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DYNAMICS

January 11, 2021 marks the first an-
niversary of the death of Oman’s 
late Sultan Qaboos bin Said Al-Said 
and the subsequent swift accession 
of his cousin, Sultan Haitham bin 
Tariq Al-Said, who had previous ex-
perience as the Secretary-General 
of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
Minister of Heritage and Culture, 
and Chairman of the Main Com-
mittee of Vision 2040. As Sultan 
Haitham took power, the country 
faced a number of challenges— 
an over-reliance on hydrocarbons, 
increasing debt burdens, regional 
tensions and the unprecedented 
COVID-19 pandemic. To address 
these challenges, Sultan Haitham 
pledged continuity and reform 
from the Qaboos era,with the in-
tent of launching Oman into a new 
phase of economic development.

The legacy of Sultan Qaboos
Throughout his 50-year rule, Qa-
boos transformed Oman; the late 
Sultan modernised the country 
by launching a series of schemes 
focusing on developing education, 
healthcare, road and trade links, 
and communications systems. In 
tandem, he introduced Oman’s 
first cabinet and several govern-
mental bodies, as well as the 1996 
Constitution. On top of this, Qa-
boos adopted a foreign policy that 
promoted dialogue and peaceful 
coexistence, which enabled the 
Sultanate to play a significant me-
diating role, including hosting the 
US-Iran talks that led to the Iran 
Nuclear Deal in 2015.Despite such 
accomplishments, however, Qa-
boos left Oman’s economy with 
challenges. At the end of 2019, gov-
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COVID-19,
the GCC and the

Race for Renewables
The coronavirus pandemic, while 
devastating for almost all econom-
ic sectors across the board, seemed 
only to reinforce the simple reality 
that the energy sector is and will 
continue to be extremely volatile. 
Since 2000, several factors — nota-
bly the 2008 global recession, the 
2015 oil glut and, more recently, 
the COVID-19 pandemic — have 
produced price distortions that 
sharply affected the sustainability 
of oil and gas producers. Oil prices, 
per barrel, dropped to half its value 
when the United States ended its 
export ban in 2015. In 2020, the 
plunge in demand as a result of 
wide-scale global shutdowns led to 
historic lows in oil prices, with some 
future contracts dipping into nega-
tive territory. For the Gulf Coop-
eration Council (GCC) this meant 
limited space for manoeuvre . The 
World Bank forecasted a steep 6.6% 
decline this year (2021) for Middle 
East and North Africa (MENA) net 
oil and gas exporters compared to 
1% for net importers. This, coupled 
with a growing global consensus 
towards achieving carbon neutral-
ity by shifting towards renewables, 
means that the GCC is at an impor-
tant long-term strategic crossroads. 
That is, how to maximise the utili-
sation of natural resources in light 
of this push towards renewables. 
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Nine Months into the COVID-19 Pandemic 
— How are the GCC Countries Coping?

Since the first COVID-19 case was 
identified in Wuhan, China in De-
cember 2019, the virus has spread 
around the globe. The first case in 
the Gulf region was identified in the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) on 2 
February 2020, followed by Oman, 
Kuwait and Bahrain. From the out-
set of the pandemic, the GCC (Gulf 
Cooperation Council) countries 
have been relatively swift in their 
responses, imposing border restric-
tions and nationwide lockdowns to 
curb its spread. Nine months into 
the pandemic, the Gulf countries 
have adopted a range of health and 
economic measures to cope with 
the pandemic and its impact.

Lockdowns
Even before COVID-19 reached 
their respective countries, the 
Gulf countries implemented a set 
of measures to prevent its conta-
gion. Travel to China and other 
coronavirus hotspots were limited 
and task-forces were set up to deal 
with the virus, such as the Saudi 
COVID-19 Follow-Up Committee. 
Once the first cases reached the re-
gion, the governments took further 
measures, imposing nationwide 
lockdowns (except Qatar), along-
side temporary full-border closures 
(except Bahrain). In March, curfews 
were introduced as non-essential 
shops, religious institutions, hos-
pitality and entertainment venues 
closed, while work and education 
institutes went online. Public gath-
erings were also banned, except for 
in Bahrain, where they were limit-
ed, and in Qatar, where it was only 
recommended. In tandem, in pub-
lic spaces, it became mandatory 
to wear masks and social distance. 
Such restrictions successfully sup-
pressed the spread of COVID-19, 
which allowed the UAE and Saudi 
Arabia to ease restrictions by the 
end of April, followed by Oman, 
Kuwait and Bahrain by the end 
of May, and Qatar in mid-June. 
The measures were relaxed in sev-

eral phases; initially, limited public 
gatherings were allowed, and non-
essential stores – as well as certain 
hospitality and entertainment 
venues in Bahrain and the UAE – 
reopened. Moreover, several work-
places and schools resumed their 
activities in person; although, for 
example, in Bahrain, some sectors 
are still required to work remotely, 
and, in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, 
schools remain online. Borders 
have slowly reopened across the 
region. Altogether, these measures 
have helped the Gulf countries to 
(largely) avoid further nationwide 
lockdowns. That said, Bahrain re-
cently introduced restrictions on 
movement, while Saudi Arabia, 
Kuwait and Oman closed their 
borders in light of the new COVID 
strain.

Health Measures
In conjunction with lockdowns, 
the GCC countries implemented 
various health measures to miti-
gate the spread of COVID-19. Tests 
became widely available at no cost; 
particularly, the UAE and Bahrain 
introduced mass testing, exceed-
ing a million tests per million in-
dividuals. Each Gulf country also 
introduced contact tracing apps, in-
cluding Oman’s Tarassud Plus app, 

Kuwait’s Shlonik app, Qatar’s Eht-
eraz app and Bahrain’s BeAware 
app. Saudi Arabia and the UAE 
unveiled several apps designed to 
track cases and enforce self-quar-
antine for those with COVID-19.
[viii] Additionally, the capacities 
of the healthcare sector increased; 
for example, Oman opened an ad-
ditional hospital and Saudi Arabia 
increased its production of medi-
cal supplies. More recently, several 
GCC countries are rolling out vac-
cines to the public and Bahrain 
was the second country in the 
world to approve the Pfizer-BioN-
Tech vaccine in early December.  
Between 15-22 December, no Gulf 
country – except the UAE (8,611 
cases) – recorded above 2,000 cases. 
However, cases have slightly risen 
from the previous week, except 
in Kuwait, where they fell by 4.86 
percent.In terms of deaths, no Gulf 
country recorded over 75 deaths 
in the past week with Bahrain and 
Qatar registering only two new fa-
talities.In fact, Qatar, the UAE and 
Bahrain are among the top five 
countries with the lowest case-fatal-
ity rate globally.

Economic Measures
The pandemic has generated con-
siderable economic challenges for 
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the region as consumer spending 
fell and unemployment rose, on top 
of the significant drop in oil prices, 
which the countries still heavily de-
pend on. Accordingly, GCC govern-
ments have introduced a range of 
economic measures, which largely 
remain in place. Back in March, 
Bahrain announced a BD 4.3 bil-
lion (EUR 9.4 billion) stimulus 
package to support private compa-
nies, which includes fee waivers and 
the payment of 50 percent of sala-
ries in affected sectors until the end 
of December. Saudi Arabia’s SAR 
120 billion (EUR 26.4 billion) stim-
ulus package, which was extended 
until the end of January 2021, mir-
rors this, providing support to fi-
nancial institutions and small- and 
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). 
Kuwait and Qatar introduced simi-
lar measures in March worth KD 5 
billion (EUR 13.5 billion) and QAR 
75 billion (EUR 17 billion) respec-
tively.[xviiOman’s OMR 8 billion 
(EUR 17.2 billion) package, in par-
ticular, offers tax relief and other 
exemptions to businesses in the 
form of deductions and deferrals. 
The UAE too announced various 
measures to combat the economic 
impact of COVID-19; most recent-
ly, the UAE Central Bank extended 
the AED 100 billion (EUR 22.5 bil-
lion) Targeted Economic Support 
Scheme (TESS) for the banking 
sector until the end of June 2021.  
While such measures have helped 
limit the economic fallout from 
COVID-19, the GCC economies 
have, nevertheless, suffered, as 
has the rest of the world. To af-
ford the stimulus packages, the 

governments have had to reduce 
expenditures in other sectors. Bah-
rain cut non-priority government 
agencies expenditure by 30 per-
cent, and some capital expenditure 
was delayed, while Kuwait cut its 
budget by 25 percent and Qatar an-
nounced a 16 percent cut. Oman 
reduced its budget by 10 percent, 
as did Saudi Arabia, which also tri-
pled the Value Added Tax (VAT) to 
15 percent. Indeed, COVID-19 has 
led to rising levels of national debts 
as a percentage of GDP. Although 
Saudi Arabia (34.4 percent), Ku-
wait (36.6 percent, up from 19.3 
percent in 2020) and the UAE (38.2 
percent) are expected to maintain 
relatively low government debt 
levels in 2021, Qatar’s debt level is 
predicted to fall to 60.6 percent of 
GDP, while Oman and Bahrain are 
expected to reach 88.7 percent and 
130.6 percent respectively. On top 
of this, the economy of each coun-
try has contracted in 2020; Qatar’s 
GDP was estimated to contract the 
least out of the GCC countries (by 
4.5 percent), followed by Bahrain 
(4.9 percent), Saudi Arabia (5.4 per-
cent), the UAE (6.6. percent) and 
Kuwait (8.6 percent). Oman saw 
the most significant contraction to 
its GDP of 10 percent. In fact, un-
like its GCC counterparts, Oman’s 
economy is estimated to continue 
contracting in 2021 by 0.5 percent.

COVID-19 Encourages Digital 
Initiatives
Despite such seemingly dim out-
looks, however, the Gulf countries 
have taken hold of several oppor-
tunities, particularly in promoting 

digital initiatives. Saudi Arabia, for 
example, launched a COVID-19 
Hackathon to generate innova-
tive solutions to combat the virus, 
which simultaneously supports a 
new generation of entrepreneurs 
and economic development. The 
UAE’s QuantLase Imaging Lab 
developed laser-based testing us-
ing Artificial Intelligence (AI) to 
detect COVID cases, and Bahrain 
deployed robots in the healthcare 
sector to help protect its medical 
personnel and decrease the spread 
of the virus. In addition, the GCC 
countries have placed an emphasis 
on start-ups and SMEs as part of 
their stimulus measures to create a 
new wave of entrepreneurs to help 
boost the post-COVID economy. 
As a result, start-ups in the region 
have substantially risen through-
out the pandemic; for instance, in 
Bahrain, individual commercial 
registrations grew by 109 percent 
this June.

***
All in all, the GCC countries have 
fared relatively well throughout 
the pandemic, avoiding a second 
national lockdown as has been 
the case across Europe. That said, 
the countries are facing significant 
economic costs from COVID-19 as 
their debt levels rise and economies 
contract. In spite of this, there are 
several economic opportunities, 
which the Gulf countries can capi-
talise on, particularly in supporting 
entrepreneurship and the tech in-
dustry, which will set the tone for 
the post-COVID economies.

by Sophie Smith
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COVID-19, the GCC and the
Race for Renewables

Setting the Scene
Approximately one year since the 
first cases of COVID-19 were re-
ported in Wuhan, China and what 
seemed like a transitory shock to 
global markets now seems to have 
a lasting effect on the global econo-
my and consumer behaviour. This 
is because, according to the Inter-
national Energy Agency, this shock 
is estimated to be about seven-
times larger than the 2008 shocks. 
Global energy producers have al-
ready reduced capital investments 
amounting to about 20% this year, 
the majority of which is concentrat-
ed in the oil and gas sector. Having 
utilised work-from-home policies 
during the pandemic, many work-
places have signalled that such 
policies might be streamlined into 
corporate strategies in the future. 
Additionally, international airlines 
have already begun adjusting to a 
“new normal” of lower business 
travel. This means that the drop in 
demand will likely be permanent. 
A slightly more pressing issue is the 
shifting consensus towards renew-
able energy and carbon neutral-
ity. More than 110 countries have 
already pledged carbon neutrality 
by 2050 and China — the world’s 
largest importer of oil and the larg-
est carbon emitter — has pledged 
carbon neutrality before 2060. This 
has clear implications for the en-
ergy sector, which is dominated by 
oil and gas. Increased pressure by 
policymakers has led to a push for 
securing sustainably derived mate-
rial. For example, multinational 
manufacturers like Apple, Toyota 
and Nespresso have announced 

plans to reduce their carbon-foot-
prints of aluminium supplies. Alu-
minium smelting and production, 
a large industry within the GCC, is 
energy intensive and traditionally 
dependent on coal and/or natural 
gas for energy. It is, then, a testa-
ment to the changing global dy-
namics that recent shifts towards 
hydro-powered aluminium indus-
tries (despite carrying higher as-
sociated costs) have gotten greater 
traction from these multinationals. 

Unique Challenges
It should come as no surprise that 
the GCC lags behind in the race for 
renewables. Oil and gas has been 
integral towards regional develop-
ment and despite decades of diver-
sification remains the single largest 
contributor to export receipts and 
government revenues across the  
respective countries. Energy needs, 
which are among the highest in 
the world, in no small part due to 
population growth and rising liv-
ing standards, are expected to triple 

by 2050 especially as cooling needs 
increase to combat climate change 
in the region. The issue here is that 
energy needs are met by burning 
fossil fuels. Producers and con-
sumers alike lack the incentive to 
switch from traditional oil and gas 
towards renewables like solar be-
cause the energy markets are heav-
ily subsidised. This hampers the 
widespread adoption of renewables 
as a source of energy, especially 
since it has been demonstrated 
that advanced photovoltaic tech-
nology is a more efficient source 
of energy even if global oil main-
tains a price of $100 per barrel.  
Then there is an opportunity cost: 
mounting demand means more oil 
is diverted towards local consump-
tion instead of exports. This is es-
pecially important at present as oil 
and gas are still considered the pri-
mary energy source. As renewable 
energy sources become the new 
norm, oil and gas will develop into 
more of a niche energy source and 
downstream products like petro-
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the Arab Gulf states.
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chemicals will prove to be far more 
profitable. Simply, the GCC is not 
yet maximising the utility it derives 
from its natural resources. The first 
step towards remedying this would 
be shifting domestic consumption. 
Fortunately, the GCC states already 
begun implementing national 
strategies towards achieving that 
goal. The UAE’s nuclear energy 
programme saw its first (of four) 
power plants built in 2012 and con-
nected to the grid in mid-2020. And, 
for instance, Bahrain articulated a 
national energy efficiency target of 
6% by 2025, and a national renew-
able energy target of 5% by 2025 
and 10% by 2035. Shifting towards 
renewable energy is important for 
achieving sustainable economic 
growth. The World Bank, for in-
stance, expects that water-scarcity 
alone could account for economic 
losses that reach up to 14% of GDP 
in the MENA region by 2050, a fig-
ure that does not include other cli-
mate related spillover effects.

Promising Opportunities
This is not to imply a lack of oppor-
tunity. On the contrary, the GCC 
and wider MENA region have the 
potential to emerge as key export-
ers of renewable energy and can 
capture global market share before 

the transition is complete. Austral-
ia, another large energy exporter, 
has already set the path towards 
exporting renewable energy to its 
neighbours in Oceania. The Aus-
tralian government fast-tracked the 
construction of the world’s largest 
solar farm and a 3,700km electric-
ity cable that will supply approxi-
mately $1.5 billion a year of green 
energy to Singapore by 2027. The 
GCC is better positioned, both 
geographically and logistically, to 
become a major global exporter 
of renewable energy—especially 
to Europe. The International En-
ergy Agency estimates that the 
potential for concentrated solar 
power technology alone could 
amount to 100 times the electric-
ity demand of the MENA region 
and Europe combined. This does 
not include many opportuni-
ties in wind farming, hydro-elec-
tricity and biomass technologies. 
A unique opportunity exists for 
the GCC to export green hydrogen; 
a clean source of energy extracted 
(by use of renewable energy such 
as solar) from water molecules us-
ing electrolysis. It can be stored and 
transported long distances, par-
ticularly in the form of ammonia. 
Costs of separating the hydrogen 
from ammonia are also becoming 

considerably cheaper. A Strategy& 
study projected demand for green 
hydrogen to displace roughly 37% 
of current oil production by 2050. 
Uses of this type of energy are be-
coming more commonplace for 
electricity and transportation fuel 
purposes. The GCC’s potential is 
derived from the competitive ad-
vantage and expertise the region 
possess in the oil and gas field; an 
advantage that can be leveraged to 
transform and optimise resources 
for new opportunities. Studies in 
the field show that new market 
entrants are currently vying for a 
share in the market’s over $300 bil-
lion in annual revenues.

***
The coronavirus pandemic crip-
pled economies worldwide—but 
some more than others. The GCC, 
along with other net oil and gas ex-
porters have been among the hard-
est hit this past year. The true test 
of this pandemic will be about how 
countries facing acute adversity 
can strategise and create more re-
silient economies. Apart from that 
resilience is realising new opportu-
nities, like those found in the re-
newable energy industry. Globally, 
energy exporters are adjusting to a 
new norm, where carbon neutrality 
is a reality and not merely a pledge. 
The starting pistol has sounded and 
the race for exporting renewables 
has begun. However long and tenu-
ous the transition journey may be, 
the GCC’s competitive advantage 
and abundant resource for human 
capital and land can prove to be 
vital towards making the region a 
front-runner in this race. 

by Rashed Albinali



Dynamics - An EGIC Special ProjectPage 6

Oman: A Year Under Sultan Haitham’s Reign

ernment debt rose to account for 
63.1 percent of GDP as the econo-
my remained heavily dependent 
on hydrocarbons, which made up 
73 percent of public revenue. And, 
Oman’s youth unemployment in 
2019 lingered at 13.2 percent. Fur-
thermore, tensions had heightened 
between the US and Iran following 
the US airstrike that killed Iran’s Al 
Quds Force Commander Qassim 
Soleimani in Iraq, only a few days 
before Sultan Haitham took power.

Continuity and Reform
To reconcile the legacy of the late 
Sultan with Oman’s domestic and 
foreign challenges, Sultan Haitham 
adopted policies that sought both 
continuity and reform.

            1. Domestic Policies

 On the domestic front, Sultan 
Haitham vowed to enhance the ef-
ficiency of government processes, 
reduce the national debt and diver-
sify the economy to promote eco-
nomic development. In a series of 
decrees issued in August 2020, the 
Sultan restructured and reshuffled 
government institutions. There was 
a greater delegation of executive 
responsibilities as Sultan Haitham 
relinquished his titles as Foreign 
Minister, Finance Minister, and 
Chairman of the Central Bank, al-
locating them to other officials in a 
first for Oman. He retains, however, 

his titles as Prime Minister, Minis-
ter of Defence and the Chief of the 
Armed Forces. The Sultan also re-
duced the number of Ministers in 
the Council of Ministers, Oman’s 
Cabinet, from 26 to 19, while replac-
ing several senior figures, including 
at the Ministries of Foreign Affairs 
and of Finance. In fact, a circular 
released by the Royal Court stipu-
lated that at least 70 percent of gov-
ernment employees with 30 years 
or more in the service and at least 
70 percent of government consult-
ants and experts who have worked 
for 25 years or more must retire, 
and the contracts of at least 70 per-
cent of foreign experts and advisors 
must be ended. In tandem, several 
Ministries were redefined and con-
solidated, alongside establishing 
new ones. Separate Ministries were 
merged, creating, for example, the 
Ministry of Culture, Sports and 
Youth or the Ministry of Justice and 
Legal Affairs, reinstating the Min-
istry of Economy and new institu-
tions were founded, including, the 
Environment Authority, the Small 
and Medium Enterprises Develop-
ment Authority or the Oman In-
vestment Authority. Most recently, 
on the one year anniversary of his 
reign, the Sultan issued a new law 
that set out a succession mechanism 
with the appointment of the ruler’s 
eldest son as an heir apparent for 
the first time and a law regarding 
the parliament’s functioning. It also 

emphasised the rule of law and inde-
pendence of the judiciary and guar-
anteed more rights and freedoms 
to citizens. Apart from appointing 
his eldest son, Dhi Yazan, as Min-
ister of Culture, Sports, and Youth, 
and later also his successor, Sultan 
Haitham also filled some other 
senior positions with close fam-
ily members, including his brother, 
Shehab, who became Deputy Prime 
Minister for Defence Affairs. Such 
reforms would seek to streamline 
decision making, root out inefficien-
cies and improving accountability 
to reduce government expenditure 
and, thereby, the national debt.  
In keeping with lowering the public 
debt and diversifying the economy, 
Sultan Haitham introduced deeper 
economic reforms in line with the 
late Qaboos’ economic initiatives. 
The focus remains on the imple-
mentation of Vision 2040, a strat-
egy focused on moving towards a 
knowledge-based economy. In line 
with the initiative, the Sultanate 
recently issued its 10th Five Year 
Plan for the period between 2021 
and 2025, which intends to achieve 
economic growth and reduce public 
debt through numerous measures 
that emphasise the involvement of 
the private sector and the younger 
generation, foreign direct invest-
ment and economic diversification.
Accordingly, Oman’s Medium-Term 
Fiscal Plan 2020-2024 has outlined 
several fiscal reforms, including the 
introduction of a 5 percent value-
added tax (VAT) from April 2021 
onwards and the potential intro-
duction of an income tax, a meas-
ure that no other Gulf country has 
taken thus far. The Sultanate will 
also establish a social security sys-
tem for low-income citizens impact-
ed by the Fiscal Plan. On top of this, 
OMR 371 million (EUR 786 mil-
lion) has been assigned to develop-
ment projects to stimulate the econ-
omy. Such measures are designed 
to create positive economic growth 
that exceeds 3.5 percent – as out-

FROM PAGE 1
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lined in the latest Five Year Plan. It 
comes as the COVID-19 pandemic, 
coupled with the fall in oil prices, 
has led to a further rise in public 
debt to 81.5 percent of GDP in 2020, 
leaving Oman in a precarious eco-
nomic situation as it seeks different 
avenues to finance its debt, looking 
towards its wealthier neighbours. It 
has already received US$1 billion in 
financial aid from Qatar in October 
2020.

            2. Foreign Policy

In foreign affairs, Sultan Haitham 
has followed Qaboos’ footsteps, 
adopting a foreign policy of non-in-
terference that encourages peaceful 
resolution of conflicts, moderation 
and respecting other countries’ sov-
ereignty. Muscat, for example, has 
not taken sides in the Yemen con-
flict and continues to mediate be-
tween the involved parties, helping 
to secure the release of US citizens 
held by the Iran-backed Houthis in 
Yemen in October 2020, and con-
tinues to host talks between the 
Houthi representatives and foreign 

officials. However, the pandemic 
pushed those meetings largely on-
line and there was much less need 
for Muscat’s premises compared to 
the previous year, when it hosted 
direct talks between the Houthis 
and senior officials from various 
countries, including Russia, Swe-
den or Iran. Likewise, Oman has 
kept friendly relations with all its 
neighbours, including its Gulf Co-
operation Council (GCC) counter-
parts and Iran, promoting collec-
tive regional dialogue to address 
grievances. This comes despite con-
tinued tensions in the region, most 
notably the ongoing crisis between 
Iran and the US and its Gulf al-
lies as well as the Houthis’ attacks 
on Saudi Arabia. Internationally, 
Oman has conserved its friendly 
ties to Europe. Following a meet-
ing in February 2020, Oman and 
the European Parliament expressed 
their mutual desire to increase ties 
and cooperation. Given the Sul-
tanate’s precarious economic state 
and the potential strings attached 
coming with borrowing from the 
regional disputing parties, deep-

ening partnership with European 
players might prove important. It 
could help provide Oman with the 
necessary funds and investments 
to be able to maintain its balanced 
approach not only in terms of re-
gional affairs but also the wider ge-
opolitical competition, considering 
China’s and Russia’s inroads into 
the country.

***
All in all, Sultan Haitham has 
largely followed in the footsteps of 
his predecessor, adopting a foreign 
policy based on peaceful coexist-
ence and economic policies that 
align with the Sultanate’s Vision 
2040. Simultaneously, however, the 
Sultan has introduced several re-
forms, restructuring government 
and introducing tougher fiscal 
measures to account for the mount-
ing challenges facing the country 
and to promote economic develop-
ment. Only time will tell whether 
such policies will enable Oman to 
improve its economic situation and 
prosper in a post-COVID era.

by Sophie Smith

The Next Generation:
Saudi Arabia’s Looming Tourism Boom

2020 — annus horribilis — was set to 
herald the beginning of a new era for 
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, with its 
issuing of tourist visa and the open-
ing of its borders to leisure travel. 
The pandemic may have dramatically 
changed the course of the year, but the 
long term strategy to diversify Saudi 
Arabia’s economy has not changed and 
the Gulf giant remains an interesting 
place for tourists and those interested 
in investing in the tourism sector alike.  
Saudi Arabia’s goals are ambitious: 
100 million annual visitors by 2030 
(on par with France and six times 
that of the United Arab Emirates), 
new investments worth some $58 bil-
lion (USD) by 2023, and $133 billion 
(USD) by 2030. A large percentage 
of these investments are expected to 
come from outside Saudi Arabia. ‘Our 
target is indeed ambitious,’ Ahmed 

Al-Khateeb — Saudi Arabia’s Minis-
ter for Tourism — told Arab News…
‘however, we have everything we 
need to achieve our target. We have a 
large country, diverse nature, a strong 
culture and great people, and there-
fore we have everything to get to the 

target we announced,’ he insisted. 
More than one third of the 1.5 billion 
tourists who travelled the planet in 
2019 were looking for ‘sun, sea and 
sand,’ elements in which Saudi Ara-
bia is tremendously rich. The planned 
high-tech city of Neom, on the Red 
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The Sense of Future
Saudi Arabia's Strategy for Artificial Intelligence

Sea, proximate to the borders with 
Jordan and the Israeli city of Eilat, to-
gether with the rest of Saudi’s western 
coast up to Jeddah — where the most 
of the Saudi historical heritage is con-
centrated — can become a world class 
destination. High-end, elite tourism is 
one of the fastest growing segments 
of the international travel business 
and Saudi Arabia hopes to capital-
ise on this trend. The government is 
committed to amend regulations and 
legislation to attract investors and 
visitors. Hotel licenses are already is-
sued within 10 days and more relaxed 
standards of dress would be allowed 
on private resorts and beaches, though 
not yet on public facilities. Develop-
ing local tourism services and ex-
pertise is a major target of the Saudi 
Commission for Tourism and Nation-
al Heritage and the entire government. 

The internal and regional market also 
provides important opportunities. 
Saudis have traditionally been serious 
spenders on their foreign travels; ef-
fectively spending $22 billion (USD) 
in 2019. Trying to divert some of 
these travellers towards new domes-
tic locations is part of the challenge. 
Luring visitors from the wider Gulf 
and Middle East region is also a pri-
ority, especially in absence of cultural 
barriers between guests and hosts. 
Improving foreign direct investments 
(FDI) in the leisure sector is part of 
the wider Vision 2030 Agenda, which 
must also consider stereotypes to a 
country whose habits (including the 
alcohol ban and a relatively conserva-
tive mentality) can be seen as a disin-
centive for the establishment of mass 
tourism. Nonetheless, the economic 
stability of the country, its modern in-

frastructure and legal framework put 
Saudi Arabia in a privileged position 
compared to other possible competi-
tors in Asia and Africa. 

***

2021 will be a turning point for the 
entire global economy. The expected 
COVID-19 recovery will result in a 
massive change in the global equilib-
rium, with a huge amount of liquid-
ity pumped by the central banks into 
the financial system. Countries able to 
intercept that finance will be winners 
of the next decade. Saudi Arabia is a 
credible candidate to be among them, 
with its diversification strategy and its 
ambition to become a major destina-
tion for world travellers.

by Piercamillo Falasca

Artificial Intelligence (AI) is becom-
ing an integral part of national in-
novation strategies. The promising 
transversal use of the deep learning 
process implemented in AI holds 
noteworthy uses in the macro- and 
micro-levels of society. AI is also an 
element of strategic leverage. Global 
actors venture in visionary R&D pro-
grammes, echoing an international 
race to achieve supremacy in the field.
Whereas the United States and China 
hold major stakes in technological 
advancement scenarios, countries of 
minor indigenous technology devel-
opment look at AI as an opportunity 
to emerge in the global arena and to 
pursue their visions for innovation 
and progress.

A Kingdom’s Vision
Saudi Arabia is a case in point. AI is a 
pillar of Vision 2030, the Kingdom’s 
strategy to evolve into a knowledge-
based society, diversify its oil-based 
economy and become a global hub for 
technological development. Remark-
ably, 70 percent of 96 Vision 2030 
strategic goals are closely related to 
AI. To achieve its mission, Saudi Ara-

bia has led a concerted effort to ad-
vance its technological capabilities 
and to create a domestic AI-enabled 
digital ecosystem by 2030—driven 
by a 5G-enabled national ICT infra-
structure and a massive use of data. 
NEOM represents the emblem of how 
the Saudi Arabia envisions AI’s fu-
ture and its own. Worth a $500 billion 
(USD) investment by the Saudi Pub-
lic Investment Fund (PIF), the project 
consists of a futuristic city spanning 
from Saudi Arabia, Egypt and Jordan. 
The metropolis will fully integrate AI, 
robotics and the Internet of Things 

(IoT) in every aspect of human life 
NEOM is projected to be a hub of 
innovation in a number of vital sec-
tors for Saudi Arabia’s economy, such 
as energy, water, biotech, health and 
food; innovations to be fully empow-
ered by AI.
 
A Grand Strategy for AI
Saudi Arabia’s ambitions for AI are 
grander than a city. Vision 2030 en-
compasses a full-scale transition of 
its economic and public structure 
towards a new era of AI-driven gov-
ernance. On that backdrop, in August 
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2019 the country launched the Saudi 
Data and Artificial Intelligence Au-
thority (SDAIA), a public body which 
pursues the development and imple-
mentation of national data and AI 
strategies. SDAIA runs through three 
centres:

1. The National Data Management 
Office (NDMO), which covers data, 
AI regulations and standards
2. The National Information Center 
(NIC), the operator of data infrastruc-
ture and AI-powered analytics.
3. The National Center for Artificial 
Intelligence (NCAI), the driver of AI 
innovations, which also provides stra-
tegic advice to public bodies and pro-
motes AI expertise.
 
Within such framework Saudi Ara-
bia has already established a National 
Data Bank for public entities’ datasets 
and built one of the largest govern-
ment clouds (G-Clouds) infrastruc-
tures in the Middle East, finalised 
to merge 83 data centres of 40 gov-
ernment bodies. As data is the main 
fuel to enable the functioning of AI, 
the establishment of integrated plat-
forms for its gathering and analysis 
is crucial. Additionally, the progres-
sive digitalisation of public entities 
allows an ever-increasing collection 
of data by public authorities. If ‘data 
is the new oil’, as defined by British 
mathematician Clive Humby, Sau-
di Arabia does not lack either one. 
The path undertaken has reached a 
fundamental step in October 2020, 
when the SDAIA organised the inau-
gural edition of the ‘Global AI Sum-
mit: AI for the Good of Humanity’. 

The event was held within the frame-
work of the Saudi G20 chairmanship, 
gathering major public and private 
stakeholders and decision-makers 
in the sector. During the event, the 
Kingdom launched its National Strat-
egy for Data and Artificial Intelli-
gence (NSDAI), a multi-phase plan 
that aims to attract some $20 billion 
(USD) in investments, activate 300 
start-ups, train 20000 specialists in the 
field and to rank Saudi Arabia among 
the top 15 countries in AI by 2030. In 
its first stage, the strategy will focus 
on advancing AI technologies related 
to five sectors functional for the im-
plementation of Vision 2030: educa-
tion, government, healthcare, energy, 
mobility. What will follow will be 
a reassessed implementation of the 
strategy according to the foundational 
achievements.
 
The 5G Pillar
During the Global AI Summit, a series 
of noteworthy agreements and part-
nerships were signed between Saudi 
Arabia and Chinese companies Hua-
wei and Alibaba Cloud. The first will 
partner on professional training as 
well as on Arabic language AI-related 
capabilities; the Alibaba Cloud will 
instead cooperate in the development 
of AI-enabled smart city technologies, 
particularly focusing on aspects of se-
curity, safety, mobility, energy and 
health. Saudi-Chinese cooperation 
on the matter is not new, with Hua-
wei conducting its ‘5G Roadshow’ 
in the Kingdom already in 2019, a 
tour of promotion and training of the 
company’s 5G network architecture. 
5G itself is a vital element for the im-

plementation of AI-related strategies, 
as it enables the high-band connectiv-
ity for massive levels of data volumes. 
The domestic regulation of 5G net-
works in Saudi Arabia has been con-
ferred in October 2020 to the Commu-
nications and Information Technology 
Commission (CITC), a further step 
towards an institutional restructur-
ing coherent with Vision 2030. Given 
the strict link between 5G and AI, as 
well as 5G’s geopolitical and secu-
rity implications, particular attention 
must be drawn to its implementation 
and development. In this sense, it is 
significant that all three Saudi mobile 
network operators – Saudi Telecom 
Company (STC), Mobily and Zain 
– have chosen the Finnish company 
Nokia to implement 5G using the 
company’s end-to-end solutions. 

***
The volume of institutional and eco-
nomic investment around AI reveal 
a highly ambitious strategy. Saudi 
Arabia is adopting a holistic approach 
to AI, encompassing AI capabilities-
building as well as information in-
struments aimed at dictating norms 
and standards for the future. It aims 
to gain the spot in the global arena of 
innovation and fully enter into a new 
model of governance: digital, stream-
lined and innovative. The future of 
Saudi Arabia rests on AI.

by Arnold Koka
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