloud and digital 
transformation providers and end-to-end 
ICT solutions, Felix Wass has operated 
in Europe, Asia, the CIS, Saudi Arabia, 
and the Middle East and proven to be an 
inspirational leader. He has an MBA in 
finance from the University of Wales.

Felix  Wass 
P R E S I D E N T  &  C E O
D E TA S A D

We see that in order to be prepared for the 
current and coming crisis, we need to fo-
cus on the automation side of remote work 
and remote access. We needed to increase 
our cybersecurity investments and cyber 
knowledge as millions of people switched 
almost their entire activities to the virtual 
world and, therefore, we launched DE-
TASAD Ultimate SOC Solutions, hosted 
locally in Riyadh to maintain and keep our 
businesses and economy secured, protect-
ed 24/7, and disruption free. No company 
in Saudi Arabia that I have spoken with 
was truly prepared to send everyone to 
work from home. No technology company 
was set up that way, much less a construc-
tion or facility management company. 
The smart city platform and block chain 
technology will support people to be bet-
ter prepared the next time. The integration 
of drone management technology, digital 
train technology, and remote metering 
and remote management technology are 
some of the innovations that we are focus-
ing on. That is what we see as key drivers 
for our customers, aside from traditional 
cloud services. Being able to offer a full 
clone of our customers’ environment in 
a secure way will be a key differentiator 
for everyone. It has to be done by a joint 
exercise, building partnerships that tran-
scend even traditional competitive en-
vironments. Nearly all the companies in 
Saudi Arabia will have to work together to 
build this kind of ecosystem. One of our 
key partners in this aspect is Saudi Electric, 
which also gave us the go-ahead to be part 
of their health initiative and fund, which 
has distributed significant amounts of 
money to health workers in the Kingdom. 
These kinds of partnerships allow you to 
build a framework that makes us much 
more resilient as a society. I don’t think 
anyone as a company or individual will 
be returning to the status quo. Things are 
about to change forever. ✖

DETASAD is the first and only Saudi Arabian 
company to export cloud services. What does 
that mean for the company at a time when the 
government is working to promote Saudi com-
panies?
We are doing it because it makes business 
sense and we really believe that we have 
a unique offering. We get amazing sup-
port from the government, the Ministry of 
Telecommunications (MCIT), Yesser, and 
from other partners helping us to achieve 
our objectives. We were the first Saudi 
company to export technology interna-
tionally in 2020 as part of the Saudi Vision 
2030. In many cases, government facilities 
here are more advanced than in Europe or 
other places. You really feel that the entire 
country is standing behind Vision 2030 to 
make Saudi a technology hub in this digital 
era we live in. Everything is pushing in one 
direction, and there is a clear way forward. 
That is why we are optimistic that Saudi 
Arabia and DETASAD will come out of this 
crisis stronger than before. Technology 
will emerge as an accelerator that will help 
the country and economy emerge from 
the COVID-19 recession. Being positive 
about the future is key; if a leader doesn’t 
believe that their organization can survive, 
they may as well close-up shop. This crisis 
is a huge opportunity for digital compa-
nies that are being forced to become more 
efficient in terms of cash management, 
resource management, and processes. If 
you build relationships now, your com-
pany will have a reputation that will draw 
business in for years to come. We offer our 
customers to work together in terms of 
cash management, commercial manage-
ment, services, and payment services, for 
example.

The pandemic has pushed the entire economy 
online, creating new challenges but also new 
opportunities. How has your business changed 
in the past year?

FOCUS
required
DETASAD is a pioneering 
cloud services company in 
Saudi Arabia, and the first and 
only Saudi firm to export such 
products.
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Mudar Al-Ani
C E O ,

B E Y O N D  T E C H N O L O G Y  A L  S A U D I A

BIO 

Mudar Al-Ani joined BTAS in 2008 
as presales engineer, after which he 
developed the entire operations team 
serving progressively in multiple sales 
and business developments roles. Before 
his appointment as CEO in late 2018, he 
was acting as the COO of the company 
since 2013. He holds an MBA from the 
University of Bradford and a BSc in 
electronics and telecoms engineering 
from Al Ahliyya Amman University.

Beyond Technology Al Saudia saw a spike in demand for its 
managed services, mobility, security, collaboration, and cloud 
services during the pandemic.

Which changes that have occurred over the 
pandemic are permanent and will remain in 
the market?
The first is remote working and giving 
the flexibility internally for employees 
to work from home. Companies like us 
were ready before the pandemic, but 
the usage has increased with these tools. 
The pandemic has also helped improv-
ing the efficiency and utilization of our 
resources in general. Thankfully, we see 
this as the biggest advantage for us in-
ternally, and we are trying to reflect the 
same experience with our clients. ✖

How has your firm dealt with the pandemic and 
the shift of technology to the center of the con-
versation in Saudi Arabia?
As a technology company we went through 
a transformation two years ago and we 
have uplifted our portfolio of services to 
focus more on managed services, mobility, 
security, collaboration, cloud, and much 
more. These technologies witnessed a ma-
jor demand and spike throughout the pan-
demic and our teams were resilient and 
were able to support our existing customer 
base. All enterprises needed urgently to ex-
tend their services and applications access 
to their teams and their end customers 
and this was our core business for some 
time now and we were able to support on 
different levels to ensure business conti-
nuity of these businesses.

Have you seen a boost in your business?
We have witnessed three types of custom-
ers since the beginning of this situation. 
The first type were already on their digi-
tal transformation journey and wanted to 
speed up the process to ensure their busi-
nesses would not be affected, and this is 
where we have seen a major demand and 
spike. Second, the customers who were 
heavily affected and have been in the front 
lines fighting this pandemic like educa-
tion, government, and healthcare shifted 
budgets and wanted to support the dif-
ferent initiatives they have in the pipeline 
throughout the pandemic. Lastly are cus-
tomers who are in the early stage or didn’t 
start the journey and wanted to wait and 
ensure they keep the lights on so shuffled 
their budgets waiting for things to settle 
down before having a clear vision on how 
to proceed. 

Does the majority of your current work come 
from the public sector?
It is balanced between both. We used to 
have 70% of our work coming from the 
government and 30% from the private. 
We are sensing an interesting move for 
signing business with the public sectors 
toward OPEX models, and we are seeing 
a huge move toward managed services 
two- or three-year contracts with a pay-
as-you-go model across many industries 
and products, whether for videoconfer-
encing solutions or cybersecurity. It is 
completely managed services, and this 
is where the many clients are heading 
to; however, we see it happening at a 
much quicker pace in the public sector 
than before.

Moving forward, what projects are you inter-
ested in working on, and where do these fall 
in terms of services?
We are focusing on three areas of ser-
vices: global and local connectivity; fi-
nancial services, cybersecurity; and uni-
fied communications, while ensuring 
the backend from the data center to the 
cloud infrastructure would be able to 
support these type of technologies in the 
best way possible. We have partnered 
with leader vendors in the market and 
our team has been certified to imple-
ment complex projects across all these 
technologies. Working with our great 
partner BT in cybersecurity will help 
bring a world-class capability in Saudi 
Arabia in leading financial solutions and 
cybersecurity. With digital shifts we al-
ways see cybersecurity as a key element 
to be promoted and compliance in line 
with NCA & CITC regulations.

helping
HAND
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BIO 

Amjad Hafeez is the CEO of Nournet. 
He graduated in 1994 fron Al-Jami’ah 
Al-Urdunia in Jordan with a degree in 
electrical communications engineering. 
Early career milestones include 
becoming senior account manager at 
Global One and then AlFaisaliah Group.

Amjad Hafeez 
C E O
N O U R N E T

and change. You do not need to invest in 
a huge building or an IT team to host an 
application; instead, one can team up with 
a company that does everything for you, 
which is the role that we are trying to play. 
We are talking to big enterprises that are 
moving away from their current data cen-
ters toward the pay-as-you-go model. We 
understand the responsibility that is on 
our shoulders, and we are trying to grow 
our capabilities every single day so that we 
can present a nice local alternative to big 
players like Amazon and others. We have 
a partnership with Microsoft as one of its 
fastest-growing CSPs, with yearly growth 
of over 70%, and we are also partnering 
with Azure. We are in a middle position 
between the customers and global tech-
nology providers, offering an engineered 
solution on a hybrid level and providing 
end-to-end solutions.

Are you investing in start-ups? 
At Nournet, I always try to figure out what 
is missing in the market, and then I eval-
uate the solutions offered by mature com-
panies and start-ups. We may enter part-
nerships with both groups of companies 
if we come to the conclusion that their 
offering addresses the present niche. We 
engage with both groups and do POCs, 
and if we are happy with the outcome, we 
embark on more serious collaborations.

Which country will be one step ahead in terms of 
digitalization once the pandemic is over?
Undoubtedly, it is going to be Saudi Ara-
bia. I have connections in the market and 
I see the full picture. Exporting technology 
is one of the main goals of the government 
and it is taking important steps to build a 
platform that will boost exports. Saudi is 
the biggest and most advanced IT market 
in the region. It is also the strongest mar-
ket when it comes to sustainability and 
diversification. With the right vision that is 
already in place now, Saudi Arabia will be 
ahead of the curve when it comes to lead-
ership in the field of technology. ✖

How has Nournet’s experience in Saudi Arabia 
been?
The level of trust, momentum, and com-
mitment that is present at all levels is driv-
ing the economy and the country in the 
right direction. I have been in Saudi Ara-
bia for over two decades and I have never 
seen the people as engaged and positive as 
they are now. They are doing their best to 
contribute and taking major steps, to the 
extent that neighboring countries are re-
garding Saudi Arabia as an example. On a 
micro level, Nournet helps in localization 
and customization, while offering an an-
chor place to the economy to localize. We 
address a need in the ecosystem for local-
ization, with the aim of becoming a hub 
for technology. This includes hosting and 
nationalizing solutions to build a large in-
dustrial ecosystem.

How are you helping Saudi Arabia with digital 
transformation?
The Ministry of Telecommunication re-
cently hired a tier-one consultant to size 
up the market and identify the service pro-
viders, cloud providers, and management 
service providers. They carried out a thor-
ough analysis and tried to help companies 
redefine market strategies by understand-
ing our strengths, areas of focus, our place 
in the economy, our plans for the govern-
ment, and our role in localizing technol-
ogy. Nournet data center currently hosts 
large enterprises and is carrying out initia-
tives related to Vision 2030. We are offering 
these companies infrastructure, managed 
services, and connectivity. We are aware 
of our relevance and the important role 
we are playing in localizing technology. 
We are scaling up by offering a stronger IT 
solutions on all levels. 

In which industries do you see yourself playing 
a key role?
IT is a contributor to economic develop-
ment in all sectors, including medicine 
and financial services. We are like a driv-
ing force for transformation, renovation, 

FILLING
the Gaps
IT is a contributor to economic 
development in all sectors, 
including medicine and financial 
services, and Nournet is a 
driving force for transformation, 
renovation, and change.
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Riyadh Al-Najjar,
K S A  C O U N T R Y  L E A D E R  &  T R A N S F O R M AT I O N  M A N A G E M E N T  L E A D ,

P W C  M I D D L E  E A S T

BIO 

Riyadh Al-Najjar has over 25 years of 
professional experience in management 
consulting across several industries, 
including healthcare, financial services, 
and government. He has led multiple 
large and complex engagements, 
assisting clients with the setup and 
operations of their transformation 
management offices and project 
management offices.

PwC not only had to react quickly to protect its business from the 
impact of COVID-19, but worked hard to support its clients during an 
accelerated period of digital transformation.

digital transformation agenda to accom-
modate all unprecedented demand for 
digital technology solutions triggered 
by the pandemic. Moreover, our clients 
previously looked at business resilience 
and continuity in dealing with disasters 
and pandemics as a side issue. I have 
noticed that, today, they have become 
more focused on this area and are able 
to better understand how to react with 
agility with the tools needed for business 
continuity. ✖

How have you adapted to the new reality of the 
pandemic?
Like all other organizations around the 
world, we at PwC Middle East have seen 
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. I 
believe we reacted swiftly and effective-
ly to be able to successfully get back to 
normal, albeit slowly, and as per the new 
norm. To us, the safety and well-being of 
our staff, as well as our clients, is para-
mount. When the crisis first hit, we took 
all the precautionary measures including 
repatriation of our staff to their home of-
fices, disinfecting our offices regularly, 
and adhering to the regulations around 
restricted mobility, social distancing, 
and so on. We were one of the first to in-
stitutionalize a 100% remote work poli-
cy. One of the reasons we were able to do 
so was due to our investments in tech-
nology. We also supported mission-crit-
ical ministries, and mobilized teams on 
the ground to ensure that we were part 
of society’s response. We want to con-
tribute to solving this problem as much 
as we can and our strength in having our 
people on ground facilitated our support 
and contribution to our key clients. At 
the same time, the firm, operational in 
12 countries across the region, took nu-
merous steps so that we all remained 
connected. In fact, we had more commu-
nication during the COVID-19 pandemic 
than usual. All throughout, we relied on 
our technology and digital tools/apps to 
look after each other via daily leadership 
meetings, weekly firm-wide connects, 
and programs on well-being, digital up-
skilling, stress management, parenting, 
and working from home, etc. We also 
ensured the utmost care was provided to 
any staff and families who were infect-
ed. In further response to the crisis, we 
connected with our global network even 

more than usual and leveraged learnings 
from various countries, including China, 
Italy and Spain, which were hit by the 
pandemic before KSA and the region.

How did the pandemic change the status quo 
for your key clients?
Our focus is to support our clients to be-
come better equipped and ready to pre-
dict, deal with unforeseen conditions, 
and even capitalize on opportunities 
that may arise from such unexpected 
challenges. Our clients, especially in the 
public sector, had to reprioritize their 
spending, resources, and efforts to ad-
dress the COVID-19 situation without 
straying from Vision 2030. They had to 
be a lot more agile and resilient to antici-
pate challenges and risks and then adapt 
to these risks. Part of the Saudi vision is 
to increase digital capabilities within 
the country and within the government. 
This is similar to PwC’s strategy, but on 
a much larger scale. The pandemic con-
firmed NDU’s strategy: it was the right 
path in terms of digital transformation. 
The pandemic accelerated the need for 
traditional ways of conducting business 
or public administration services to be 
upgraded with smarter, leaner alterna-
tives, increased efficiency, and greater 
efficacy. At PwC, we are supporting our 
clients with digital transformation and 
transitioning the old process-driven 
ways of working to the new value/out-
come driven approach.

What key trends do you believe will not revert 
to the pre-COVID-19 status quo?
In our region, organizations have already 
realized the importance of enabling and 
accelerating the use of advanced, digital, 
and remote technologies. We have seen 
governments refreshing their national 

all
TOGETHER NOW
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COVID-19 dramatically altered the course of digitalization in Saudi 
Arabia, accelerating a shift in both the public and private sectors.

THE CONVERSATION 
HAS CHANGED

the change in the state, motivated from the top 
down, that has re-shaped how the Kingdom’s 
powerful government apparatus transacts its day-
to-day business. 

In an earlier special report covering Saudi Ara-
bia’s reaction to the crisis, we tracked the increas-
ing adoption of digital solutions by government 
bodies and predicted that the government would 
emerge leaner and more coordinated. While we 
cannot prove that is the case, it is certainly already 
a more digitized government and one that is more 
responsive to the needs of its citizens. This shift 
may have enormous implications over time, be-
cause it is reflective of a larger shift in the social 
contract.

Already, budgets have been cut and taxes have 
been raised. Value added tax was tripled during the 
pandemic, and the explosion in digital payments 
made it easier to collect. The fall in oil prices, with 
no upside in sight, means that the Kingdom will 
have to do more with less. The Vision spells out as 

THE CHANGES that have emerged in the Kingdom 
during the past year are dramatic. You might say 
that about any nation, but Saudi Arabia is im-
mersed in a program of radical change persecut-
ed by Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman that 
is generational in stature. Other countries have 
worked from home or used online payments more 
often, but Saudi Arabia emerged a very different 
place post-pandemic than pre. It is easy to miss 
this fact without being there, or without speaking 
to the figures that TBY has over the course of the 
pandemic, but it is genuinely difficult to think of 
another nation whose trajectory has been so fun-
damentally altered by the events of the past year.

Recall that only a few years ago women could 
not legally drive, and movie theaters were banned. 
Think too of the scale of the megaprojects such as 
NEOM and The Line that have recently been an-
nounced, and you begin to understand the pace at 
which reality was being altered before COVID-19. 
What is harder to see but no less in magnitude is 
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much without saying it directly. The subtext has al-
ways been a less generous, more competent state 
that delivers benefits more equitably and spurs 
employment through innovation and clever policy 
rather wasteful spending. 

This is where technology comes in. The recent 
adoption of tools is likely to shape the Kingdom’s 
long-term economy by radically increasing the 
productivity of the public sector and generating 
opportunities for the young. That long-overdue in-
crease in productivity is needed in light of a shrink-
ing government payroll and growing population.

The goals of Vision 2030 were created with the 
expectation that oil would no longer hold enough 
value to allow extravagant government spending. 
Much of the past five years of reform has been 
keenly felt by the public service as it has encour-
aged retirements and changed the way that every-
thing from universities to parastatals are expected 
to operate. Many organizations have long been 
preparing to be more self-sufficient. The crisis may 
be looked back on as the event that hastened those 
changes.

In the past the government existed partially to 
give jobs to Saudi citizens. That era was drawing to 
a close but its demise has accelerated. The govern-

ment cannot afford such largess, and the frame in 
which it will become infeasible seems to have been 
shrunken considerably by the virus and its impact 
on energy prices.

The good news is that genuine bright spots have 
emerged in the private sector. Financial technol-
ogy firms have outperformed regional peers and 
are now expanding internationally. Food delivery 
has done outlandishly well. A generation of Sau-
di entrepreneurs has just witnessed success that 
seemed improbable just a few years ago, when the 
startup scene in the Kingdom was sleepy and un-
derpopulated. Younger Saudis are watching. Ca-
reers in the public sector are still lucrative but have 
started to look limiting.

That was always the thesis of the Vision when 
seen in the best light. That Saudi Arabia had in-
credible potential which it was not using. That 
through hard work and serious change incredible 
things could happen. In a country where the par-
ents of working-age adults grew up in nomad-
ic communities and earthen dwellings and saw 
hundreds of years of change in a single lifetime, a 
vision of the future as unthinkably different from 
today is not so much foreign as obvious. The King-
dom may yet surprise us. ✖
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T
echnology providers were rare winners during the pandemic. Demand for services 
was extraordinary. Zain, a telecoms company, had solid profit growth in 2020, im-
pressive in a highly competitive market. The firm also gave deep discounts on data 
for some customers and moved on in its goal to become a provider of services and 

not just gigabytes.
Lenovo, a manufacturer of laptops and other hardware, had an excellent year in the King-

dom as companies and the government invested in work from home equipment. Like other 
companies who provide cloud services, it also saw a significant jump in demand for those 
services. The underlying shift driving that increased uptake is unlikely to subside.

An excellent example of a game-changing technology being provided by a local player 
and adapted to a local context in a way that dramatically shaped the events of the pandemic 
is Esri, a data representation firm. Esri has long been prominent in the defense industry, 
and provides services to governments that allow the aggregation and visualization of data 
in different layers, including geographic ones. Esri provided the underlying technology that 
allowed each local authority to report the local of each of its COVID-19 cases the Ministry of 
Health, and allowed those cases to be displayed on a COVID-19 dashboard that appeared 
regularly on television and was accessible to the public. 

The CEO of Esri in Saudi Arabia explained the importance of the system in an interview 
with TBY: “We launched this in May when the pandemic was at its peak, and this was one 
of the major assets that helped the authorities have a full overview of the situation. We 
would call this as the command and control for the pandemic since all hospitals and 90,000 
governmental health centers around the Kingdom are connected to one platform with live 
data.”

The system was able not only to track COVID-19 infections and cases through time and 
geographically, but to predict where new hotspots would emerge. This capability guided the 
government’s policy actions. This data-driven policy-making has been a goal in the King-
dom for some time, but the ability to clearly visualize the need for such action has driven an 
even greater demand for technology that can make sense of the growing amount of infor-
mation being gathered. 

Technology providers have become an important force in the Kingdom’s future. ✖

Look at the 
data
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Sultan Bin Abdulaziz  Al  Deghaither 
C E O ,
Z A I N  K S A

When this crisis started, what were you respon-
sible for on an internal basis for all of your em-
ployees and the management of status quo at 
Zain?
Zain KSA immediately activated the busi-
ness continuity committee, of which half 
of the management team is part of. We 
built a new strategy to adapt and accom-
modate the current situation, and it had 
three main phases. The first phase was 
adapting to the current situation to the 
best of our ability. The second, was stabi-
lizing operations, conducting a stress test 
to the P&L, and protecting the cash flow. 
Finally, we prepared the rebound strategy 
on how we can return to the market stron-
ger and with a larger market share. Our 
main priority now is to sustain our ser-
vices at the highest quality and ensure an 
exceptional customer experience, as most 
of our customers are working from home, 
and the demand for telecom services is at 
its peak. In addition to that, we delayed 
the disconnection cycle for bills to ensure 
customers have enough time to pay their 
bills. And because we have a social respon-
sibility obligation towards protecting the 
health of our employees and their families, 
we activated a work-from-home policy 
and reviewed all the policies and proce-
dures within the company to adapt to the 
current situation. We  even set up a direct 
hotline for all our employees and their 
families to respond to their needs almost 
immediately.

Where do your first half  2020’s financial results 
stand from this crisis?
The first half of 2020 was about scoring 
net profits, which accumulated to SAR164 
million, as we continue on the 8th consec-
utive quarter to report a net profit while 
simultaneously reducing our accumula-
tive losses. We saw many opportunities, 
considering we announced in Decem-
ber 2019 the completion of the largest 5G 
network not only in Saudi but across the 
Middle East, Europe, and Africa, landing 
the fourth largest roll-out in the world. 
Since COVID-19 emerged, we have offered 
promotions for data packages, in addi-
tion to our ongoing investment in our 5G 
network, as it is now available in all the 
kingdom’s 13 administrative regions and 
across 35 cities. We now have multiple use 
cases for 5G: fixed wireless access, where 
people enjoy an ultra-high speed, reliable 
connection in their homes, and mobility, 
for people to use on their mobile phones. 

We were already heading towards the dig-
ital transformation in Saudi as part of Vi-
sion 2030, but COVID-19 definitely accel-
erated our speed and helped us take bold 
decisions.

How did you modify your strategy to manage 
your customers and other external stakehold-
ers?
It is extremely hard to compete on prod-
ucts, services, and prices these days. This 
is why we aim to be the best-performing 
business focusing more on customers and 
the things that matter most to them. In 
doing so, we tried to strike a balance be-
tween sticking to our original strategy and 
ensuring we are flexible enough to adapt to 
a modified one based on the current situ-
ation. In addition, as part of our humani-
tarian strategy, and as one of the largest 
Saudi companies we have a social obliga-
tion towards our customers and our peo-
ple as a whole both citizens and expats. We 
launched several CSR initiatives, to name 
a few, we donated 30,000 data SIM cards 
to those who need to connect remotely for 
education purposes. We have also made 
education and health applications free of 
charge so customers can use them with-
out consuming any data. We also provided 
those who were quarantined with a free 
Zain SIM and free data usage during the 
month of April to ensure they could con-
nect with their families in their quaran-
tined locations. In terms of solutions, we 
have launched our flagship cloud-com-
puting service Zain Cloud that allows sub-
scribers to take appropriate strategic deci-
sions throughout a sophisticated platform 
that supports our vision in enabling IoT 
and AI functionalities. We also released 
Saudi’s first next-generation chipset tech-
nology solution, the embedded SIM card 
(e-SIM), which provides many  ✖

BIO 

Sultan Bin Abdulaziz Al Deghaither 
embarked on his new role as CEO of 
Saudi Mobile Telecommunications 
Company (Zain) in 2018. His first role 
at Zain Saudi Arabia was director 
of network planning, after which 
he was assigned a number of roles 
before becoming chief technology 
officer and then chief operating 
officer. Al-Deghaither, who holds a 
bachelor’s degree in communications 
and electronics engineering from King 
Saud University, will commence the 
strategic transformation of the company 
to fully utilize the tremendous growth 
opportunities available in the Kingdom’s 
telecommunications sector.

LIGHT
speed
Zain’s improved customer 
experience and innovative 
solutions, combined with the 
high speed of its 5G network, 
all make for an exceptional 
customer journey in the 
Kingdom.

“We were already 
heading towards the 

digital transformation in 
Saudi as part of Vision 

2030, but COVID-19 
definitely accelerated 

our speed and helped us 
take bold decisions.”
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Naif  Albuty
C E O ,

E S R I  S A U D I  A R A B I A

Can you provide an overview of your key lines 
of business and clients in Saudi Arabia?
We have been extremely successful in 
harnessing the power of Esri’s geospatial 
services platform for Saudi clients. Our 
services extend far beyond traditional 
mapping and include the collection, pro-
cessing, and geo-representation of data. 
Data-based decision-making has become 
extremely critical to policy in the King-
dom, so this is an important moment for 
us. Esri Saudi Arabia addresses the entire 
industry of geospatial services, which 
covers maps, licenses, services, profes-
sional services, and building platforms for 
analytics. We have around 170 products 
available in our catalog, all related to this 
core mission of making sense out of data 
and gathering information. From a lega-
cy perspective, we used to only provide 
the ArcGIS base map, but it has evolved 
over time. Now, geospatial services and 
various platforms are combined under 
one hub called an atlas. It is not only one 
service, system, or dataset but a combina-
tion of many elements. It can be defined 
as the hub of hubs or platform of plat-
forms, as we combine all this under the 
umbrella of the geospatial atlas, known as 
the Industrial Esri Atlas. We work across 
industries including health, education, 
industry, oil and gas, central government, 
and national security. One of the core 
global businesses for Esri has always been 
central government with security and de-
fense. In the last five years, we leveraged 
education, health, and oil and gas. These 
trends also apply in Saudi Arabia.

Esri’s solution has been essential for the Minis-
try of Health and the wider government during 
the pandemic. What was the process of setting 
up this solution, and what makes it useful in 
this context? 
We started in February 2020 at the time 
when COVID-19 reported cases were 
surging in the Kingdom with the Minis-

try of Health trying to work on a tool of 
representation in order to calculate and 
identify the future impact of the pan-
demic. We used one of our solutions, 
which can be adapted to different in-
dustries and tweaked it to be applicable 
to the COVID-19 situation. We adapted 
a solution that John Hopkins University 
with the help of Esri have implemented 
and used to track the pandemic, which 
has been shared widely on social media 
platforms and replicated the dashboard 
for the Saudi Arabian context. This has 
been a key public tool for the ministry in 
the effort to manage the pandemic across 
the Kingdom. You are able to view for ev-
ery city what the historic and current data 
for the pandemic is. We launched this in 
May when the pandemic was at its peak, 
and this was one of the major assets that 
helped the authorities have a full overview 
of the situation. We would call this as the 
command and control for the pandemic 
since all hospitals and 90,000 governmen-
tal health centers around the Kingdom 
are connected to one platform with live 
data. You can see the data in each city for 
Covid 19 test results in real time, all re-
flected immediately. Every day, the Min-
istry of Health presented this data during 
its daily spokesmen briefings, and it is the 
only official result of COVID-19 within 
Saudi Arabia. All other government agen-
cies also take their data from this. We are 
also working on the back end with predic-
tive analysis to understand where we are 
heading. There is a global second wave of 
COVID-19 where the numbers in Europe 
and the US have surged significantly, but 
in Saudi the numbers are still contained 
at a much lower level. This is one of the 
advantages that our solution provides: a 
predictive analysis of where things will 
happen within the coming period of three 
months, six months, a year, or five years. 
It gives the Ministry of Health an under-
standing of where we are going and is 

BIO 

Naif Albuty was appointed CEO of Esri 
Saudi Arabia in 2018, bringing with 
him around 20 years of experience in 
the international IT industry. He was 
previously acting general manager at 
Mobily and regional sales director at 
Teradata, amongst other positions at 
Microsoft, Riyadh Bank, Atheeb telecom, 
PCCW, and Integrated Telecom. Albuty 
holds a master’s degree in business 
administration from American University 
of London University and other diplomas 
in strategy and leadership from Harvard 
Business School.

Esri’s services extend far beyond traditional mapping and include the 
collection, processing, and geo-representation of data. Its services 
have been crucial for the government during the pandemic.

the reason why Saudi Arabia did not lock 
down again. This gives us a roadmap vi-
sion as the important element for every 
atlas to build on is predictive analysis.✖

key
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Essam AlShiha
P R E S I D E N T  &  C E O ,

S A U D I  B U S I N E S S  M A C H I N E S

Are there any plans for maintaining growth 
and increasing the company’s market share?
Market shares are not really the objec-
tive; our aim is to be the best IT company 
and provide high-quality professional 
services for businesses. Of course, we 
also want to be treated as an elite com-
pany, especially with so many different 
competitors within the global market. 
Plus, as a system integrator, there is 
tough competition in all the fields we 
work in. So, the goal for now is to focus 
on doing our best for our clients.

Do you think SBM has certain strategies or 
projects in place that makes the company 
stand out from new market players?
We are proud of the fact that the quality 
and nature of our services has convinced 
some customers to break their relation-
ships with some of our competitors. At 
present, our client base involves more 
than 250 customers from all over the 
Kingdom from various fields, such as 
SMEs, oil and gas, financials, banking, 
petrochemicals, and governmental. To 
cater to more businesses, we are intro-
ducing cyber security, analytics, and AI 
and we’ve also developed our own digi-
tal hub. At the same time, the focus still 
remains on being the best in the services 
we offer.

Can you shed light on some market trends as 
well as growth while functioning in the private 
sector?
Most of the business in Saudi Arabia ei-
ther comes from the government direct-
ly, or it passes through the government in 
one way or another. So, regardless of the 
type, every business is either indirectly 
or directly touched by the government. 
And while the banking and financial and 
commercial sectors seem somewhat un-

touched by the government, they do fol-
low the guidelines set by it. With Saudi 
Vision 2030 now in play, companies like 
SBM have the chance to develop and 
provide improved services. Previously, 
when the market was shaken, it came as 
a benefit to firms like SBM. Stable com-
panies could handle the uncertainty in a 
better manner than new players or shak-
ier firms in the field. So, the market fil-
tered out on its own, leaving behind only 
the best companies.

In your opinion, which sectors in Saudi Arabia 
have the highest potential for your services?
We find the banking sector crucial as 
mobile services can really boost the en-
tire financial sector. Some new projects 
introduced by the government like the 
Red Sea Project will need major infra-
structure development. There is also 
great potential in the cloud and even in-
ternational companies are opening data 
centers. SBM also provides cloud service 
and there’s definitely major growth in 
this area. With such services deployed, 
financial companies as well as the gov-
ernment can really lead in the future.

Now that Saudi Arabia is on the path of be-
coming a regional leader in both IT and dig-
italization, what is your vision and growth 
expectation for SBM over the next few years?
The foremost priority is ensuring that 
the company is stable, and this is one 
of the advantages of not being listed on 
the stock market. It is essential to have 
well-balanced growth; if there’s too 
much focus on growth, then that can 
lead to one losing or imploding control. 
It is difficult to just keep chasing num-
bers these days. Too many aspects of 
the market are not in our hands when 
it comes to making informed growth 

BIO 

Essam AlShiha is the CEO of Saudi 
Business Machines, where he was 
previously the COO. He has been with 
the company since 2002, having started 
his career with SABIC and worked 
for firms including ISE and Al Khaleej 
Computers. He has a degree in computer 
science and engineering from KFUPM 
and holds a master's degree in business 
administration from the UK.

Saudi Business Machines shuns market share targets, and instead 
focuses on providing the most quality services possible for its 
myriad of clients.

expectations. Economic and political is-
sues, such as the global pandemic we’re 
currently seeing, will control and deter-
mine many business aspects. But it all 
comes down to the fact that if you focus 
on offering the best services, then at the 
end of the year, you will see that you 
have grown. At the end, we need to be a 
healthy and viable business.   ✖

the support
YOU NEED
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Ahmed Mohie Eddin Sayed 
R E G I O N A L  M A N A G E R  M E N A  R E G I O N ,
S E C U R E  N E T W O R K S

proach have propelled us into the spotlight in 
recent years and made us a strategic partner to 
governments and critical entities in the Mid-
dle East. With a head office in California and 
regional offices in Saudi Arabia, the UAE, the 
UK, and Egypt, we help regional and global 
businesses with innovative cybersecurity solu-
tions.

What key services do you provide?
Secure Networks provides end-to-end securi-
ty solutions and services. We cover the three 
main pillars for information security: process, 
technology, and people. Within technology, 
you can think of identity and (privileged) ac-
cess management, advanced threat protec-
tion, and many other next-generation security 
solutions. As part of our services portfolio, we 
can also provide full managed security service, 
design a full cybersecurity strategy including 
all policies and procedures, perform maturity 
assessment and health checks, advanced pen-
etration testing, security awareness programs, 
and compliance implementation according to 
all the relevant international standards. ✖

Can you give us a background to your current proj-
ects and specialization within the cybersecurity 
sphere?
We are living in an information age where data 
is the new currency. As the world explores new 
digital frontiers, the importance of data secu-
rity is growing exponentially. Digital transfor-
mation is helping to make the world a better 
place, though cyber attacks are an unfortunate 
part of this reality. Today, one of the critical 
factors of success to any modern business, 
large or small, depends on the effectiveness 
of its data security systems. This has created 
massive and ever-expanding opportunities 
for those that can offer much-needed pro-
tection against possible cyber attacks. Secure 
Networks is one of the largest growing infor-
mation security firms, offering a wide range 
of next-generation security services and solu-
tions. Our reputation and professional ap-

BIO 

Ahmed Mohie Eddin Sayed is the 
Regional Manager, MENA Region, at 
Secure Networks. With more than 17 
years of experience in information and 
network security across several industry 
sectors, he specializes in the GRC area 
following his comprehensive experience 
working for many international 
companies in the Gulf and the UK. 
He is an engineer and an MBA holder 
from Harvard Business School who is 
passionate about innovation and project 
management
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Osman Khan 
C O O ,  I ( T S ) 2  -  I T  S E C U R I T Y 
T R A I N I N G  &  S O L U T I O N S

Rasheed Alodah 
C O U N T R Y  M A N A G I N G  D I R E C T O R , 
T R E N D  M I C R O  S A U D I  A R A B I A

Eyad Ismail  Hashash 
G E N E R A L  D I R E C T O R ,  H A M I -  A D -
VA N C E D  I C T  D I G I TA L  S E C U R I T Y 
C O

DURING THE PANDEMIc threat actors had 
a field day with attacks rising manifold. 
This was primarily because they had 
extra time on their other hands, cou-
pled with the fact that employees were 
accessing corporate services in an inse-
cure manner. In organizations that were 
not previously used to doing any kind of 
remote working, all users were poten-
tially accessing corporate data through 
VPNs, which may not be securely im-
plemented, patched, or protected with 
multi-factor authentication. In addition, 
employees were using insecure means of 
sharing company data via social media 
channels. It is important to understand 
that threat actors only need one vulner-
ability to exploit. We therefore advocate 
organizations take a holistic approach 
to security by embracing security by de-
sign, building with security in mind, de-
fense in depth, deploy multiple security 
controls, and move to a zero-trust archi-
tecture, moving from a “trust-but-verify” 
paradigm to “verify and then trust.”

WE HAVE been hearing for years that 
companies from all sectors are looking at 
digital transformation. The coronavirus 
crisis has changed how companies look 
at digital transformation. What we used 
to do in years is now being done now in 
two weeks. Providing services on such 
a scale is challenging; however, we are 
happy to see that our customers are now 
more mature and are prioritizing securi-
ty above everything else. As more people 
are working from home, this has created 
loops, problems, and blind spots that 
nobody was paying much attention to 
in the past. Attackers have also changed 
their tactics and methodology. At the be-
ginning of the pandemic, we received an 
increasing number of calls to provide an-
ti-virus solutions. In fact, we have been 
giving out our anti-virus solution for free 
since last year as our way to support the 
community. In 2020 alone, Trend Micro 
solutions detected and blocked more 
than 100 million email threats and pre-
vented over 7 million malware attacks 
across the Gulf region. This shows hack-
ers are getting smarter, which is why we 
must improve our cybersecurity systems 
and invest in the right technology.

WHEN WE came up with a business con-
tinuity management (BCM) solution, 
we wanted to bring people and data to-
gether so that we could ensure business 
continuity, and we first came up with it 
following the September 11 events. In 
order to raise awareness and educate the 
market, we did many conferences, road-
shows, and conference participations 
with the company. We taught people 
about business impact analysis (BIA) to 
show them how they can be impacted 
by natural disasters and how they can 
manage the process. We do crisis simu-
lations for top, mid, and lower manage-
ment. For example, we have red and blue 
teams; the red team tries to attack, and 
the blue team comprises the people in-
side the company. We do exercises with 
our clients to see how we can react and 
work together to respond to crises. At the 
moment, we do not have competitors in 
the market that can provide what we can. 
We may not be a large company, but we 
are more efficient than some of the big-
gest companies out there that are only 
providing the solutions. It is important 
to protect not only oneself, but also the 
supply chain and third parties.

CYBERSECURITY
The pandemic created a rise in cyber attacks and these companies stepped up to assist in protecting 
companies and individuals from new threats.
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Marwan Bsat
G E N E R A L  M A N A G E R ,

L E N O V O  S A U D I  A R A B I A

The pandemic has been difficult, but has driv-
en sales of electronic devices and demand for 
services. How have you adapted during this 
unique time?
The challenges of 2020 continued, in 
varying degrees, into the new year. Nev-
ertheless, as a global company operating 
in 180 markets and with more than 30 
manufacturing sites around the world, 
the outlook for 2021 remains positive. 
The new global norm of work, study, and 
play from home will continue to drive 
long-term and sustainable growth trends 
in device demand and infrastructure 
requirements. We have experienced an 
increase in sales across many of these 
domains, as businesses and individuals 
alike seek to invest in PCs, desktops, tab-
lets, and monitors to remain productive 
from wherever they may be. Our chan-
nel partners have been instrumental 
in ensuring that products and advice 
reach end customers, helping to guide 
purchase journeys. At the height of the 
pandemic, we extended warranties on 
all Lenovo products, understanding that 
it was not always possible for customers 
to visit physical stores. Since then, we 
have also focused our efforts on advanc-
ing digital engagements, through virtual 
product launches, access to experts via 
collaboration technology, and more. In 
terms of services available to enterprise 
customers, we have Premier Support, 
an optional add-on that grants access 
to dedicated 24-hour support, a single 
point of contact for troubleshooting, and 
rapid case management. For any indi-
vidual starting out their business with a 
single device and the average consumer, 
we also offer our Premium Care service. 
With this option, our customers can gain 
access to assistance on hardware, soft-
ware, and peripherals to get the most out 

of their investments. We also provide an 
annual PC health checkup to keep devic-
es in optimal condition.

What are Lenovo’s key lines of business in 
Saudi Arabia, and which saw the best perfor-
mance and growth in 2020?
Our focus is on creating smarter technol-
ogy for all, which means having a diverse 
portfolio of devices to cater to every 
need. We continue to see growth across 
specific categories such as gaming, espe-
cially in Saudi Arabia, where our Legion 
series has been well received by local 
communities. In recent months, we have 
introduced a series of new features, up-
grading our lineup with ultra-responsive 
TrueStrike keyboards and industry-lead-
ing cooling technology, known as Legion 
Coldfront 2.0. SMBs form the backbone 
of the local economy, and during the 
pandemic, no community was more 
greatly affected. Ensuring continuity and 
growth for such a sector requires tech-
nology that is not only reliable, but also 
affordable.

How has your cloud business evolved over the 
past year, and what have the Kingdom’s regu-
latory changes meant for this business?
For the past few years, the Ministry 
of Communications and Information 
Technology has focused on advancing 
digitalization, through measures such as 
a cloud-first approach. As working from 
home became essential, reliance on 
multiple workloads reached new heights 
and caused businesses to invest in cloud 
infrastructures to securely collaborate 
with highly distributed workforces. We 
witnessed a clear paradigm shift, where 
cloud investments went from being a 
best practice and nice to have to a funda-
mental requirement. A successful cloud 

BIO 

Marwan Bsat joined Lenovo in 2014 and 
is currently General Manager for Lenovo 
Saudi Arabia. Prior to joining Lenovo he 
held senior positions at regional and 
international retailers, as well as more 
recently at one of the Kingdom’s biggest 
gaming companies. He has a degree in 
sociology from the Lebanese University.

As a global company operating in 180 markets and with more than 
30 manufacturing sites around the world, the outlook for 2021 
remains positive for Lenovo.

strategy must consider the whole lifecy-
cle, from securely and rapidly migrating 
data to managing it and helping it grow 
with the business. Cloud solutions may 
soon be the norm for all kinds of busi-
nesses, but there is no one-size-fits-all 
approach. Every business must consider 
workloads, infrastructure, and overall 
organizational needs. Lenovo engineers 
hybrid cloud solutions from top to bot-
tom, to work as a cohesive system, re-
gardless of whether a business chooses 
public, private, or hosted solutions and 
server or software. We are continuing to 
ensure that our cloud solutions deliver a 
truly end-to-end approach. We integrate 
security, scalability and agility to main-
tain a seamless IT environment. ✖

healthy device,
HEALTHY MIND
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Thamer Alharbi 
P R E S I D E N T,
M I C R O S O F T  A R A B I A

Current market circumstances require each 
company to develop an effective staff policy 
and strategy to deal with COVID-19. What sys-
tems is Microsoft using during this period?
COVID-19 has impacted the lives of peo-
ple throughout the world, and as a result, 
we have seen a massive spike in remote 
work. Microsoft is not immune to the 
negative effects of this global pandemic. 
The health and safety of our employees 
and their families remains our guiding 
principle through this time of uncertain-
ty. That’s why, more so than ever, we are 
relying on Teams to connect over 150,000 
employees throughout the world. Re-
gardless of our remote work capabilities, 
our strongest asset during COVID-19 
has been the dedication of our employ-
ees. Their commitment and desire to see 
our business not only survive but thrive 
during this pandemic makes me fortu-
nate to be a part of this company. Micro-
soft is focused on supporting its custom-
ers, partners, and suppliers across the 
world. This includes providing services 
essential to the continuity and operation 
of the critical infrastructure that keeps 
our society running. It is our responsibil-
ity to ensure that these services continue 
to operate.

Working conditions created by COVID-19 has 
exposed dependence on technological prod-
ucts. How have you stepped up to help busi-
nesses and people manage through the crisis?
As COVID-19 continues to hinder busi-
ness activity, Microsoft is committed to 
protecting the health and wellbeing of the 
communities it operates in.  Companies 
throughout the region are reassessing 
their operations and we want to be part 
of their journey. People are not going to 
work right now and we are working tire-
lessly to support them. Our main priori-
ties are keeping employees, customers, 
and partners connected, securing data, 
and maintaining business continuity.
Microsoft launched a COVID-19 web por-
tal in March for businesses to access the 
latest tips and advice to manage the tran-
sition to remote work. Additionally, we 
provided free access to our online Teams 
platform. This program is used through-

out the world by Microsoft employees 
and thousands of organizations. We feel 
it can deliver significant value to organi-
zations that have to adapt to remote work 
quickly. In March 2020, we partnered with 
Monshaat to offer a free six-month Of-
fice 365 E1 Trial that included Microsoft 
Teams. For the education sector, we are 
providing distance learning solutions like 
Microsoft Teams for Education. The Min-
istry of Education recently implemented 
its Saudi Learning Management System 
using Microsoft’s Azure Hosting and Se-
curity.  Azure Hosting handles all the on-
line requests of assigning and managing 
student work for over six million students. 
The system is able to serve millions of dai-
ly logins without any issues. Moreover, 
Umm AlQura University provided work-
shops to its faculties and students to es-
tablish Microsoft Teams tools as a leading 
system for distance learning and work 
in educational projects. In addition to 
Teams, Microsoft Arabia has introduced 
the Windows Virtual Desktop platform, a 
comprehensive desktop and app virtual-
ization service running on the cloud.

How do you view the future of Microsoft in Sau-
di Arabia?
We have been in Saudi Arabia for more 
than 20 years, and during this time we 
made a strong contribution toward the 
economy, infrastructure, job creation, 
education, and youth empowerment. We 
feel that COVID-19 will expedite the King-
dom’s digital transformation journey. 
Microsoft has and will continue to play a 
pivotal role in enabling the government 
and organizations to realize their poten-
tial, empower employees, better engage 
their own customers, optimize opera-
tions, and transform products and ser-
vices through the power of technology. In 
Saudi, we have more than 1,700 partners. 
We are partnering with startups, ISVs, and 
organizations of all sizes. Microsoft’s eco-
system will generate 63,400 jobs in Saudi 
between 2017 and 2022 according to a 
study conducted by IDC in 2017. And for 
each high-tech job created, 4.3 jobs are 
created across other sectors. ✖

BIO 

As President of Microsoft Arabia, Thamer 
Alharbi is responsible for overseeing the 
company’s operations. Alharbi has held 
several executive positions in prominent 
IT multinational companies throughout 
his career. Most recently, he served 
as vice president for Saudi and Upper 
Gulf at Oracle. He has also held senior 
positions at Accenture, Temenos, and 
SBM. Alharbi holds a bachelor of science 
degree from King Fahad University of 
Petroleum and Minerals.

THERE
for you
Microsoft has, understandably, 
been at the forefront of efforts 
to ensure connectivity over the 
course of the pandemic, and 
it sees a bright future in Saudi 
Arabia.
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E
ducation is a sector that has remained largely unchanged for decades or even 
centuries. For any program to be taken seriously, it had to be in person, with di-
rect interaction and correspondingly high fees associated with instruction and 

moving to a location that facilitated it. 
Saudi Arabia was no exception to this rule, with its dozens of universities mostly focused 

on in-person instruction. The pandemic changed education globally and permanently to 
a more flexible model. This shift was profoundly felt in the Kingdom, a vast country with a 
generational dividend that gives it tens of thousands of students spread across the nation. 

In the past programs like those offered by the Saudi Electronic University (SEU) were 
considered second best to traditional instruction. After strict lockdowns were enforced, 
some of the most prestigious universities in the Kingdom turned to Lilac A. Al-Safadi, the 
president of SEU, for advice on best practice for building the IT infrastructure and training 
the staff needed to have the country’s entire student population learn online. 

In this chapter we speak with some of the Kingdom’s decisionmakers in the education 
sector about how they re-shaped their institutions to meet a new challenge, and how the 
work they did will impact the learning of future generations. ✖

Change is Here

Education
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Husam Zaman
P R E S I D E N T,

E D U C AT I O N  &  T R A I N I N G  E VA L U AT I O N  C O M M I S S I O N  ( E T E C )

BIO 

Husam Zaman was appointed President 
of ETEC in 2019, after serving as a 
board member for three years. He has 
extensive executive experience in the 
education sector and was previously 
the president of Taif University, director 
general of the Regional Center for 
Quality and Excellence in Education, and 
campus president at Saudi Electronic 
University, in addition to various 
leadership positions at Taibah University. 
Zaman holds a PhD in administration 
and policy studies from the University of 
Pittsburgh.

In response to COVID-19, ETEC digitalized its way of doing business 
for both individuals and institutions, creating some truly unique 
innovations in the process.

of the outcomes and the extent to which 
the graduates are equipped with enough 
knowledge, skills, and values to succeed 
later on. Our quality assurance practices 
will focus more on the outcomes of in-
stitutions instead of their platforms and 
methods. We need to accept and appreci-
ate varieties of applications and methods 
of different institutional cultures and focus 
more on the quality of the output at the 
end. ✖

How has the Education & Training Evaluation 
Commission addressed COVID-19?
In response to COVID-19, we have digi-
talized our way of doing business for both 
individuals and institutions. At the indi-
vidual level during the lockdown in April, 
May, and June, we were challenged to de-
liver the achievement test for high school 
pupils who needed to take such tests be-
fore applying to universities. We developed 
an online platform and deployed it in less 
than 100 days to more than 300,000 stu-
dents. The statistical comparison between 
this new test and the conventional test 
was almost the same, and our success rate 
according to OECD and the World Bank, 
which have been observing our practice 
in accomplishing this mission, was more 
than 93%. At the institutional level, we 
conducted two important studies that 
covered the effect of COVID-19 on educa-
tion institutions. We did one at the macro 
level for the entire education system and 
the transition from physical schooling to 
online schooling on students and families. 
For our work in accreditation and assess-
ing higher education institutions, we used 
to physically visit particular colleges and 
universities with international experts for 
accreditation. We planned and executed 
a virtual version of this, and we have con-
ducted more than 90 visits to different uni-
versities for accreditation. This figure of 90 
visits in three months since August is a new 
record for us. Over the last 10 years, about 
70 accreditation visits were conducted, so 
the boost in productivity is amazing. De-
ploying technology working in a virtual 
sphere has allowed us to accomplish in 
just a few months more than we did in the 
last 10 years. We are not alone in this field 
of conducting and utilizing technology, 
but we have been bold in our mass deploy-
ment of new techniques.

How have the pandemic and recent technolog-
ical changes influenced the strategic goals of 
your organization and your structure?
When I was appointed President of ETEC 
in mid-2019, I came with a mission to fa-
cilitate and continue the merger of the 
different centers that have formed ETEC. 
Before I arrived, the management and 
board proceeded slowly and carefully with 
the integration process, and when I arrived 
I felt we were ready for full integration. In 
2H2019, we unified the support services of 
HR, finance, and investment together in 
one sector for the four centers of ETEC. At 
the same time, we unified the other tech-
nical services such as R&D, standard di-
vision, training, and strategic planning. It 
was fortunate that we finished this before 
the outbreak of COVID-19 early in 2020, as 
I could not imagine being able to carry out 
these megaprojects with divided centers 
under our umbrella. During the lockdown, 
our entire business transformed to be vir-
tual, and this enforced and strengthened 
the merger and unification of units to cre-
ate one culture much easier. We are now 
in one virtual place all together, and this 
accelerated our process of merger and in-
tegration. It was something that we did not 
plan for or wish for, but it was extremely 
fortunate for us.

Will remote learning change the way you ac-
credit courses, and how will you approach dig-
ital options?
We learned from this experience that we 
have to be extremely flexible and open to 
new definitions, thoughts, platforms, and 
ways of educating. To ensure the quality 
of that new form of education, we need 
to focus more on the outcomes, as it does 
not matter how one will teach their stu-
dents, recruit their faculty, or deliver their 
courses. What matters most is the quality 
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BIO 

Ahmad bin Fahad was appointed 
Governor of TVTC in 2015. He started 
his distinguished career at the Technical 
College of Riyadh as an assistant 
professor in mechanical engineering in 
2001 and was promoted to associate 
professor in 2006. Between 2003 and 
2009, he assumed the position of director 
general for international cooperation 
at TVTC. In 2009, he became the 
director general for the construction and 
maintenance directorate at TVTC. After 
that, he served as deputy minister for 
international labor affairs at the Ministry 
of Labor between 2012 and 2015.

With years of experience in distance learning, TVTC was able to 
act quickly in the face of COVID-19, taking a host of steps such as 
establishing a crisis management committee and overhauling the 
evaluation system.

way that is accepted by all stakeholders. 
The youth, ourselves, and companies 
that will hire these graduates need to be 
on the same page so that we can unlock 
the true potential of digitalization and 
e-learning.

Did the university offer online programs be-
fore the crisis?
We have an e-training center that was 
limited to courses and some blended 
learning. Having that center helped us 
because we have content management 
and excellent support staff already in 
place. We now have more than 200,000 
students attending each day. We have 
more than 52,000 classes every day, so it 
is huge. One of the challenges we faced is 
that some of our students did not have a 
device, so we used our funds to provide 
them with devices. We have distributed 
more than 20,000 devices since the start 
of the crisis. Some students also do not 
have access to the internet so we also 
distributed more than 40,000 internet 
access cards. ✖

What was TVTC’s first response to the 
COVID-19 crisis?
First, we established a committee for cri-
sis management with sub-committees 
for each region of the Kingdom. We also 
formulated a team and a committee for 
distance learning because we give class-
es all over the country, and changing to 
distance learning was a significant shift. 
Our previous policy for grading and at-
tendance was based on actual atten-
dance. We modified some of the policies 
and got them accredited. Communica-
tion has been extremely effective; we 
are using technological tools to grow 
our distance learning program, and 
overall the scale up has been success-
ful. Usually, we use distance learning 
for 50,000 students per week, but now 
we have more than 200,000 students per 
day, a huge jump. We quickly invested 
in our infrastructure so we could con-
tinue to operate as normal without los-
ing any time. Then, we also held a range 
of e-seminars on crisis management to 
address the challenges facing educa-
tional training institutions. We invit-
ed international speakers, consultants 
from BCG, and our staff and experts in 
Saudi Arabia.

One of the issues that educational institutions 
across the world are dealing with is how to 
evaluate learning remotely. How have you 
adapted?
We had to completely overhaul the sys-
tem for evaluation. Now, we evaluate 
each of our student’s weekly by e-port-
folio evidence, and the results have been 
successful. There are so many ways to 
assess performance. Trainers need to 
prepare a portfolio of quizzes, home-
work, research, essays, attendance, par-
ticipation, and other metrics. Notably, 
we evaluate our students’ performance 
on a weekly basis. That is why we also 
changed our grading system. We re-
duced the weight of final examinations 
to less than 20% and gave more focus to 
assignments that demonstrate learning. 
Overall, this program has been effective.

If the crisis ended tomorrow, which adapta-
tions will persist?
TVTC submitted a proposal to start a vir-
tual college of technology in Riyadh and 
Jeddah more than one year ago, and we 
are now in the final phase. Shifting to 
digital is easy to talk about but requires 
a huge investment, especially to shift 
some of the e-workshops or e-labs. We 
have witnessed how we can increase our 
efficiency by having some of the gener-
al classes like English as e-classes, and 
we can have male and female mixed in 
the classes. We are also investing in cy-
bersecurity. Within that environment, 
one needs a secure and dependable IT 
system. We are also upgrading the skills 
of our staff, which is extremely import-
ant. We will not go back completely to 
the previous status quo, even if we had 
the vaccine. The new generation wants 
digital, but we need to have it in such a 

a fitting RESPONSE

“We reduced the 
weight of final 
examinations to 
less than 20% and 
gave more focus to 
assignments that 
demonstrate learning.”
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Lilac A.  Al-Safadi 
P R E S I D E N T,
S A U D I  E L E C T R O N I C 
U N I V E R S I T Y  ( S E U )

How have things changed for SEU since the 
pandemic began?
SEU was established nine years ago as 
an electronic university, and adopted 
e-learning strategies, methodologies, 
and technologies in education with the 
mission to provide flexible and quality 
education to students, efficiently, and 
to scale education beyond time and 
geographic barriers. We have always in-
vested in building digital infrastructure, 
faculty member e-learning skills, and 
strategies. We already had courses that 
are digitalized and electronic. We have 
been doing remote learning for years. The 
sudden halt of face-to-face activities due 
to COVID-19 was not a huge disrupter 
for SEU, and we seamlessly switched to a 
completely virtual environment. During 
this period, we saw a sudden increase in 
demand for our programs and services, 
and trust in the resilience and reliability 
of this new model of education and its 
ability to ensure education continuity 
during crises. Our role has not only been 
to provide services to students, but also to 
other educational institutions that have 
always had a traditional environment and 
are now moving toward a virtual one.

SEU has significant expertise in e-learning 
and gained new relevance when lockdowns 
became a way of life. How have you worked to 
share knowledge to benefit the nation?
We have been working with the universi-
ties as well as the Minister of Education on 
assessing the online learning experience 
through daily reports on the performance 
of universities in this new digital environ-
ment. We have also worked with technol-
ogy companies and commissions on in-
creasing the communication bandwidth 
and the number of servers to meet the 
sudden increase in usage. When it comes 
to students, they were already familiar 
with a remote learning environment, so 
we did not face issues. One issue that yet 
to be resolved to date is online assess-
ment. Assessing students electronically 
while maintaining a reliable proctoring 
system that ensures there is no cheating 
is a challenge. However, we are currently 
working on testing best practices in this 
area, which involves both human and AI 
proctoring in a hybrid model. Recently 
we launched a center of innovation in 

e-learning to gather and package our nine 
years of experience in e-learning and offer 
services to others in the form of training, 
technology, and consultancy.

How has the pandemic affected demand for 
your courses?
SEU was always providing high-quality 
learning. Approximately 84% of SEU grad-
uates are employed, 85% of employers are 
highly satisfied with SEU graduates, and 
more than 40% of graduates received pro-
motion after graduation and are ranked 
second place in KSA standardized exams. 
E-learning and distance learning can 
achieve high-quality learning, which is 
affordable and reliable when controlled 
with the proper quality criteria. With the 
pandemic, trust and acceptance have sig-
nificantly changed, while the quality of 
our systems has persisted. Government, 
students, and employers are now per-
ceiving electronic learning as the future 
of learning, which created an increase 
in the demand for SEU programs and 
services translated in many and various 
strategic partnerships with government 
and semi-government institutes, and 
positioned SEU as an electronic learning 
house of experience and center of excel-
lence in KSA.

How has the uptake in demand for your ser-
vices and courses changed your strategy?
Are you in the process of scaling up to accept 
more applicants? 
SEU has developed a completely new 
strategy to adapt to the new normal. The 
strategy focuses on expanding horizon-
tally to cover new market segments and 
regions, and vertically to offer academic 
programs that meets rapid changes in the 
labor market driven by emerging global 
and local trends and the pandemic. SEU 
is taking a firmer stance on promoting 
quality e-learning, adopting advanced 
technologies and innovation in learning 
to ensure education sustainability and 
support economic development of KSA 
various regions, and building internation-
al and local partnerships to support de-
livering quality education efficiently and 
effectively. In addition, our new business 
model focuses on increasing SEU revenue 
streams and optimizing current opera-
tions to achieve financial sustainability. ✖

BIO 

Lilac A. Al-Safadi is the President of 
SEU, previously having served as chief 
national technology officer at Microsoft 
Arabia. She is a professor of computer 
science, having graduated from King 
Saud University. She has over 20 years 
of combined academic, practical, and 
consulting experience.

TAKE
it online
Saudi Electronic University 
(SEU) was already a pioneer 
of distance learning, and its 
experience in this area has 
helped the country to adapt to 
new realities.
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C E O ,  N AT I O N A L 
C O M PA N Y  F O R  L E A R N -
I N G  A N D  E D U C AT I O N 
( N C L E )

Omar Basodan 
C E O ,  T E T E C

IN THE SHORT term, we aim 
to work on developing five 
courses that match the cur-
rent market. Two of the 
courses that we plan to add 
are cybersecurity and motion 
graphics for cinema. We are 
also in the process of hiring 
highly certified trainers to 
deliver newly designed B2B 
courses as well as hospital-
ity programs. Although the 
government has worked sig-
nificantly on improving busi-
nesses and infrastructure, the 
services sector is still lagging 
because of the gap in our ed-
ucation system. We recognize 
that this gap in quality edu-
cation needs to be filled by 
fully revising what we offer 
to match the current needs of 
trainees and to prepare them 
for higher university educa-
tion. Undoubtedly, this will 
be the government’s main 
stake in the coming years. 
Ultimately, our target is to 
ensure new graduates are to-
tally in sync with the next era 
and be able to apply AI in all 
the sectors we provide cours-
es for. Our long-term plans, 
however, involve the devel-
opment of our programs to 
allow for all our courses to 
be offered through blended 
learning or entirely online.

WE WILL launch a new pro-
gram in 2022, a master’s in 
finance focused on employ-
ment and value creation. 
However, our immediate 
focus for this year is our cor-
porate programs. We are 
developing an extensive 
portfolio of short courses rel-
evant to business, industry, 
and IT. It will be a wide pro-
gram with courses on digi-
tal transformation, change 
management, healthcare, 
and all sorts of leadership 
skills such as teamwork and 
engagement through tech-
nology. Our teaching modes 
have completely changed 
as well. We will be teaching 
in bursts of about one and a 
half hours on four or five eve-
nings in a row, rather than 
doing a program for two days 
where people come and stay 
at KAEC. We are significant-
ly expanding our portfolio 
of these corporate programs 
post-pandemic. They are also 
for the public sector. We al-
ready have a significant client 
portfolio of government min-
istries. MBSC is a school of 
the Kingdom in the Kingdom, 
and we are focused on the 
success of our participants 
here and in the region. Their 
success will be our success. 

WHEN IT comes to the pan-
demic, there are two main ele-
ments in the private education 
industry in Saudi Arabia. There 
is the operational side, which 
has affected all institutions 
around the world, whether 
public or private. There is also 
the business element to edu-
cation, and the private sector, 
including private schools and 
universities, which have been 
significantly impacted. Educa-
tion is a necessity, and as pop-
ulations grow, there will always 
be growth in demand for qual-
ity education. The education 
sector specifically is one that is 
not impacted by transformative 
changes. However, the delivery 
of education does change over 
time. The impact of technolo-
gy can change how educators 
work. As long as an educator 
keeps this in mind, they never 
have to worry about the sus-
tainability of the education 
business. In our case, we have 
adapted successfully when it 
comes to shifting to a virtual 
mode. In March 2020, within 
24 hours all our students had 
shifted to virtual mode. We had 
90% enrolment in classes just 
one day after the decision was 
made to shut down schools. 
NCLE hosts 14,000 students, 
and we have over 30,000 class-
rooms running on a daily basis.

COVID-19 HAS kept everyone 
at home and mandated the 
need for online communica-
tion, so all the courses related 
to this issue are being used to 
enhance the skills of online 
work, communication, and 
activities such as archiving 
or utilizing virtual cloud stor-
age systems. These will be the 
most important courses for 
the next two to three years to 
increase the capability of the 
workforce, conduct the re-
quired standard of activities, 
and achieve the performance 
indices. The other thing from 
our side is that we are not 
only looking at the office and 
working requirement but also 
looking at the business indus-
tries. For example, we expect 
e-commerce to emerge more 
and more. Such businesses or 
industries are gaining more 
market share, and we are 
now concentrating on hav-
ing a number of certificates 
that are under development 
for e-commerce and digital 
marketing and are identify-
ing what kind of certification 
might be needed for business 
opportunities in the future.

EDUCATION
Education insitutions across the country have worked to adapt to the need for remote learning, with 
many of the lessons learned likely to be carried forward to the post-pandemic era.

F O R U M
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Remote evaluation
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Education has a problem. How do you assess students without 
administering tests in person? How do you make sure that evaluations 
are credible without ever being in the room? 

IS EVERYONE
PRESENT?

which administers the GMAT, a test commonly 
used for admission to MBA programs, began an at 
home testing process after lockdowns began. It re-
moved the writing section to shorten the test, pho-
tos had to be uploaded of the space that was being 
used, which had to contain only the test-taker. Test 
takers could not wear any head coverings and were 
not allowed to use pencils or papers, only a virtu-
al whiteboard on their computer screen. This last 
change was met with vitriol from students, and 
many MBA programs waived their GMAT require-
ments, signaling a lack of confidence in the at-
home testing process. 

Another foundational test, the SAT, which is ad-
ministered by the College Board and is a require-
ment for many American colleges, was largely can-
celled due to the COVID crisis. The College Board 
scrapped plans for at-home version, saying that the 

SOCIAL DISTANCING has forced many industries 
to create remote solutions. The UN and many 
non-profits have been unable to verify the effica-
cy of their programs and have turned increasing-
ly to remote sensing by satellites to evaluate their 
programs. They have also used video inspections, 
a tactic that has come into play for the Saudi Food 
and Drug Authority (SFDA). Dr. Hisham bin Saad 
Aljadhey, its CEO, told TBY in an interview how 
the organization had used video inspections to 
certify the cleanliness and regulatory compliance 
of various organizations. He described the pro-
cess as a boon to productivity and something that 
he planned to incorporate into the agency’s future 
processes. 

Some parts of the education sector have adopted 
a similar approach during the crisis. For example, 
the Graduate Management Admission Council, 
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requirement of three hours of uninterrupted vid-
eo-quality internet was not available to all students. 
The time requirement implicit in video-monitoring 
thousands of students while they take tests is sig-
nificant and a clear subtext of the SAT situation. 
Institutions all over the world are navigating this 
issue, and there are as many solutions are there are 
schools.

Some of the requisite infrastructure for online 
learning and assessment was already in place pre-
COVID in the form of Learning Management Sys-
tems (LMS) such as Blackboard and Canvas. These 
systems have seen use skyrocket during the crisis, 
and they provide an important foundation to the 
new world of distance learning. The ability to up-
load lectures and course files remotely, as well as 
host peer discussions and groupwork sessions has 
proven invaluable to many institutions.

Dr. Ahmad bin Fahad, the Governor of the Tech-
nical and Vocational Training Corporation (TVTC), 
told TBY in an interview that his organization had 
made a simple choice to shift away from single end-

of-course exams. Instead they used a wide variety 
of indicators to give a final grade including class at-
tendance, take-home assignments, homework, and 
quizzes. This model resembles what grade schools 
have done for decades, but is less common in high-
er education. It also points to a more time-consum-
ing, nuanced model of instruction that is not avail-
able to everyone but is how the best institutions in 
higher learning have dealt with the crisis. 

New York University’s various departments 
have taken different approaches to the crisis, but 
all have an emphasis on take-home, open-book 
assignments. Correct answers in such assignments 
are highly subjective, and assessment is by skilled 
professionals who are capable of reading into the 
degree of learning exemplified by each answer. 
Elite institutions also have a strong expectation of 
honorable conduct towards their students, who are 
likely to uphold it because of what they have to lose. 
Not everyone has such privileges, and the challenge 
of finding broadly applicable solutions is far from 
over. ✖



I
n a sector as rooted in the physical as real estate and construction, you might 
expect that digitalization would have a limited impact. You would be wrong, how-
ever, because the Kingdom’s ambitious contracting firms have used digital prod-

ucts and workflows to great effect. International players are very active in Saudi projects 
and have brought best practice in digital competencies. 

Saudi Arabia’s largest construction projects are infused with futurism and are them-
selves a down payment on a future ruled by technology. NEOM, the planned city near 
the Kingdom’s Red Sea coast and the border with Egypt, is designed to attract new indus-
tries of the 4th industrial revolution. Fittingly, AECOM, a construction firm working on the 
design of the city, uses an arsenal of cutting-edge tools to visualize every element of the 
projects it undertakes. 

Likewise, El Seif, one of the Kingdom’s pre-eminent construction firms that has built 
some of Saudi Arabia’s best-known projects such as Kingdom Tower in Riyadh, has invest-
ed heavily in digital technologies. This investment paid back during the pandemic, when 
projects had to be managed remotely.

While the work of laying concrete and rebar will always have to be done in person, the 
past year has showed that contracting is far from traditional. ✖

At the cutting 
edge

Real Estate
& Construction
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I N T E R V I E W

Thabet Mubarek Al-Sawyeed 
G O V E R N O R ,
S A U D I  C O N T R A C T I N G  A U T H O R I T Y  ( S C A )

BIO 

Thabet Mubarek Al-Sawyeed was 
appointed Governor of SCA in 2016. Prior 
to that, he established his career within 
Saudi Aramco after being accepted 
into the Aramco Preparatory College. 
After obtaining his degree in mechanical 
engineering at KFUPM, he served in 
progressive roles, starting as project 
engineering and ultimately becoming 
Head of Enterprise Architecture. Al-
Sawyeed also holds a master’s degree in 
engineering science from the University 
of New South Wales.

SCA aims to organize and develop the contracting sector, building 
distinctive productive competencies and creating a safe environment 
of international quality.

rum (FPF). This event became the largest 
platform for projects in the region almost 
instantly, which proves that our analysis 
was extremely rational. Also, the acade-
my initiative will help develop the skills 
of people working in the contracting sec-
tor, which will eventually lead to better 
quality. All these services are uniquely 
tailored to the sector and are the result of 
completed initiatives. ✖

What has changed in the operations of SCA 
over the last few years?
SCA has developed a comprehensive 
strategy and a roadmap to follow toward 
achieving its goals. Understanding this 
strategy will give you clear perspective 
about what SCA is doing. The strategy 
has emerged from a careful analysis of 
the sector. We worked closely with more 
than 50 different governmental and pri-
vate-sector organizations to develop a 
clear path, and we have been busy exe-
cuting our priorities for the past three 
years. Our overall goal is to reform the 
sector and overcome all the obstacles 
that companies working in contract-
ing face. We have divided our activities 
into 34 initiatives that target the sector’s 
problems and split them into three dif-
ferent groups: regulatory; value-added 
services; and internal priorities. The 16 
regulatory initiatives focus on creating 
rules that develop the sector, which in-
cludes licensing contractors and stan-
dardizing contracts in order to reduce 
legal cases and preserve the rights of par-
ties. We have also completed a govern-
ment procurement system, a re-think of 
government contracts, and an initiative 
around contractor financing. The nine 
initiatives that focus on providing val-
ue-added services to the sector include 
statistics and publications. Our infor-
mation center gives a full picture about 
the contracting sector, for example the 
number of companies, the number of 
employees, the size of companies, and 
the prices of materials used. This helps 
all companies that work in the industry 
or want to enter the industry evaluate 
their options.

How has the authority addressed the procure-
ment law?
There was significant motivation at the 
Ministry of Finance to update the gov-
ernment procurement system. One of 
our first priorities was to partner with the 
ministry to develop a new approach. We 
had a series of workshops with contrac-
tors and other stakeholders and gathered 
more than 130 comments, which was 
shared with the Ministry of Finance. The 
new procurement system preserves the 
rights of suppliers, encourages compet-
itiveness and integrity, and guarantees 
the rights of contractors by setting up a 
clear mechanism to adjust contract pric-
es and compensate in the event of high 
prices for raw materials, customs duties, 
taxes, or if the contractor encounters un-
expected material difficulties during the 
planning of the contract.

How have you developed your services?
We created our own services from 
scratch based on needs that we discov-
ered from an impact analysis. We have 
done extensive studies to determine the 
services that the sector needs, and we 
benchmarked international and region-
al entities to evaluate the different ser-
vices that are common elsewhere. Some 
of these services fulfill a need by them-
selves, while others create a virtuous 
ecosystem that resolves other issues. As a 
result of our exhibition and conferences 
initiative, for example, we were able to 
present most public-sector projects to 
contractors. In February 2020, some 35 
public and private entities presented 850 
projects worth more than SAR600 billion 
during our event, the Future Projects Fo-

build
BETTER
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I N T E R V I E W

Ahmed Ibrahim Al  Bassam 
C E O ,
E L - S E I F  E N G I N E E R I N G  C O N T R A C T I N G

How has El Seif Engineering Contracting dealt with the 
pandemic, both internally, in terms of managing costs and 
protecting its staff, and externally, in terms of managing 
its projects?
It has been more than a year since COVID-19 
turned the world on its head, and the pandemic is 
still raging with unprecedented reach and propor-
tion. At El Seif, our first priority was protecting our 
people and safeguarding business continuity. In 
the early days of the pandemic, we formed a crisis 
management committee to act as a nerve center 
to help the organization respond to the challenges 
posed by COVID-19 outbreak. Our response plan 
was organized around a timeline strategy: "Re-
spond" to the immediate threat; "Stabilize"; and 
"Return the business to scale". We made tough but 
necessary decisions to ensure the safety of our peo-
ple by reducing the risk of transmission and sup-
porting those who were infected. We transitioned 
thousands of people to work remote overnight, 
cancelled all non-essential travel, and relied heavi-
ly on our sophisticated IT infrastructure to conduct 
a large portion of our business virtually. The invest-
ment in our digital systems over the years has tru-
ly paid off. Our COVID-19 response plan ensured 
that mission critical functions continued to run 
smoothly. We worked with our clients, partners, 
banks, and supply chain to minimize the impact 
of COVID-19 on our business. We also developed 
an overall COVID-19 communication plan focused 
on leadership through crisis, showing empathy 
and building trust, while we also provided frequent 
updates to enhance transparency across the orga-
nization. The following broad workstreams under-
pinned our COVID-19 mitigation strategy: protect-
ing our people; strengthening business resilience; 
"messaging"-communication; and engaging with 
government agencies and key stakeholders. The 
early adoption of our restructuring initiatives even 
before the significant spread of COVID-19 put us 
well ahead of the curve from both financial and 

operational perspectives, preparing us to better 
control our costs and manage our cashflow. These 
are critical for a renewed, resilient business strat-
egy focused on efficient and effective operations, 
a more robust predictability of our financials, re-
building our backlog position, and reinforcing our 
balance sheet by preserving cash while maximizing 
revenue and enhancing our liquidity. Despite our 
resilience, we are not immune to risks. We never 
stop evaluating emerging risks, as well as opportu-
nities. If anything, the events of the past year have 
only sharpened our focus on evolving events that 
could impact our company.

How has new technology influenced your business model, 
and what are your future ambitions around digitalization?
Over the past few years, we have made great strides in 
modernizing our back-office systems and structure 
to support growth and scale in the future as well as 
ensure productive virtual operations. El Seif's recent 
achievement as the 1st company in Saudi Arabia to 
earn the international benchmark for excellence in 
digital engineering and project delivery (BSI Kite-
mark certification in BIM ISO 19650), represents a 
significant milestone in our digital strategy. With El 
Seif's achievement, the Kingdom has become the 
20th country to hold the BSI Kitemark for BIM glob-

BIO 

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

SUCCESS
story

Since its establishment in 1975, El Seif 
Engineering Contracting has maintained 
its commitment to the highest 
standards of quality in delivery through 
its world-class people and processes.

“With El Seif's achievement, 
the Kingdom has become the 
20th country to hold the BSI 

Kitemark for BIM globally, 
which gives us all a great 

sense of national pride.”
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ally, which gives us all a great sense of national pride. 
We are also especially proud that the majority of our 
BIM staff are young Saudi male and female engineers 
paving our digital future. Furthermore, we are imple-
menting a digital transformation initiative in part-
nership with a world-class construction technology 
provider to build AI into our work processes as an 
investment in our future competitiveness to improve 
business results. Our digital strategy will see us run 
our projects’ day-to-day operations more efficiently, 
optimize resource utilization, expose performance 
risk, and realize improved margins associated with 
standardization, integrated delivery, connectivity, 
and leveraging of new technologies. To support this 
ambitious effort, we are digitalizing and integrating 
our EPC functions, from tendering, through design, 
procurement, and execution to handover. This is 
a necessary step to build our company for the long 
term to ensure our processes, tools, and structure 
keep pace in the rapidly changing digital age.

El Seif is one of the best-known engineering and contract-
ing firms with a long history of megaprojects in Saudi 
Arabia such as the Kingdom Tower, Princess Noora Uni-
versity, and King Abdullah Financial District. What is your 
value proposition?
The success of El Seif lies in our unshakeable 
commitment to the organization’s core values: 
Excellence, Innovation, Integrity. For all our cus-
tomers, the certainty of safety, quality, cost, and 
schedule that we deliver is critical. Their view of 
our performance in these criteria is reflected in 
how they often entrust El Seif with new and com-
plex projects. Our landmark projects have trans-
formed the skylines of the region’s major urban 
centers. Since the establishment of El Seif Engi-
neering Contracting in 1975, we have maintained 
our commitment to the highest standards of qual-
ity in delivery through our world-class people and 
processes. We are a people-based business and 
foster a problem-solving culture with clear values 
and strong leadership. El Seif’s long established 
knowledge of the construction landscape and sup-
ply chain in KSA coupled with its relentless pursuit 
of excellence and innovation by its most treasured 
asset—El Seif people—has earned the company a 
reputation for getting the job done "right" no mat-
ter how complex, no matter how large. At El Seif, 
we believe in investing in our human capital. Our 
pipeline of local talent is expanding, and we intend 
to take Saudization to the next level and seed the 
Kingdom’s future construction industry leaders. 
El Seif has a keen, patriotic interest in the country’s 

overall economy and Vision 2030. As a major play-
er in construction, our mega projects have a multi-
plier effect on the Kingdom’s GDP. We continue to 
improve and modernize our construction industry 
through delivery excellence and the application of 
innovative solutions and latest technologies such 
as modular MEP, drone and robotics, BIM 5D, AI, 
and digitalization of our construction work pro-
cesses to build our company for the long term in 
the rapidly changing digital age. El Seif continues 
to grow as a leading force in the region’s business 
and construction industry. Its growing resources 
and expanding activities in strategic sectors of its 
regional markets underpin El Seif’s role as an in-
strument in the region’s progress toward a better 
future.

The last 12 months have been a challenge but have also 
featured opportunities. What are your expectations and 
ambitions for 2021?
As we confronted the continuing economic un-
certainty and government spending cuts driven 
by a double crisis of the coronavirus pandemic 
and the meltdown of global oil markets, we were 
fortunate in several respects. First and foremost, 
the high level of responsibility and selfless com-
mitment of our people meant we were able to col-
lectively and efficiently implement measures to 
prepare our company to cope with the crisis. Our 
recent restructuring in the early COVID-19 days 
and the implementation of an organization-wide 
cash preservation and cost out program helped 
strengthen our business resilience. In 3Q2020, El 
Seif was assigned a long term A- credit rating with 
a “stable” outlook from Tasnnief, Simah Rating 
Agency, for the second year in a row. That same 
year, we achieved our 2020 business plan with-
in budget under difficult and testing COVID-19 
conditions and adopted a proactive screening 
and selective bidding approach to target quality 
projects while building up strategic JV partner-
ships with international players resulting in major 
new awards. 2021 presents exciting opportunities 
for El Seif, as we adapt to a changing landscape 
of government spending toward Vision 2030 proj-
ects. We are defining our strategic direction over 
the next five years to create a more resilient com-
pany by evolving our operating model and go-to-
market strategy, expanding our mix and range of 
services, and delivering on our digital innovation 
vision. Our customers and partners see us integral 
to their success. We will anticipate their needs 
and deliver on every commitment we make. ✖
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SCA’s Standard Contracts Initiative

Electronic standard contracts for contractors, individuals and subcontractors.

Its Value to Contracting Sector

Thermal & Water
insulation Contract

Electrical Works
Contract

Plumbing Works
Contract

Structural Works 
Contract

Site Preparation
Contract

Metal Doors
Contract

Wooden Doors
Contract

Decoration Works
Contract

Painting Works
Contract

Plastering Works
Contract

Gas Connection
Works Contract

Flooring Works
Contract

Air-condition Work
Contract

Handrail Works
Contract

Aluminum Windows 
Works Contract

Solar Energy
Systems Contract

Elevator Works
Contract

Swimming Pool
Works Contract

Kitchen Installment
Contract

Landscaping & Irrigation
System Contract

Turnkey Contract Outer Cladding
Works Contract

Security CCTV Systems
Works Contract

Sound Systems
Works Contract

Firefighting & Alarm
Systems Contract

Improving the technical
aspects of the contract

Promote transparency in
contracting sector in Saudi Arabia

Protect all parties
involved in the contract

Reduce cases in the court
and the delay of projects

Help achieving the Kingdom’s vision 2030,
by helping citizens own suitable housing

25 Electronic standard contracts are available online on: muqawil.org
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Imad Khaled 
A R E A  M A N A G I N G  D I R E C T O R ,
C O N S O L I D AT E D  C O N T R A C T O R S  C O M PA N Y  ( C C C ) ,  S A U D I  A R A B I A

BIO 

Imad Khaled is the Area Managing 
Director for CCC Saudi Arabia. He has 
been employed by CCC for 39 years. He 
holds a degree in civil engineering from 
Ohio Northern University.

CCC is playing its part in developing a diversified Saudi economy, 
with key roles on significant construction projects such as the 
Riyadh Metro.

and we have provided these locations 
with vocational training.

What is CCC’s strategy to innovate and sup-
port start-ups, and how does that help CCC’s 
position as a market leader? 
Inspired by the World Economic Forum’s 
vision for the future of construction and 
guided by the emerging technologies 
highlighted in its latest reports, CCC an-
nounced in 2017 the “CCC Innovation 
and R&D initiative” as a major milestone 
for the years to come. The aim of this ini-
tiative is to maintain CCC’s position and 
legacy as a market leader, not only by 
improving current practices, but also by 
finding a new niche for itself in the mar-
ketplace. CCC created an R&D task force 
to source internal process improvement 
as well as business opportunities arising 
from these technologies. The initiatives 
later on extended to cover strategic start-
up partnerships to drive the transforma-
tion imperatives and develop pilot proj-
ects as a proof of value. ✖

Can you tell us about the scope of your busi-
ness in Saudi Arabia?
At present, we are working in an inte-
grated joint venture with Bechtel and 
Al Mabani on Lines 1 & 2 of the Riyadh 
Metro and with a consortium with Sie-
mens. We are also working on other oil 
and gas projects in Jizan with ARAMCO 
as well as a project for Jeddah Airport 
with Bin Laden Group. We are also look-
ing at the smart cities and entertainment 
facilities to be built in NEOM, The Red 
Sea, AMAALA, Qiddiya, and Diriyah. We 
believe we can help the government to 
achieve Vision2030. We can bring valu-
able knowledge and experience, mainly 
as a general contractor able to handle 
a wide range of services encompassing 
project management, engineering, pro-
curement, construction, and installation 
for multi-discipline construction con-
tracts.

What role does Saudi Arabia play in CCC’s 
portfolio?
We have been continuously working in 
Saudi Arabia for almost 60 years, and, 
on average, 20% of CCC’s revenues per 
year have been generated in Saudi Ara-
bia. Our scope of work covered building, 
heavy civil and road works, and oil and 
gas-related projects. CCC is fully com-
mitted to the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.

Can you tell us about your work on the Riyadh 
Metro?
Riyadh Metro is the biggest urban proj-
ect in the world. It is extremely challeng-
ing to construct six lines in Riyadh city 
at the same time. It demands close co-
ordination between the various parties 
involved with the construction to ensure 
minimum disruption to the residents of 
Riyadh. The project is progressing well 

and we have started train test runs for 
Line 2. We take pride in being part of this 
project. It has been a great experience for 
us as it is our biggest project to date.

What is your growth projection for the con-
struction sector in Saudi Arabia?
Saudi Arabia is a big country and is con-
tinuously developing. Major growth will 
be in infrastructure and buildings related 
to the planned growth of tourism, such 
as the Red Sea Development, healthcare, 
and developing new oil and gas fields 
such as the Jafurah Gas Field.

What will Saudi Arabia’s economy look like in 
10 years? 
We can expect the economy to be more 
diverse and less dependent on oil reve-
nues. We can also expect growth in tour-
ism related industries and more PPPs, 
especially in transportation, healthcare 
facilities, and utilities such as telecoms 
and electricity. Water privatization is 
already well developed, and we expect 
more Saudis to be involved in both 
white- and blue-collar labor sectors. 
Saudi Arabia is the largest country in the 
Gulf region, with geographical diversity 
and huge potential for tourism.

Can you tell us a bit about the role of sustain-
ability in CCC projects?
CCC is a proud supporter of Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) and is con-
tributing toward them in several ways, 
such as aligning sustainability priori-
ties with the relevant SDGs and sharing 
our sustainability performance publicly 
based on GRI Standards. Our sustain-
ability initiatives, core values of CO2 re-
duction, and sustainable construction-
from remote locations have benefited 
the local communities where we work 

wise
COUNSEL



 King Khalid International Airport, Riyadh. 

 Tatweer Schools, Kingdom wide 

 Saudi Customs PMO, Kingdom wide 

NEOM and Red Sea Airport, West Coast 

 Diriyah Square, Riyadh 

THERE’S 
MORE TO US 
THAN YOU 
MIGHT THINK

As the leading infrastructure consultancy in Saudi Arabia, 
we are enabling the Kingdom to achieve economic 
diversification. From enhancing cross-border trade and 
modernising educational facilities to expanding aviation 
hubs and developing new economic centres, we are 
committed to building legacies for generations to come.

aecom.com
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Ian Laski 
P R E S I D E N T  &  C E O ,

A E C O M  A R A B I A

BIO 

Ian Laski joined AECOM as a corporate 
Senior Vice President and the President 
of Global Delivery Services in 2016 and 
became President & CEO of AECOM 
Arabia in 2018. Prior to joining AECOM, 
Laski was with Bechtel for over 20 years, 
most recently serving as president of the 
Asia Pacific region and general manager 
of the Asia Pacific market sector for 
infrastructure. Laski has over three 
decades’ engineering and management 
experience with major oil and gas 
projects, as well as infrastructure 
projects in the US, Asia Pacific, and the 
Middle East, among other distinctions in 
the field.

AECOM believes that Vision 2030 is invigorating the infrastructure 
development sector in Saudi Arabia, and having completed its digital 
transformation in years previous, the firm was well prepared for the 
impact of COVID-19.

rock tunneling, which AECOM excels at. 
Our execution model, which combines 
strong on-site presence and remote de-
tailed design expertise highlights the ben-
efits of a global and digitally connected 
delivery model by multiple expert teams.

Is the Red Sea Airport project part of the larger 
NEOM and The Line package?
It is part of the PIF but not part of the 
NEOM project. The gigacities where AE-
COM is involved include NEOM, Red Sea, 
and Amaala. We are also the project man-
agers on the iconic Al Ula historical site 
development. We are fortunate that we are 
able to bring expertise to so many projects 
and share the lessons learned as the work 
progresses. The clients expect best practic-
es, consistency, and continuous improve-
ment, so being able to be present on mul-
tiple projects gives us the opportunity to 
share not just the company infrastructure 
as in processes, procedures, and systems, 
but also the lessons learned by us and the 
whole contracting community. ✖

How have you had to adapt in your internal oper-
ations and services during the pandemic?
In the particular context of Saudi Arabia, 
AECOM Arabia is extremely fortunate for 
a number of reasons. First, our offices are 
based in Saudi Arabia, which, driven by Vi-
sion 2030, gives companies such as ours a 
tremendous platform to be able to deliver 
value. We are an infrastructure-focused 
company, and infrastructure that is being 
expanded in Saudi Arabia to support social 
and economic transformation. Before the 
pandemic, AECOM embarked on a course 
of digital transformation. For companies 
like ours, which operate in multiple loca-
tions around the world that are often ex-
pensive, minimizing the real estate cost is 
something we are extremely interested in. 
Therefore, even before the pandemic we 
were looking at ways to commute digital-
ly and link our various operations in the 
digital space. This allows us to optimize 
our real estate footprint and offer better 
value to the clients and the shareholders. 
We also perfect the protocols and proce-
dures to help the company along the line 
of operating in a digitally interconnect-
ed world. That served us well in March 
2020 in Saudi Arabia, as we were able to 
seamlessly move from our offices into the 
home working environment without any 
productivity loss. We had support from 
the corporate infrastructure and various 
groups around the world, who came to-
gether effectively and from people here on 
the ground. We moved to virtual meetings 
and interactions and have implemented 
a broad range of additional services. We 
are also aware that people are in isolation 
and often cut off from their social support 
and family network. We have therefore 
established digital forums, groups and re-
mote teambuilding events to support our 
employees. We made tweaks as we went 

along but there was no major disruption. 
We also rolled out various tools that en-
abled clients to have a fully auditable trail 
of the effort the company is undertaking.

Can you tell us about what you are responsible 
for at NEOM?
The Public Investment Fund (PIF) is one 
of our major clients in the Kingdom. The 
PIF projects encompass various types of 
projects, some of which are giga projects. 
Others may not be as great in terms of their 
contract value but are equally important 
for the Kingdom. I am proud and pleased 
that AECOM is present in many of those, 
and amongst those NEOM is extremely 
prominent. If you are the lead consultant 
in the Kingdom, as we like to think of our-
selves, then you need to be present in one 
of the most important projects, which 
NEOM clearly is. We are the project man-
agement contractor for the development 
of the NEOM coastal city. We are also the 
engineer of record and the prime design-
er of the infrastructure for The Line City. 
These projects are proceeding at full speed 
and are groundbreaking in terms of how 
we think about future cities, how these 
cities are conceived through the design 
phase, and how they will offer livability in 
the future. The values that underpin these 
developments align very well with what 
we believe in at AECOM.  Sustainability, 
livability, responsible development, and 
future proofing are the cornerstones of Vi-
sion 2030. The Project Management activ-
ities are executed entirely by the in-King-
dom AECOM teams. The engineering work 
is coordinated by a core team based on the 
NEOM site, but the detailed engineering is 
carried out at the centers of excellence of 
AECOM in London, Madrid, Hong Kong, 
the UAE, and Australia. The Line City de-
sign requires world-class expertise in hard 

the
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T
his chapter was conceived as a forum to showcase some of the unsung heroes of 
a difficult year. Across the private sector, dozens of managers faced the challenge 
of their careers. Each dealt with this challenge differently, achieved a variety of 
results, and came away with distinct learnings. In this chapter we examine some 

of the standout experiences of the year in adapting to unprecedented circumstances using 
technological solutions. 

BinDawood holding is one of the year’s standout stories. The upscale grocer pivoted 
quickly to online shopping and a delivery-based model, which helped its revenues remain 
stable through harsh lockdowns. It invested further in its online presence and became 
something of a model for the retail sector before riding the surge in stock market valua-
tions and pushing Go on a long-awaited IPO that was one of the region’s largest in 2020. 
This extraordinary success was led by Ahmad AR. BinDawood, a young son of the firm’s 
founding family who is redefining what a family business in the Middle East looks like.

Another successful adaptation led by a new-generation executive in the Kingdom is 
JAZADCO, the state-owned development company of Jazan, Saudi Arabia’s mountain-
ous southern province. Long an agriculture powerhouse in a largely desert nation, Jazan 
has great promise in a nation that imports most of its food. Bedor Alrashoudi, the CEO of 
JAZADCO, engineered new, digital routes to market for the fruit growers and aquaculture 
operations under its remit by acquiring online retail startups during the pandemic. These 
moves increased the firm’s revenue by nearly 20%.

The aviation sector was hammered by a collapsed market for international travel. How-
ever, Saudi Arabia’s state aviation firms were busier than ever as they implemented re-
forms that amounted to a fundamental re-organization of the sector. Many of the changes 
had been long-discussed, but had not been implemented. The pause during the pandemic 
gave a chance to act. 

For example, Prince Sultan Aviation Academy (PSAA) had long trained pilots in the 
Kingdom. But during the pandemic a reshuffle saw it begin training programs for all 11 
strategic business units under the Saudia Airlines umbrella. That included maintenance, 
in-flight service, ground crews, and others. This saw a significant accompanying invest-
ment in digital learning tools in order to expand capacity while following distancing 
guidelines.

The actions and experiences of these leaders may well define the coming decade of 
business in Saudi Arabia. ✖

Unsung heroes
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Ahmad AR.  BinDawood 
C E O , 
B I N D AW O O D  H O L D I N G

BIO 

Ahmad AR. BinDawood has led Danube 
and BinDawood through a period of 
revitalization and growth. Under his 
tenure, Danube has grown from nine 
branches to 47 branches, and BinDawood 
to 27 branches by December 2020, 
with ambitious expansion plans to open 
more stores across the Kingdom and 
regional markets in the coming years. 
In June 2019, his leadership story was 
featured on the cover of Forbes Middle 
East, where the family business, the 
BinDawood Group, was ranked 25th in 
the top private Arab companies in the 
world. In 2019, he was awarded “CEO 
Masterclass of the Year” at the Saudi Top 
Achiever Awards in collaboration with 
the Jeddah Chamber of Commerce.

BinDawood Holding has plans to go public, but put its idea on hold 
to deal with the COVID-19 pandemic. It expects consumer behavior, 
however, to return to normal in due course.

partners and suppliers to ensure we offer 
the best price and products. Normally, 
when VAT is introduced or increased, 
we expect some pantry stocking before 
implementation so that customers can 
adjust over one or two months. We did 
not see the trend continuing for long. 
It took about one month before we saw 
customers returning to normal behavior 
and shopping habits. ✖

How did BinDawood Holding manage chang-
ing consumption patterns, and how did this 
lead to its impressive performance in the first 
nine months of 2020?
2020 was definitely not an easy year and 
was challenging by all standards. Nor-
mally, when we enter a year we have a 
preset plan and strategy that takes into 
consideration expected consumption, 
and there are festivals, holidays, and 
plans. However, when COVID-19 hit 
there was uncertainty around many as-
pects of life, whether it was meetings that 
need to be conducted with suppliers, 
plans to follow through on, or shopping 
patterns. Challenges came simultanous-
ly, and we needed to manage and be flex-
ible so that we could keep working and 
performing. We had plans to go public, 
for example, but we had to adjust time-
lines to prioritize immediate busines 
requirements. We managed to reassure 
our customers successfully to avoid pan-
ic buying, and there was also a great deal 
of coordination from the government 
to ensure there was adequate supply in 
the market. We worked alongside other 
retailers on these initiatives,  which was 
a first in Saudi Arabia. Meanwhile, our 
staff continued to serve customers on 
the frontline, which was probably the 
most challenging aspect to navigating 
COVID-19 challenges successfully. The 
safety of our staff and customers was 
paramount. With shopping behavior, we 
saw a surge in demand for online shop-
ping, an increase in app downloads, and 
a significant rise in online orders. We 
launched our online platform, Danube 
Online, four years ago when everyone 
was still skeptical about moving to on-
line grocery ordering, but the decisions 
we made in the last few years in fact 
prepared our company for the future. 

We were able to revise our online oper-
ations and scale them up significantly in 
the first half of the year. Additionally, we 
used to see customers wanting to pick 
out fresh food on the fruit and vegetable 
aisle counters, but we now have a lot of 
pre-packaged products with the same 
product quality.

To what extent do you expect behavior to re-
turn to pre-pandemic levels?
We have to divide this question into 
two sections: when customers actually 
return to normal behavior and the gov-
ernment’s plan and how effective the 
vaccine turns out to be. The government 
is rolling out an extensive vaccination 
program. The measures the government 
is taking are strong in terms of limiting 
travel and people coming in and out. 
There will be Hajj, but pilgrims need to 
be vaccinated. We expect customers to 
return to normal behavior as life returns 
to normal. For example, we may reach a 
level where there is community immu-
nity, and enough people have already 
recovered from COVID-19 or been vacci-
nated. We are hopeful things will return 
to normal soon.

What change in activity did your stores see in 
2H2020 with the introduction of VAT and regu-
latory measures?
We are in the FMCG business, which 
means we expect customers to shop 
regularly for their groceries and neces-
sities. Customers increasingly expect 
their shopping experience to improve 
continually. We offer a better shopping 
experience with only the freshest goods 
at a competitive price. As a retail compa-
ny, we do not have private labels on our 
FMCG items. The reason for that is that 
we are focused and committed to our 

calming
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Mohammad Al  Suliman 
C E O ,
N A J M

What have you seen in terms of growth of the 
industry during the pandemic?
From a global perspective, the insurance 
sector has been among the few industries 
that have suffered the least impact from 
the pandemic and is expected to make a 
quick recovery. Global insurance premi-
ums are forecast to grow anywhere be-
tween 3 and 5.6% in 2021, with emerging 
markets in Asia anticipating a 7% growth 
in life and non-life premiums. For the Sau-
di insurance sector, 2020 continued the 
upward trend of the previous years. Gen-
eral sales between January and September 
2020 reached SAR30 billion, with profits of 
SAR 1.3 billion, compared to around SAR 
600 million for the same period of 2019. 
This is mainly owing to improved opera-
tional efficiency and sector restructuring 
and has resulted in raising the sector’s 
contribution to non-oil GDP to 2.18% this 
year, from 2% in 2019. During the begin-
ning of 2020, motor insurance income was 
weighed down by the disruption of field 
operations; however, as lockdown mea-
sures eased down, the sector’s indicators 
soon recuperated beyond pre-COVID-19 
levels. Motor insurance premiums grew 
by 8.7% over the first three quarters of the 
year.

What changes in the industry will likely persist 
beyond the pandemic?
While the most obvious post-pandemic 
transformation is the augmented role of 
digitalization, there are also other areas of 
the Saudi insurance industry, with all its 
segments, that this pandemic has tapped 
into, like the importance of updating 
business models and the need to restruc-
ture insurance costs. Insurance compa-
nies’ collective capital currently stands 
at SAR12.5 billion. The goal is to raise the 
sector’s collective capital in order to miti-
gate the private sector’s risk at this critical 
stage. Achieving this goal may involve stra-
tegic insurance company mergers paired 
with product diversification, especially in 
the health and motor segments. ✖

How did you react to the COVID-19 pandem-
ic as an organization, and what impact did it 
have on your strategy?
As an organization, we adopted a swift 
and proactive COVID-19 response. In-
tuitively, we prioritized the safety of 
employees and customers and replaced 
the bulk of person-to-person interaction 
with full automation. We also instruct-
ed our surveyors to abide by all safety 
precautions during on-site operations. 
During the lockdowns we shut down 
our 40 branches and migrated 95% of 
our services to our digital platforms, 
Najm App and Najm Website, which wit-
nessed a total of around 425k downloads 
between January and September 2020 
and processed over 2.2 million transac-
tions during the same period. Addition-
ally, our 24/7 call center receives over 3 
million calls a year. Concurrently, our 
digitalized operations resulted in high-
er efficiency in service delivery. This 
was visible through accident reporting, 
which was 25% faster through the Najm 
App than the traditional call center. 
Najm cooperated with the Saudi Author-
ity for Accredited Valuers (TAQEEM) to 
activate electronic damage assessment 
on-site for minor accidents. Najm also 
supported the government’s COVID-19 
response, along with 27 other insurance 
companies, through collectively do-
nating SAR67.7 million. The insurance 
companies also enforced automatic two-
month extensions for 4.8 million policies 
to support the community as part of an 
initiative carried out in cooperation with 
other stakeholders. Besides safety, it was 
necessary to consider sustainability and 
quality of operations. Thankfully, we 
successfully balanced these elements as 
we pursued our office and field opera-
tions along with fulfilling our mission 
of being the hub of digitalization in the 
Saudi insurance sector. This has been a 
breakthrough that endorsed our strategy 
and helped us assert our position at the 
core of the Saudi insurance sector.

BIO 

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

ASSET 
lock down
For the Saudi insurance sector, 
2020 continued the upward 
trend of previous years, and for 
Najm a majority of its operations 
went digital.
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As the world’s largest provider of aviation 
services, no one is better positioned to keep 
your business going from place to place.

COMMITTED TO
MAKING YOUR
CUSTOMERS HAPPY

I N T E R V I E W

Gerold Tumulka 
C E O ,
S W I S S P O R T  M I D D L E  E A S T

How has the pandemic impacted your business and 
what have you done internally to adjust to the current 
reality and plan for future change?
There was an immediate reaction and complete 
lockdown in Saudi Arabia. Public life came to a 
standstill. The government lockdown also affect-
ed the economic side of our sector. Internation-
al arrivals, which make up 98% of total arrivals, 
slid, dramatically denting the aviation industry. 
The Kingdom’s air transport fell 80% initially al-
most overnight, spelling dire conditions for any 
company involved in the sector. Swissport Saudi 
Arabia had to take drastic measures, although 
we have tried to avoid layoffs and have govern-
ment support on that. Certain Middle Eastern 
countries have government support packages 
similar to the furlough regulations or short-term 

work packages being used in Europe. 

Do you compete on quality of service or price, and how 
are you evolving that offering?
For the airlines, Swissport is a known entity, and 
there are a number of them to which we can of-
fer packages with 50, 60, or sometimes even 70 
stations across the globe in multiple countries. 
We make sure that whenever it says Swissport on 
the outside, there is Swissport on the inside. We 
are keen on maintaining our high-quality stan-
dards, which is a key element in the way we work 
and the way our customers see us. Obviously, 
there is an economic and a cost side to it as well. 
But a customer coming to Swissport, knowing 
Swissport, knows very well what they will get. 
Being able to offer airlines a network of stations 
brings benefits to our customers. Our approach 
in all of our stations worldwide is to be an inclu-
sive provider—so to cover as many sectors and 
services as possible in step with the regulatory 
framework in respective countries. ✖

BIO 

Gerold Tumulka is the CEO for Swissport 
Middle East. Prior to this, he was COO of 
National Aviation Services in Kuwait and 
CEO of Friedrichshafen Airport.
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Ziad Jeha
P R E S I D E N T,

S C H L U M B E R G E R  K S A

The past year has been difficult for nearly ev-
ery company. How have you adapted to the 
pandemic, both internally and externally?
2020 was indeed a challenging year to the 
industry. At the beginning of the pandem-
ic, I told my team we will manage this crisis 
better than anyone and will recover from 
its effects faster than others and become 
stronger than before. We have turned such 
aspirations into reality, making 2020 one 
of the best years in KSA’s history in terms 
of performance. We closed the year set-
ting HSE positive records and were able to 
sustain our business activities through the 
deployment of a robust business continuity 
plan and following the guidelines and rec-
ommendations of our crisis management 
team in Saudi Arabia and Bahrain, always 
aligned with the regulations in both coun-
tries. We anticipated the challenges and ex-
ecuted an accurate plan to overcome those 
effectively. I am proud of the resilience and 
the solid performance of my team in Saudi 
Arabia and Bahrain to obtain such achieve-
ment.

Saudi Arabia has advanced its IKTVA scheme 
in recent years, and Schlumberger recently 
opened a manufacturing facility here as a re-
sult. What does this indicate about the future 
of the oil services sector in the Kingdom?
Our commitment to IKTVA continued 
with high momentum during 2020. At the 
beginning of the year, we inaugurated a 
new manufacturing center in King Salman 
Energy Park (SPARK) in which we started 
producing downhole tools that were pre-
viously made in Asia and North America. 
We are proud that Schlumberger was the 
first tenant in SPARK and, also, the first 
company to produce locally manufactured 
oilfield tools in the park. We are currently 
using tools manufactured in SPARK in our 
local operations and developing the poten-

tial to start exporting tools from Saudi Ara-
bia. However, perhaps the most important 
highlight is that we are training a good num-
ber of Saudi Arabian young engineers and 
technicians in the local manufacturing pro-
cesses. In addition, we also have a Center 
of Reliability and Efficiency (CRE) in Dam-
mam Modon 2 Industrial City that plays a 
critical role in supporting our operations 
in Saudi Arabia and neighboring countries. 
The center hosts hundreds of our local em-
ployees that acquire specialized techniques 
for the maintenance of a broad variety of 
oilfield tools. Our IKTVA investments also 
paid off during the difficult period, as we 
had local staff duly trained ready to engage 
our operations, a strong and reliable local 
supplier base, and a local maintenance and 
manufacturing footprint that, combined, 
allowed us to deploy local resources to sup-
port our operations accordingly.

What initiatives does Schlumberger have to 
create a greener tomorrow?
Schlumberger’s commitment to protecting 
the environment has been embedded in 
our corporate culture for many years, and 
we have developed a robust environment, 
social, and governance (ESG) program. As 
part of our HSE culture, we are committed 
to minimizing our impact on the environ-
ment through pollution prevention, reduc-
tion of natural resource consumption and 
emissions, and the reduction and recycling 
of waste. In Saudi Arabia, we have lunched 
different environmental initiatives. For ex-
ample, we have been collaborating with 
Saudi Aramco in an initiative called Green 
Sites to identify opportunities to reduce 
the environmental footprint in our field 
locations. The initiative has produced pos-
itive results through the implementation 
of goals like reducing the consumption of 
single-use plastics, installing solar power 

BIO 

Ziad Jeha joined Schlumberger in 1992 
and served in various progressive roles 
before becoming Schlumberger KSA 
GeoUnit Managing Director for Saudi 
Arabia and Bahrain. He started his career 
as a field geophysicist before becoming 
project manager in Saudi Arabia, India, 
and Iran. After a stint as training 
instructor in Oslo, he returned to the 
MENA region, where he served as crew 
supervisor in Saudi Arabia and Egypt, 
before moving to Kuwait as country 
manager. Jeha is actively involved in 
conferences and talks in the oil and gas 
sector and has received many awards 
internationally in conferences and shows 
for innovation and leadership.

Schlumberger in Saudi Arabia remained focused on delivering 
services with efficiency across all its operations during the 
pandemic, outperforming in its industry.

lighting solutions to replace diesel gener-
ators, composting organic solid residuals 
to be transformed into fertilizers that have 
been donated to public gardens and parks, 
among others. The success of the compost-
ing initiative allowed us to expand its reach 
as part of our local social responsibility pro-
gram in which we will organize awareness 
campaigns in communities to educate local 
residents about techniques to recycle solid 
waste and produce their own fertilizers to 
be used in local farms. At a global scale, we 
have increased our focus on low-impact 
technologies, and Schlumberger aims to 
secure business growth with a strong focus 
on sustainability throughout the energy 
transition.✖

strong
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Bedor Alrashoudi 
C E O ,
J A Z A N  E N E R G Y  A N D  D E V E L O P M E N T  C O M PA N Y  ( J A Z A D C O )

BIO 

Bedor Alrashoudi started her 
career at SAMA and has over 13 
years of experience in strategy and 
transformation, management consulting, 
leadership, and change management. 
She received the Ernsy & Young Middle 
East and North Africa Female Role 
Model award in 2016. Before she became 
CEO of JAZADCO, she was strategy 
management office executive director of 
the Ministry of Interior, Transformation 
Program.

Present across agriculture, aquaculture, and real estate, JAZADCO 
has worked to increase sales by investing in technology, reducing 
costs and improving efficiency.

How did the pandemic impact your business and 
influence your decisions surrounding digitaliza-
tion?
First and far most, our priority is the well-
being of our employees. We invested in 
raising awareness and adapting the rec-
ommended measures for health and safe-
ty. We adopted a dynamic approach to 
working through the pandemic by observ-
ing the market and adjusting accordingly. 
We had to pause a number of initiatives, 
and our team became somewhat demor-
alized because we had had big plans for 
2020. However, we have been magnificent-
ly resilient, and we can see it in the results 
today. Motivating people to work with un-
certainty helped us be resilient. We were 
also fortunate because we acquired the 
start-ups before the pandemic, so we were 
ready to have our products available to our 
clients through digital channels. Our sales 
were stable through the pandemic, and we 
were not hit as hard as other industries. ✖

Can you give us a summary of where the com-
pany was at when you took over, what your 
intentions were, and what you have accom-
plished thus far?
JAZADCO is a publicly listed company 
established in 1993 and has grown to 
operate several business lines, such as 
agriculture, aquaculture, and real estate. 
We are also exploring new projects in the 
energy sector. Part of our mandate is to 
contribute to the development of Jazan 
region, a unique area located south of 
Saudi Arabia that features magnificent 
natural scenary of mountains as well as 
many kilometers of coastline, and has 
long been an agriculture center. Re-
cently, a new board for JAZADCO was 
appointed and a mandate in line with 
Vision 2030 was established. The new 
vision is set forth with a clear focus on 
company profitability, as well as ex-
pand to various industries and improve 
operations. The mission for me as CEO 
of JAZADCO was to transform the com-
pany to achieve those goals. We started 
by understanding our current state and 
the business lines we are operating in as 
well as the expectations from the board, 
shareholders, and the market. We also 
analyzed how we compare to our com-
petitors regionally and globally, and how 
we benchmark in industries globally. We 
designed our transformation program 
and started implementing a number of 
initiatives that aim to achieve our stra-
tegic focus. We worked to increase pro-
duction efficiency and increase our sales 
revenues, which we did by expanding to 
new markets. As a result, our revenue in-
creased by 18% in 2020 despite the pan-
demic, and the company achieved its 
highest profits since 2015.

How did you manage to increase revenue and 
profit? What were the key drivers for your 
growth?
It was not attributed one particular major 
decision; many smaller choices contrib-
uted to increasing revenue and reducing 
costs. Adapting how we conduct busi-
ness and how we operate in the field to 
current market conditions has been im-
portant. We also looked for opportunities 
through aqcuisitions aimed at achieving 
our strategic objectives and aligned with 
our strategic ambition. For example, and 
prior to the pandemic, we acquired two 
e-commerce start-ups that enabled us to 
expand market reach of our agriculture 
and aquaculture offerings, which ended 
up significantly boosting and supporting 
our sales during lockdown. We also fo-
cused on investing in our human capital 
to achieve our goals. We created an incre-
mental approach to help us to consitantly 
assess and improve as we go, rather than 
have a top-down transformation plan, 
so everyday we review where we are and 
how we can do it better. The incremental 
approach helped us achieve more in less 
time.

Which segment of your business drove the in-
crease in revenue?
We increased our sales by attracting new 
clients, accessing new markets, and add-
ing new approaches such as food process-
ing. We increased our shrimp sales, which 
is the largest bulk of our revenue. We 
increased our sales by investing in tech-
nology and improving our marketing and 
operations. We reduced our expenses, 
which did not mean cutting salaries, but 
being more efficient. We also increased 
our production significantly by 41%.

tell
A TALE
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Ali  Watban 
G E N E R A L  M A N A G E R ,
R O C H E  D I A G N O S T I C S  S A U D I 
A R A B I A

Health has been at the center of Saudi Arabia’s 
reform agenda for the past five years. How has 
Roche Diagnostics Saudi Arabia played a role 
in this process?
Roche Diagnostics Saudi Arabia is a 
strong partner of Saudi Arabia’s Ministry 
of Health and the public sector. We have 
worked hand in hand with the Saudi 
healthcare sector and supported in many 
different areas. Roche works in Saudi 
Arabia under three pillars—quality, in-
novation, and development. We have 
always been keen to deliver only quality 
products with either or both CE marks/
FDA approval. We provide state-of-the-
art technology and offer total lab auto-
mation (TLA)—a unique setup that re-
lieves laboratory staff of repetitive tasks, 
enabling hospitals and clinics to better 
utilize their employees’ time. Roche has 
worked hard in terms of development in 
line with the Saudization plan as we suc-
cessfully reached around 26% Saudiza-
tion at Roche, with this workforce prov-
ing itself to be effective and efficient. We 
have Saudi personnel in various depart-
ments and roles including engineers and 
application specialists. We also strive to 
achieve women’s inclusion and empow-
erment in the workforce—which is one 
of my specific goals leading the Saudi 
organization—and considered a foun-
dation of our diverse culture at Roche. 
With people being our most valuable re-
source, we are keen to develop both our 
employees and our partners to ultimate-
ly serve patients.

In 2018, Roche obtained a SAGIA license for 
a joint venture with your distributor in Saudi. 
What were the specifics of that deal and the 
reasoning behind it?
We are focused on implementing Vision 
2030 and targeting all medical compa-
nies that operate in Saudi Arabia. In No-
vember 2018, we went direct in the coun-
try with our operations. This means we 
have immediate access to patients and 
decision-makers through our joint ven-
ture partner, Farouk, Maamoun Tamer & 
Co. We have also invested directly in our 
healthcare division. This will reflect posi-
tively on our human resources, as we will 
be able to attract new talent by having an 
on-the-ground presence in Saudi Arabia. 
Having a direct presence here also allows 
us to make better investment decisions 
in terms of our diagnostics products.

How has Roche participated in Saudi Arabia’s 
COVID-19 response efforts through its diag-
nostic products?
At the outset, it was unchartered terri-
tory, but Roche was quick to adapt to a 
new way of working. For example, we 
were one of the first companies in Sau-
di Arabia to stop face-to-face meetings 
and have our staff work from home. We 
have over 400 regional employees and 
were extremely proactive in giving them 
regular updates regarding COVID-19. 
The health and wellbeing of our employ-
ees is paramount to us. This is why we 
have a safety, health, and environment 
(SHE) team at Roche, which has been 
dynamic and timely with its input during 
COVID-19. We were well prepared with 
masks, gloves, and PPEs from the onset 
of the pandemic and implementing pro-
cedures for the wellbeing and safety of 
our team. Roche was also one of the first 
companies to deliver diagnostic kits for 
the government during the outbreak on 
time without any real delays, as we have 
a strong instrument base in the coun-
try. Roche has a state-of-the-art testing 
solutions—the cobas 6800—its leading 
diagnostic technology placing it in high 
demand at this critical time.

How has the company worked closely with the 
Ministry of Health on the pandemic?
We have undertaken numerous projects 
in Saudi Arabia. Roche has established 
several referral centers for COVID-19 
testing. We are also one of the compa-
nies that has direct access to high-level 
governmental decision-makers. We have 
established a strong relationship with 
them and hold their trust because when 
we promise, we perform. We are the only 
provider of a diagnostic test that can de-
tect both COVID-19 and SARS/Influenza 
A and B using our cobas 6800 technolo-
gy. We value delivering on our commit-
ment of providing fast and accurate test-
ing at the highest level over and above 
any financial considerations. ✖

BIO 

As General Manager of Roche 
Diagnostics Saudi Arabia Limited, Ali 
Watban has led his team since 2012, 
ensuring that Roche Diagnostics Middle 
East has become established as the 
trusted partner of choice for diagnostics 
in the Kingdom. He began his career at 
Roche in 2005 as operations manager. 
Prior to joining Roche, he worked as head 
of the Specialty Laboratory at the King 
Fahad National Guard in Riyadh, where 
he established the first molecular biology 
laboratory in the Kingdom. He holds a 
PhD in molecular biology from King Saud 
University and a master’s degree in cell 
and molecular biology from the Florida 
Institute of Technology in the US. He 
was awarded the prize of Prince Bander 
Bin Sultan for outstanding student in 
the US.

SERVING
the country
In response to the public 
health crisis, Roche is making 
substantial investments 
to produce as many tests 
as possible to support its 
customers, communities, and 
patients.

“Roche works in 
Saudi Arabia under 

three pillars—quality, 
innovation, and 
development.”

I N T E R V I E W



102 Digital Kingdom Special Report

I N T E R V I E W

Dr.  Maliha Hashmi 
E X E C U T I V E  D I R E C T O R  &  D E P U T Y  S E C T O R  H E A D  F O R  T H E  H E A LT H , 
W E L L B E I N G ,  A N D  B I O T E C H  S E C T O R ,
N E O M  &  D E P U T Y  C H A I R ,  N E O M  C O V I D  L E A D E R S H I P  TA S K F O R C E

BIO 

Dr. Maliha Hashmi is the Executive 
Director and the Deputy Sector Head 
for the Health, Wellbeing, and Biotech 
Sector at NEOM. She also serves as the 
Deputy Chair of NEOM Covid Leadership 
Taskforce. Dr. Hashmi also serves as a 
leading expert and council member for 
the prestigious global future council 
on health and healthcare at the World 
Economic Forum, among other roles. She 
was recently selected and recognized 
as one of the top-seven most-talented 
emerging female health leaders of the 
MENA region. She has held executive 
roles in various sectors and globally 
renowned organizations and is a well-
known name in the region for health and 
wellbeing. She is also a contributor for 
Forbes. She received her doctorate and 
master’s degrees from Harvard and MIT.

The NEOM development has innovation in its DNA, and COVID-19 
has only accelerated many of the plans its management had, such 
as virtual telemedicine and care.

How do health and biotechnology factor into 
future plans for NEOM?
NEOM will be the first major develop-
ment built from scratch in the age of 
digital technology, and so technology 
will contribute to the development and 
functioning of NEOM in every way theo-
retically possible today, and in ways not 
yet even imagined. Everyone at NEOM 
is welcomed and encouraged to think 
about how technology can be used to 
further their goals, because we will have 
the technological infrastructure required 
to make these ambitious aims a reality. 
In the area of health, this means looking 
at applications in biotechnology. And 
health is a priority for NEOM, not only 
because of the exciting opportunities ly-
ing at the crossroads of health and tech-
nology, but because we aim to be the 
most livable city in the world, and this 
won’t be 

How is NEOM adapting to take advantage of in-
creased digitalization over the coming years?
Digital-first systems are in NEOM’s DNA, 
and our health and wellbeing systems 
are no exception. At NEOM, our digital 
backbone means that we will be using 
and encouraging advances in health-
tech wherever they are most useful and 
feasible, from administration and han-
dling records and analyses efficiently, to 
prevention using wearables and AI-sup-
ported diagnostics, all the way to digital 
twinning, which we intend to implement 
as widely as possible across NEOM. The 
COVID-19 pandemic has actually accel-
erated many of the plans we had for the 
next two to three years, such as virtual 
telemedicine and virtual care, which 
have become extremely important. We 
have talked many times about creating 
a system where people’s heath starts at 

home, and only progresses to hospitals 
when there is a true need. At home, one 
can access virtual care not only from 
physicians but also mental coaches, life 
coaches, and nutritionists. In NEOM we 
have implemented emotional mental 
health services all accessible from home. 
Over the last several months, people 
have adapted to virtual care out of ne-
cessity, but it is a welcome shift and a 
trajectory we absolutely want to encour-
age. Moreover, at NEOM we are more 
than prepared for this shift, and for the 
many changes digitalization will bring in 
the future.

What key trends will drive the development of 
NEOM going forward?
Technology will always be at the core of 
what we do, but as a facilitator—a means 
to an end, not the end in itself. NEOM’s 
ambition to be the most livable city in 
the world and a model for 21st centu-
ry will drive our development, and to 
achieve this we must remain agile and 
adaptive to the many changes sure to 
affect us in the coming years. The most 
important skill going forward will be 
agility and our ability to immediately ad-
just to anything that comes our way, as 
we have with COVID-19. Agility has been 
incredibly important for us this year as 
business never stops, and we have had 
to find ways to not only continue, but to 
continuously improve. If we remain ag-
ile we will find ourselves adopting many 
best practices from across the world, reg-
ularly adjusting the way we do things to 
introduce incremental improvements, 
and developing new ideas and practic-
es through transformation and integra-
tion. Adaptability is so important in the 
world right now, and the key to success 
for NEOM. ✖

a new WAY
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Markus Golder 
C E O ,
I N T I G R A L

markets in the MENA region, and we have 
an aggressive expansion plan that we will 
start to execute in 4Q2020.

What patterns have you seen as a result of the 
lockdown, and what has this meant in terms of 
revenue?
Despite the challenges that the pandemic 
has presented around the globe, opportu-
nities have presented themselves for glob-
al pay TV service providers. Consumption 
of OTT entertainment, news, and sports 
content in 2Q2020 surged by around 40% 
according to global research institutes. 
Jawwy TV witnessed an increase in user 
rates from existing and new customers, 
especially with the stay-at-home advice 
from the Saudi government. Throughout 
3Q2020, we saw an increase of around 
147% for Jawwy TV App and a significant 
increase in Jawwy TV Home usage YoY. 
Also, during the same period we recorded 
a 57% increase in subscribers YoY, which 
we attribute not only to the pandemic, but 
also to new features such as the release 
of new original productions as well as the 
promotion of new content. Most impor-
tantly, this period has proven that we are 
on the right track with our vision of match-
ing all content needs through one platform 
and one subscription, curating aggregated 
content via partnerships with more than 
30 global and regional networks. During 
this period, we have also supported the 
government’s e-learning programs by of-
fering to broadcast the national education 
channels.

Are you chasing additional purchases in the 
platform or overall subscription numbers?
Video OTT is truly a land grab market, and 
the global players are currently valued not 
on the basis of their revenues or profit gen-
erated, but the number of subscribers. We 
are in the same game, so for many this is 
a new service, and our focus is on increas-
ing the active base and, over time, increas-
ing our average revenue per user through 
those additional add-ons. ✖

Can you elaborate on your recent growth tra-
jectory and relationship with the Saudi Telecom 
Company (STC)?
Intigral is stc’s fully-owned media and en-
tertainment arm, which started off in 2009 
as a digital media solutions provider pro-
viding mobile-related services and IPTV 
services for stc. With internet bandwidths 
and delivery having improved significant-
ly, we have moved to an OTT delivery 
over the internet, similar to Netflix, called 
Jawwy TV, a premium entertainment ser-
vice. Intigral is working as a super aggre-
gator offering a blend of three things: live 
streaming of more than 240 media chan-
nels including free-to-air channels as well 
as encrypted channels; video-on-demand 
content from several content providers 
with more than 23,000 Arabic and West-
ern content movies and series; and orig-
inal VOD productions that are commis-
sioned and executed in the Kingdom or 
elsewhere. We are investing significantly 
in those productions and release around 
one original production per month, main-
ly revolving around three themes: women 
empowerment in Saudi Arabia; everything 
to do with Saudi landscapes and tourism; 
and inspiring youth to go above and be-
yond. One example was a recent original 
production based on partnering with the 
KSA karate champion. Jawwy TV is deliv-
ered via two vehicles—Jawwy TV App and 
Jawwy TV Home, a setup box provided by 
stc. There are numerous features common 
to both including parental controls, TV 
guides, pause-and-rewind functions, and 
catch up for the last week. In 2017, stc de-
cided to venture into three main areas for 
growth: media and advertising; digital fi-
nancial services, where it launched stc Pay 
in 2018; and ICT services for businesses 
and government. For stc, TV services are a 
tool to differentiate both its fixed and mo-
bile services, and it is also a route for stc to 
serve customers beyond its three markets 
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Bahrain. Since 
Jawwy TV is an OTT service delivered over 
the internet, we can venture into other 

BIO 

Markus Golder is the CEO of Intigral, a 
leading digital entertainment company 
in the MENA region and a subsidiary of 
stc group. Prior to joining Intigral, he has 
held various leadership roles with stc 
in KSA, including as VP for marketing in 
the Consumer Business Unit and CEO 
of Jawwy. He holds a master’s degree 
in electrical engineering from the Swiss 
Federal Institute of Technology and an 
MBA from London Business School.

MOVING
on app
Intigral saw an increase in 
subscribers to its platform over 
the pandemic period, owing not 
only to extended lockdowns, but 
also the addition of a stream of 
new content.

I N T E R V I E W
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www.jazadco.com.sa

2021

JAZADCO farming project produces 3,200 metric tons of Premium 
Vannamie shrimp, with 60% YoY production growth. JAZADCO 
exports to the world, with 0% miscounting and 0% glazing—only 
excellent graded and quality frozen shrimp. 

The project has received the ISO 22000 certificate, which includes the 
Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Points (HACCP) certificate, as well 
as the Saudi standards certification (SASO) and Best Aquaculture 
Practices (BAP) certificate.
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Omer Saleem
D E P U T Y  C E O ,

P R O V E N

How have you managed the COVID-19 crisis 
internally and with your customers, whose 
credentials you manage?
Since 2018 we have been internally di-
versifying our service delivery model. 
Change was needed, and the industry 
had to evolve. We can proudly say that 
we have successfully created a distribut-
ed team model, moving away from just 
having our team based in Saudi Arabia. 
We established our UAE team in 2013; 
however, it was limited in size, and in 
2018 we started expansion into Kuwait 
and Bangalore, India. These functional 
teams and offices were just an extension 
of the base team here in Saudi Arabia 
rather than performing back-office ac-
tivities, allowing us flexibility as the SOPs 
and work delivery modules we had were 
all very modular and technology based. 
With humble beginnings, we were able 
to fine-tune, adapt, grow, and up-scale 
our model in 2019, and when our offic-
es opened in Bangalore and Belarus, our 
team almost doubled in size. Our diversi-
fication strategy unknowingly prepared 
us for the pandemic we are still facing 
now; fortunately, the model was already 
in place when COVID-19 hit. A remote 
work model was no longer a foreign 
concept, and the team was comfortable 
working in the new norm of WFH. Tech-
nically speaking, nothing much changed 
internally for our Riyadh office since it 
collaborated with its teams using virtual 
workflow tools from the start.

What was your experience in terms of busi-
ness demand during the pandemic?
Most of our IT services clients experi-
enced growth in this period; however, 
there was a lesser growth seen with our 
specialized services clients such as au-
dit and consulting, but progress was 

still visible. Therefore, our services that 
can be delivered remotely were faring 
much better than those that may have 
had multi-projects frozen due to budget 
constraints and the current situation. 
The first half of the year was tough on 
the revenue stream, but many of our cli-
ents are retainer-based, and it was busi-
ness as usual for most of them. However, 
new business was essentially frozen for 
the first half of the year as per our pro-
jections in March, highlighting some 
clients as high risk. Proven functions on 
a partner model rather than a service 
provider and this allows us to adjust our 
strategy with the help of real insights 
from our direct and regular client inter-
actions.

Can you tell us about the development of your 
business offerings?
We projected 2021 or 2022 to be a start-
ing point for our new business efficiency 
service offerings, but the market is al-
ready there due to the WFH experience. 
Productivity gains from new working 
models for the Saudi and global econ-
omy, in general, will start materializing 
over the next two to three years. If you 
have an employee base of 80 employ-
ees and 50 of them can be based as your 
core structure/team, then the remaining 
30 can either be booked out as a scope of 
work, or better yet the team can be effi-
ciently scaled up in markets where there 
is a deeper human capital pool. Recruit-
ing and cross-checking the best talent is 
a function we perform by building you 
a team without barriers to any specif-
ic locale. Your new team member joins 
without the hassle of recruitment, on-
boarding, or getting them operationally 
prepared. They will arrive ready and in 
line with your policies and procedures. 

BIO 

Omer Saleem has 14 plus years of 
experience in the finance sector, 
specifically financial valuations, 
management, and internal strategy. 
He has added value in operations and 
strategy arenas at some of biggest 
players in the industry, like Goldman 
Sachs and Credit Agricole. His work 
experience is complimented by an MBA 
from the Rotman School of Management, 
University of Toronto.

Proven’s internal organization meant it was well prepared to tackle 
the COVID-19 period from a workforce perspective, and the firm 
believes that, thanks to government action, the economy will rebound 
strongly over 2021.

What are your business expectations for 
2021?
The Saudi government's reaction to 
COVID-19 was exceptional; its swiftness 
and strict regulations allowed businesses 
some level of positivity for a COVID-19-
free future. The strict policies and regu-
lations were necessary, and the results 
speak for themselves. Due to the mea-
sures taken, the Kingdom was and still 
is one of the better countries to live in 
during the COVID-19 crisis. The impact 
on business was felt in the first half of the 
year, but the positive results of decisions 
materialized in the latter part of last year. 
Given that there is a very effective plan 
afoot for disseminating the vaccine and 
effective management of returning to 
business and projects, overall, from the 
second quarter onwards, we will see 
quite a volume of business return to the 
Saudi market. ✖

strong
TRACK RECORD
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Ismael  S.  Alkoshy 
M A N A G I N G  D I R E C T O R ,

P R I N C E  S U LTA N  AV I AT I O N  A C A D E M Y  ( P S A A )

PSAA is essential within the Kingdom’s flight 
and aviation ecosystem and is in a sector that 
has been particularly impacted by the pan-
demic. How has PSAA managed the crisis 
both internally and externally?
The aviation industry has been the most 
heavily affected in terms of dealing with 
the pandemic. However, it was most-
ly passenger flights that were affected; 
cargo flights are actually moving much 
more than they ever were before. Safety 
in the pandemic has been our main con-
cern because if we did not have the prop-
er safety procedures at the academy, 
we could shut down the entire aviation 
industry, since we train almost every-
one in the sector. We had to be stringent 
in all of our safety efforts. Whether it is 
sanitizing our simulators or looking at 
practical areas for safety training, in all 
our procedures we take into consider-
ation the Ministry of Health guidance 
and that of our sister companies. Like 
the rest of the industry, we moved for-
ward with online education. The positive 
thing for PSAA is that we were pursuing 
this prior to COVID-19. We were ahead 
of the curve and did not require any ma-
jor adjustments in our training provision 
methodology when the pandemic hit. 
Training is one of the things that is more 
cost effective and easier to do online 
for airlines rather than scheduling and 
sending staff to training centers during 
their layovers. For certain classes where 
we felt there should be interactions be-
tween the instructors and participants, 
we had virtual online classes with limit-
ed class sizes to facilitate interaction. For 
certain courses such as CPR and opening 
aircraft doors and slides, we put enough 
stringent procedures in place to ensure 
safety when people needed to physically 
attend.

Did PSAA have all the technological pieces it 
is using today in place before the pandemic or 
did the pandemic accelerate its adoption of 
technology?
When we speak about technology, we 
see the significant gains that constantly 
occur. We are constantly in the process 
of evaluating new companies coming in 
with innovations for the training com-
munity. During the pandemic, we were 
also going through a major integration 
at PSAA. Saudia has 11 different strate-
gic business units (SBUs), and because 
of that, everyone had their own training 
entities. All those training entities are 
being integrated into one, and PSAA is 
working through those projects now. So 
far, we have integrated all the in-flight 
service training, where previously PSAA 
only had the safety portion. We also 
have ground operations training, avia-
tion marketing, and general marketing 
for sales and ticketing. We are currently 
working with Saudia Aerospace Engi-
neering Industries (SAEI) on integrating 
all the maintenance training and all the 
other general education items we teach, 
from finance to English-language cours-
es. We have been extremely busy during 
the pandemic.

Did PSAA grow significantly in 2020 due to the 
restructuring of the SBUs’ training delivery?
Yes, in 2021 it will make a major differ-
ence. PSAA is the oldest training acade-
my in the Kingdom and the Middle East; 
we have been here for 61 years. Right 
now, we are bringing all these entities 
under one umbrella. All training will now 
be given under one roof by one training 
entity to all the players in Saudi Arabia. It 
is not about Saudia; it is about support-
ing the government and its 2030 Vision 
to support the growth in the aviation in-

BIO 

Ismael S. AlKoshy was appointed 
Managing Director of PSAA in July 2018. 
Before his appointment, he was the CEO 
of the Saudia Royal Fleet. His experience 
in aviation spans more than 33 years. He 
has held numerous executive positions 
throughout the aviation sector. Ismael is 
an active pilot currently flying the Boeing 
777. He has over 10,000 hours of flying 
experience as a pilot on the Boeing 777, 
Lockheed 1011, Airbus 320, McDonnell 
Douglas 90, and the Boeing 737.

PSAA was a crucial player in maintaining the smooth operation of 
cargo and passenger flights during the pandemic, making sure its 
trainees were ready to handle anything.

dustry for all aviation entities. Previously 
in some areas of training, PSAA’s doors 
were closed; we did not train other per-
sonnel except our employees. With this 
new vision, all of Saudia Group’s training 
is under one roof.  ✖

fly me
TO THE MOON
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Mahmoud Fallatah 
C E O ,

N E S M A  WAT E R

How did you lead your organization through 
the pandemic and on to a recovery?
COVID-19 was of course unique; differ-
ent rules and regulations were emerg-
ing by the day and affecting the market. 
From an operational perspective, our 
first important criteria was business con-
tinuity. Every company wants to ensure 
their business will continue regardless 
of the magnitude of the crisis. We be-
gan thinking about how to ensure busi-
ness continuity and benefit from some 
of the regulations the government has 
put in place in order to help and support 
the private sector. Fortunately, at this 
time our businesses are mainly in utili-
ty, which is always required by society. 
Some of our projects are operation and 
maintenance projects. We operate water 
and electrical plants, utilities, and proj-
ects that have to continue the way they 
have been. There were some minor ad-
justments in terms of manpower, timing, 
and supplies. We had to ensure we had 
enough of the mandatory supplies that 
we needed delivered. We took extra care 
so that in the event of any emergency or 
total lockdown, our operations would 
not stop. Fortunately, we went through 
this successfully. None of our plants, 
customers, or clients were impacted sig-
nificantly. Some of our projects are con-
struction projects, and for some of those 
we saw closures as a response to client 
instructions and regulations; however, 
most of our construction sites continued 
to work. Still, that does not mean work 
continued on the same path or activi-
ty rate. Productivity was reduced, and 
travel from one area to another or from 
site to site was limited. That affected 
us, and in some areas the procurement 
processes or supplies from vendors were 

delayed because of transportation. In 
some cases, we used to source from in-
ternational markets, and that came to a 
halt. Then, we needed to look for differ-
ent substitutes. This definitely affected 
the productivity rate. However, overall, 
the impact was manageable, and we are 
already back to nearly 100% with all sides 
operational. We have also won along 
with our consortium members a major 
contract for the Yanbu-4 Independent 
Water Plant (IWP), which will be the first 
green energy-assisted reverse osmosis 
plant in the region. We are extremely 
proud of this, and it demonstrates that 
the Kingdom has handled the pandemic 
well and is on its way back to normal, or 
even better. We also expect an additional 
new contract award in the PPP projects 
type soon.

How does the Yanbu project represent the fu-
ture for you?
The Yanbu-4 Independent Water Plant is 
developed on a build-own-operate mod-
el together with a consortium includ-
ing Engie and Mowah. The project will 
contribute SAR1.5 billion to the King-
dom’s GDP and is the first project to be 
developed in the country under the PPP 
model. The project is 100% owned by 
the private sector. This is all interesting 
for us, and it certainly represents a new 
era of business. Commercial operation 
will begin in late 2023, and we expect to 
demonstrate our competence in the in-
tervening time. The project is also stan-
dard-setting for the Kingdom because it 
is the first to include a solar energy com-
ponent that will reduce reliance on grid 
energy for the desalination process. This 
is a major milestone that we are proud to 
be a part of.

BIO 

Mahmoud Fallatah holds an applied 
chemical engineering degree from King 
Fahad University of Petroleum and 
Minerals and an executive management 
diploma from the University of North 
Carolina. He started his professional 
career as a process engineer at the 
Saudi Yanbu Petrochemical Company, a 
SABIC affiliate. After a series of different 
roles, including as project director at 
the Ministry of Water & Electricity, he 
became CEO at Nesma Water.

Nesma Water is working on the first green energy-assisted reverse 
osmosis plant in the region, just the latest feather in its already 
impressive cap.

What were some of your achievements during 
the 12 months prior to the COVID-19 out-
break?
The water and energy sector has re-
formed, and all the plans brought for 
the market—privatization, PPPs, and 
the transformation of the sector from 
the normal EPC way of doing busi-
ness—have all changed. The plans were 
communicated well, but what was tru-
ly different this time is the fact that the 
plans are being implemented clearly and 
sharply. Several tenders were launched, 
and bids were submitted and evaluat-
ed. The decisions were made within the 
same time spectrum, and financial clos-
ings have taken place quickly. All this is 
an important reflection of the market. ✖

fresh &
PROFITABLE
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